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    Chapter 1: Prologue

    
      A dark, murky vision.
    

    

    
      My ears felt clogged, as if submerged in water.
    

    

    
      A lethargy that prevented me from moving even a single hair.
    

    

    
      And in the midst of that utter daze, I heard several familiar voices.
    

    

    
      「Be careful… on your way. Hero-nim.」
    

    

    
      「…See you on the other side. Partner.」
    

    

    
      「Heheh… What are you dawdling for, you punk. Hurry up and go.」
    

    

    
      「…Thank you. Orabeoni.」
    

    

    
      「Hurry up and go, nya.」
    

    

    
      Heh-
    

    

    
      A smile automatically formed on my lips.
    

    

    
      They were all individuals with such distinct characters that I could recognize them by voice alone.
    

    

    
      Precious friends.
    

    

    
      Comrades I could rely on.
    

    

    
      And…
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      The welcome voices that had been ringing in my ears soon began to fade.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The voices grew more distant, like the outro music of a movie transitioning to the ending credits.
    

    

    
      「You must…….」
    

    

    
      The ever-fainting voices eventually stopped altogether.
    

    

    
      Once the sound ceased, a pure emptiness descended.
    

    

    
      A pure void with no sound, no smell, no sight, no feeling.
    

    

    
      In its midst.
    

    

    
      I continued to fall.
    

    

    
      Down, down.
    

    

    
      Endlessly, endlessly.
    

    

    
      Into a bottomless abyss of nothingness.
    

    

    
      How much time had passed like that?
    

    

    
      A sound came from somewhere.
    

    

    
      「…-ssi!」
    

    

    
      ‘Huh?’
    

    

    
      The voice that suddenly reached me was too faint and distant to properly make out.
    

    

    
      「…get a gr…….」
    

    

    
      The voice came again.
    

    

    
      ‘What on earth are they saying?’
    

    

    
      This time, too, it was faint and distant.
    

    

    
      It was hard to understand, but it seemed a little closer than the first time.
    

    

    
      「Do you… want to die… now?」
    

    

    
      The third voice was somewhat intelligible.
    

    

    
      ‘Want to die?’
    

    

    
      “I told you to dodge!!!”
    

    

    
      Along with that last, clear voice, my sealed five senses awakened.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh-
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Quickly snapping to my senses, I used every available faculty to absorb information from my surroundings.
    

    

    
      The metallic scent of blood mixed with the sticky smell of mud.
    

    

    
      An unusually strong wind brushing past my body.
    

    

    
      Grains of sand crunching between my molars.
    

    

    
      A shadow falling around my feet.
    

    

    
      And crucially.
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      A blunt club swinging right for my head.
    

    

    
      “Seo U-jin-ssi!!! What have you been doing! Do you really want to die…….”
    

    

    
      The flood of the five senses was quite overwhelming, but.
    

    

    
      Slice-
    

    

    
      As I simultaneously slashed through the club aiming for me and the neck of the Goblin Chieftain, I came to a single, certain realization.
    

    

    
      That is to say—
    

    

    
      ‘I succeeded.’
    

    

    
      …That I had succeeded in my Regression.
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      “No, Seo U-jin-ssi. If you had a plan, you should have told me beforehand. You have to consider the Raid Manager's position too.”
    

    

    
      “I suppose so.”
    

    

    
      “Even if you’re the team leader, people are bound to worry if you just stand there spacing out. We were already short on personnel for this Goblin Village raid, so your role was significant, and for you to just……”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, yeah.”
    

    

    
      “I mean……”
    

    

    
      November 3rd, 2021.
    

    

    
      One day before the Stairway Transcendence.
    

    

    
      In other words, the final day of the Goblin Village raid, located on the slopes of Geomdeok Mountain, South Hamgyong Province.
    

    

    
      It seemed I had somehow managed to achieve my goal of regressing to a point before the <Stairway Transcendence>.
    

    

    
      …It was a bit disappointing that I only had a day to spare, though.
    

    

    
      Still, you could call it a success.
    

    

    
      ‘I wanted to rest a bit when I got back… but it looks like there’s no time.’
    

    

    
      “Are you even listening to me?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, yeah… Huh?”
    

    

    
      “Hah… There’s no point in talking about it now that it’s over, but… you’re a veteran. You haven’t been doing this for just a year or two; you’re a 5th-year Hunter. Why are you acting like this? You, of all people, know best that one wrong move can get people killed in this line of work.”
    

    

    
      I must have looked truly precarious, as the Raid Manager kept nagging me even though the raid had concluded successfully.
    

    

    
      It was a common occurrence in the world of Hunters.
    

    

    
      After all, if someone died during a raid, the person who suffered the most in the guild’s performance review was the Raid Manager in charge of that team.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the me before the Regression would have been genuinely sorry.
    

    

    
      ‘What was this person’s name again?’
    

    

    
      Well, of course… that was a story from before my Regression.
    

    

    
      “This won’t do, Seo U-jin-ssi. I’m going to report to the higher-ups and cancel the Gangneung raid scheduled for the day after tomorrow. If you continue raiding in your current state, it’s not just you; your team members will be in danger too.”
    

    

    
      Shaking her head, the Raid Manager spoke with a frown.
    

    

    
      Saying she would cancel the scheduled raid.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      “…I understand. This will be reflected in your team’s evaluation, so instead of canceling, we could postpone it to a later date… What? What did you say?”
    

    

    
      I told her to go ahead.
    

    

    
      “Let’s cancel it.”
    

    

    
      “…Wait.”
    

    

    
      I could see the Raid Manager’s dumbfounded face.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      This woman probably said that without any real intention of canceling.
    

    

    
      It was obvious, but canceling a scheduled raid benefited neither the manager nor the team leader.
    

    

    
      There was the issue of cancellation fees, and of course, it would have a negative impact on our performance reviews within the guild.
    

    

    
      The reason the Raid Manager had pushed for cancellation was likely to heighten her own standing within the team.
    

    

    
      She was using the fact that I had seemed dazed as an excuse to seize the initiative in the raid team.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, she was initiating a sort of ‘power play’.
    

    

    
      Her plan was probably for me to beg her to reconsider, at which point she would feign generosity and settle for a postponement.
    

    

    
      However, I had no intention of playing along.
    

    

    
      …Because tomorrow, I…
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll be on my way.”
    

    

    
      “Wait, Seo U-jin-ssi!”
    

    

    
      “Ah, right. And I’m going to fax my resignation letter to the guild, so put in a good word for me. I’m retiring as of today.”
    

    

    
      “What? Seo U-jin-ssi, wait a minute!! A resignation letter, what are you……”
    

    

    
      …won’t be here anyway.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      There was a lot to do.
    

    

    
      I had made more than a few promises before my Regression.
    

    

    
      Just thinking about handling all of them while steering the War against Demons to a better outcome than before was already giving me a headache.
    

    

    
      “So unnecessarily nosy…”
    

    

    
      Of course, strictly speaking, the promises weren’t legally binding.
    

    

    
      I was the only one who regressed, and those who made the promises with me wouldn’t even remember.
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t just pretend I didn’t know and ignore the promises I’d made with the guys who had trusted me with everything.
    

    

    
      I didn’t want to deny my life’s creed: ‘I always keep my word.’
    

    

    
      That was probably why they chose me as the one to regress.
    

    

    
      “…This should be enough.”
    

    

    
      In any case, that was why I first organized the things I had to do in the form of a <Bucket List>.
    

    

    
      It was a list of things to do to change the course of the War against Demons and the promises I’d made to my comrades, roughly arranged in chronological order.
    

    

    
      After writing it all down, I had a completed list of 519 bucket list items filling a black notebook.
    

    

    
      Even though I had tried to summarize and group them, it still came out to that much.
    

    

    
      “Is this really something one person can do…”
    

    

    
      In particular, the tasks needed to change the flow of the War against Demons were so immense that a sigh escaped me just from looking at them.
    

    

    
      “…I really shouldn’t have come back. I should have just sent someone else.”
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, they were tasks the me from before the Regression couldn’t have even imagined.
    

    

    
      Most of the things written there were what the vanguards of the War against Demons had achieved by sacrificing their lives, or things they had failed to achieve even then.
    

    

    
      “Hah… this is tough…”
    

    

    
      …Of course, giving up was not an option.
    

    

    
      If I gave up, nothing would change.
    

    

    
      And if that happened, the very reason for my Regression would disappear.
    

    

    
      [Bucket List]
    

    

    
      These were things that simply had to be done.
    

    

    
      A list of tasks I absolutely had to accomplish before I died.
    

    

    
      “For now, then… shall we get going?”
    

    

    
      There was a lot to do, but I had no intention of tensing up and rushing from the very first day of my Regression.
    

    

    
      Ultimately, I was the only one who could do all this, and if I didn’t want the dimension of Earth to be destroyed due to our defeat in the War against Demons, managing my own mental state was also a pretty important item on the list.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I decided to use the one day left until the Stairway Transcendence for myself.
    

    

    
      I had returned with a heavy sense of responsibility to lead the War against Demons to victory, but.
    

    

    
      Even I had something I had decided I would do first if I ever regressed.
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      Leaving the monster field in the northern part of the Korean peninsula, I returned to Seoul and soon reached my destination.
    

    

    
      As I let out a sigh in front of the building and pushed open the door, a familiar greeting came back.
    

    

    
      “Hello~ Welcome to S*bucks~.”
    

    

    
      A smile unknowingly spread across my lips.
    

    

    
      Just how long has it been since I’ve been to a Byeoldabang?
    

    

    
      I walked up to the counter with a stern, solemn, and serious expression, and the manager spoke in her characteristically cheerful voice.
    

    

    
      “I can help you with your order!”
    

    

    
      At her words, I gave a light nod.
    

    

    
      “…Java Chip Frappuccino.”
    

    

    
      “Yes. One Java Chip Frappuccino. For here or to go?”
    

    

    
      “For here. And I have a few customizations…”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes! Go ahead.”
    

    

    
      I dredged up the old recipe from my mind, not even remembering the last time I had ordered it.
    

    

    
      “Uh… for the Java Chips, please blend half and leave the other half whole. And please change the whipped cream on top to espresso whipped cream. Add three pumps of hazelnut syrup and two pumps of mocha syrup, and finish it with a hazelnut drizzle.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Ah, and I’d appreciate a mug without a handle.”
    

    

    
      Smile-
    

    

    
      The employee was still smiling.
    

    

    
      But one thing had changed from before I ordered: her eyes were no longer on me.
    

    

    
      Her gaze was fixed on the POS machine, her right index finger hovering aimlessly in the air.
    

    

    
      She put on an even brighter smile and said to me.
    

    

    
      “…Sir, I’m so sorry, but could you please repeat that one more time?”
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      After repeating the order to the manager a couple more times, U-jin finally managed to leave the counter and opened his bucket list notebook.
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s one down.”
    

    

    
      And he drew an X over the first item written there.
    

    

    
      [Bucket List #1]
    

    
      『Eat an S*bucks Java Chip Frappuccino with half the chips blended and half whole, topped with espresso whip. (Size: Grande. Add two pumps of mocha syrup, three pumps of hazelnut syrup. Finish with a hazelnut drizzle).』 X
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      Scrape, scrape-
    

    

    
      A layer of crushed ice granules settled at the bottom of the finished Frappuccino cup.
    

    

    
      This part was relatively tasteless.
    

    

    
      It was the only thing I disliked about a Frappuccino.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean my special Java Chip Frappuccino, my first in decades, wasn't delicious.
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s one down. One bucket list item.”
    

    

    
      [Bucket List #1]
    

    
      『Eat an S*bucks Java Chip Frappuccino with half the chips blended and half whole, topped with espresso whip. (Size: Grande. Add two pumps of mocha syrup, three pumps of hazelnut syrup. Finish with a hazelnut drizzle).』
    

    

    
      It was ironic, but it was only after drinking the Frappuccino that the reality of my Regression truly sank in.
    

    

    
      The two elements seemed completely unrelated, but at least for me, they were.
    

    

    
      It was a symbol of a peaceful era, in a way.
    

    

    
      This cup of icy slush, which cost only about 8,000 won, filled my chest with the pleasant leisure of peace.
    

    

    
      Well, of course, from my perspective, it was a peace that would only last one more day.
    

    

    
      That made it all the sweeter.
    

    

    
      “Can I do it?”
    

    

    
      Suppressing the rising sense of peace, I looked down at the notebook with my bucket list again…
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the conversation from the next table drifted into my ears.
    

    

    
      - Hey, did you hear? They said the A-Rank Hunter, Jang Han-u, went missing this time, too…
    

    

    
      - Hah… this is serious. Isn’t this the work of the Illuminati or some other group pulling something big?
    

    

    
      - I don’t know, man… No matter how I think about it, it’s strange that not a single clue has turned up yet.
    

    

    
      - No, this is seriously weird. It’s also true that these incidents started happening on the 15th anniversary of the Rifts…
    

    

    
      ‘…Right, this was the atmosphere.’
    

    

    
      <The Serial Disappearance of High-Rank Hunters>
    

    

    
      Beginning in early 2020, the 15th year since the first Rift appeared, High-Rank Hunters began to disappear for unknown reasons.
    

    

    
      It was a worldwide phenomenon, yet no country could find its cause or any clues.
    

    

    
      The most plausible theories circulating online were ‘contract killings by an anti-hunter group presumed to be a pre-rift establishment,’ or ‘identity erasure due to the expansion of the Hunter underworld,’ but as someone who had seen the future, I could tell them that both were wrong.
    

    

    
      ‘…Back then, I thought it had nothing to do with me.’
    

    

    
      The cause of this incident was something one could never know without experiencing it.
    

    

    
      There was a good reason why the entire world was so helpless against something as major as the disappearance of High-Rank Hunters.
    

    

    
      This was an affair related to the <Upper-Dimensional Plane>.
    

    

    
      For the <Lower-Dimensional Plane>, which hadn’t even properly grasped the meaning of the Rifts, it would be stranger to even guess correctly.
    

    

    
      “…Who would have known? That the Rifts we risked our lives to block were nothing more than degraded versions of monsters that had leaked from above.”
    

    

    
      Around this time, the media was probably trumpeting humanity’s victory in the ‘War against Monsters.’
    

    

    
      Even countries like North Korea or those in South America, which had been virtually annihilated during the first Rifts, had reclaimed some territory in the form of Monster Fields. On the surface, it looked like we were dealing with monsters in a manner closer to hunting than war.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, mana engineering technology, which converted the mana stones from monsters into energy, had begun development. 
    

    

    
      It was a time when there was even talk of a ‘Fourth Mana Revolution,’ so it was easy to imagine how arrogant and conceited humanity had become.
    

    

    
      But I knew.
    

    

    
      The monsters they prided themselves on defeating were degraded versions, not even on par with the monsters that appeared in the entrance to the Upper-Dimensional Plane, the ‘Gateway Zone.’
    

    

    
      Monsters that were considered ‘High-Rank Monsters’ in the Lower-Dimensional Plane were treated as nameless mongrels in the Upper-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      Goblins and Gnolls were prime examples.
    

    

    
      Goblins and Gnolls were classified as B-Rank hunting difficulty, and special variants like the ‘Goblin Chieftain,’ ‘Goblin Mage,’ or ‘Blue-Mane Gnoll’ were classified as A-Rank.
    

    

    
      In other words, in the Lower-Dimensional Plane, they were considered high-rank monsters that could only be hunted by teams.
    

    

    
      But their treatment in the Upper-Dimensional Plane was different.
    

    

    
      The green skin and distorted face of the Orc race.
    

    

    
      The long ears of the Elf race.
    

    

    
      The short stature of the Dwarf race.
    

    

    
      A lowly crossbreed created by patching together the flaws of three Upper-Dimensional Plane Magical Beast races.
    

    

    
      That was the ‘Goblin.’
    

    

    
      And the mongrel Magical Beast that discarded the overwhelming physique and combat instincts of the Beastmen race in favor of crude intelligence was the Gnoll.
    

    

    
      The very fact that they were forcibly transferred to the Lower-Dimensional Plane when the dimensional Rift occurred was proof that their nature was more suited to the Lower-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      There was no need to further explain how inferior the monsters that came down to the Lower-Dimensional Plane were.
    

    

    
      - I heard there aren’t many top 20 Hunters left in any country…
    

    

    
      - Where on earth did they disappear to?
    

    

    
      - No idea… Well, it’s none of my business.
    

    

    
      …The ongoing case of the disappearing High-Rank Hunters was happening in the exact opposite context.
    

    

    
      Humans who had adapted to the mana that flowed down from the Upper-Dimensional Plane after the first Rift, whose very nature had become more suited to the Upper-Dimensional Plane than here, were moving to the Upper-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      That was the full story behind the High-Rank Hunter Disappearance Case happening around this time.
    

    

    
      …However, there was one difference: the <Stairway Transcendence>, the act of ascending from the Lower-Dimensional Plane to the Upper-Dimensional Plane, involved a bit of artificial self-interest.
    

    

    
      But the context and pattern were nearly identical.
    

    

    
      Anyway, in that context.
    

    

    
      “The time I underwent the Stairway Transcendence… I was at the end of B-Rank, I think.”
    

    

    
      I, too, would be ascending soon.
    

    

    
      “…It was at midnight. Just four hours left.”
    

    

    
      To the Upper-Dimensional Plane, where the War against Demons was raging.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      The Stairway Transcendence wasn’t particularly bound by location or other factors.
    

    

    
      As long as the target was confirmed, the body would automatically move, no matter where it was.
    

    

    
      …In other words, whether the person was in the bathroom, eating a meal, or doing whatever else.
    

    

    
      They would be transported in that exact state.
    

    

    
      ‘…I think I was holding a pig’s trotter when I got transported.’
    

    

    
      Heh-
    

    

    
      Before my Regression, I remembered feeling wronged because I had been transported in my underwear, just as I’d ordered a large platter of pig’s trotters and lifted one of the pieces.
    

    

    
      Compared to that state, my current situation was not just good, it was luxurious.
    

    

    
      Even if I didn’t have anything else special, I could at least take my basic hunting gear and attire.
    

    

    
      This was enough.
    

    

    
      The Gateway Zone wasn’t a place you could pass through just by having good weapons, and once you fully entered the Upper-Dimensional Plane, gear from the Lower-Dimensional Plane became meaningless.
    

    

    
      Stubbornly packing other luggage would more likely just slow me down.
    

    

    
      [11:59]
    

    

    
      The clock indicated the imminent hour.
    

    

    
      “I’m not leaving anything behind, am I?”
    

    

    
      I did a quick check to see if I had forgotten anything, and for a moment, I retraced my memories of the ‘Gateway Zone.’
    

    

    
      With a familiar notification sound, a translucent window appeared before my eyes.
    

    

    
      [System is activating.]
    

    
      [Confirming list… Seo U-jin. Registration complete.]
    

    
      [You have been selected as a Plane Transcendent.]
    

    
      [Entering the ‘Rift of Dimensions’.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, my vision blurred and flickered into a hazy black and white.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of daze, I opened my eyes to a pure white space.
    

    

    
      An awkward space where only a dazzling white existed, its width and height unknowable.
    

    

    
      In my past life, I had been quite flustered by this strange background that appeared so suddenly… but I wasn’t particularly flustered now.
    

    

    
      It was only natural, as this wasn’t my first time.
    

    

    
      “…To think I’d come here again.”
    

    

    
      Instead of bewilderment, the emotion I felt was quite complex.
    

    

    
      The joy of meeting my friends again.
    

    

    
      A strange loneliness from the memories that only I now possessed.
    

    

    
      A bit of curiosity.
    

    

    
      Tension, excitement, desperation, dread.
    

    

    
      And… hopelessness.
    

    

    
      Various emotions washed over me, one after another.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Fumble, fumble-
    

    

    
      With the instinctive thought that I had to push away this strange mix of feelings, I reached into my pocket, took out a cigarette I had prepared, and placed it in my mouth.
    

    

    
      Click- Hooo-
    

    

    
      And before any more regret could surface, I expelled the emotions along with the white cigarette smoke.
    

    

    
      As I drenched my overwhelming heart with smoke, the turmoil of emotions subsided along with a familiar daze.
    

    

    
      “…A post-Regression high is a first, though.”
    

    

    
      …Still, I couldn’t help the lingering bitterness I felt towards this damn fate.
    

    

    
      But I had been prepared for that much.
    

    

    
      “I have to do it… somehow.”
    

    

    
      After pushing away all those emotions, the stark sense of responsibility that remained within me began to choke me, but it couldn’t be helped.
    

    

    
      I had to bear it, endure it, and somehow succeed.
    

    

    
      After all, if I couldn’t do these things, no one could.
    

    

    
      “I have to do it… have to…”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      As I steeled my resolve over and over, a halo of light suddenly formed before me.
    

    

    
      The shimmering, multicolored halo of light soon formed a single human figure.
    

    

    
      The figure, with long black hair and dressed in pure white clothes, appeared and spoke to me in a clear voice.
    

    

    
      [Plane Transcendent Seo U-jin. You have been chosen as a Hero to be active in the Upper-Dimensional Plane’s War against Demons…….]
    

    

    
      And that figure’s voice was.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      An exceedingly familiar and missed.
    

    

    
      “It’s been a while.”
    

    

    
      The voice of my first companion.
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      Eliya von Deina Mercullurt.
    

    

    
      An Acolyte Priest of the Guardian Cross Order, and my first companion after I ascended to the Upper-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      […Pardon? What do you mean by that?]
    

    

    
      The Order's image materialization magic, formed from mana polygons, perfectly conveyed Eliya's flustered emotions.
    

    

    
      [‘It’s been a while’… Have we met before?]
    

    

    
      It was understandable that she was flustered.
    

    

    
      The idea of a being from the Upper-Dimensional Plane and a being from the Lower-Dimensional Plane being acquainted was a statement that simply couldn't be true.
    

    

    
      Indeed, as she asked, Eliya frowned deeply, as if she knew her own words made no sense.
    

    

    
      “Who knows.”
    

    

    
      But what could I do? I was just happy to see her.
    

    

    
      Even if it meant my first impression would be that of a Plane Transcendent who spouted nonsense, I wanted to savor this current feeling of joy and longing.
    

    

    
      Even if it was her first time meeting me.
    

    

    
      The memories from before my Regression were still in my head.
    

    

    
      「A pleasure to meet you, Plane Transcendent Seo U-jin. I am ‘Eliya von Deina Mercullurt,’ the Acolyte Priest from the Guardian Cross Order assigned to your training…」
    

    
      「No, what do you mean, ‘I’ll just die’?! Sir Hero, please say something that makes sense!」
    

    
      「…Hey, you crazy bastard!!! Who walks into hell on their own two feet!!!」
    

    
      「Just one… please promise me just one thing. Just one…」
    

    

    
      From the moment we first met and she introduced herself… to her last request, which I had already written down in my notebook. 
    

    

    
      My memories with her were still vivid and clear.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …Anyway, to be asking a newly arrived Plane Transcendent questions, no matter how flustered she was.
    

    

    
      A smile automatically formed on my face at the sight of her, still too naive to be a Hero's Acolyte Priest.
    

    

    
      Heh-
    

    

    
      “Let’s just move past the trivial stuff.”
    

    

    
      Waving my right hand, I said as much, and Eliya nodded with a frown.
    

    

    
      […We don't have much time, so I will let it go for now. I will ask about this again later.]
    

    

    
      [First, to briefly introduce myself, I am ‘Eliya von Deina Mercullurt,’ an Acolyte Priest of the Guardian Cross Order.]
    

    

    
      “I’m Seo U-jin. 28 years old. Unemployed.”
    

    

    
      [I was under the impression you had the profession of… a Hunter in the Lower-Dimensional Plane…]
    

    

    
      “I retired as of today. So I’m unemployed. Irelia.”
    

    

    
      [It’s Eliya, not Irelia… And if you’re going to shorten it on our first meeting, it is proper etiquette to use my surname, Merculurt…]
    

    

    
      “Okay. Mercul it is.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      Eliya wiped her face with her right hand.
    

    

    
      She had an expression that seemed to say, ‘I got a bad one.’ 
    

    

    
      It was true that my current reaction and composure were not typical of a Plane Transcendent.
    

    

    
      Most Hunters chosen as Plane Transcendents would probably be extremely nervous, or at least show a submissive attitude, obediently listening to the explanation in this unfamiliar situation.
    

    

    
      Of course, I could have done that too.
    

    

    
      Since I had no intention of shouting about my Regression from the rooftops, I certainly had enough motivation to act that way.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      [Just what is…]
    

    

    
      Heh-
    

    

    
      When she reacts so animatedly, how could I not tease her?
    

    

    
      [This is just too strange… A person from the Lower-Dimensional Plane should be reacting with panic…]
    

    

    
      “Guess I’m just not normal.”
    

    

    
      [Haaa…]
    

    

    
      Letting out a small sigh, Eliya shook her head in resignation and began her explanation.
    

    

    
      [As you may have guessed, I am not actually here in person. I am merely a projection brought here to guide you, Seo U-jin. My actual body is in another space.]
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      That was obvious.
    

    

    
      She was in the Upper-Dimensional Plane, and this place wasn’t the Upper-Dimensional Plane yet, but rather somewhere between the Upper and Lower-Dimensional Planes—like the 1.5th floor, if I had to put it that way.
    

    

    
      Until I passed through the Gateway Zone, it couldn’t be called the ‘Upper-Dimensional Plane.’
    

    

    
      [It’s a type of… magic, but for now, you can think of it as something similar to a ‘hologram’ from the Lower-Dimensional Plane.]
    

    

    
      “Right.”
    

    

    
      […As you are well aware, the appearance of monsters and the emergence of the Awakened over the past ten-odd years are events that defy the common sense of the Lower-Dimensional Plane. According to the ‘laws of physics’ that originally apply to the Lower-Dimensional Plane, such things are impossible.]
    

    

    
      “True.”
    

    

    
      [But in the end, it did happen. The reason these ‘impossible things’ occurred is simple. It's because something equally impossible happened: a rift formed in the boundary between the Upper and Lower-Dimensional Planes.]
    

    

    
      “I see.”
    

    

    
      [Originally, the Upper and Lower-Dimensional Planes are thoroughly separated by a dimensional wall. But recently, as the ‘War against Demons’ in the Upper-Dimensional Plane has intensified, a rift has formed in that wall. The effect this had on the Lower-Dimensional Plane is the full story behind the recent changes.]
    

    

    
      “Amazing.”
    

    

    
      [That is why our Guardian Cross Order, which is leading the War against Demons in the Upper-Dimensional Plane, has been selecting those who quickly adapt to the changes in the Lower-Dimensional Plane and show great promise, to become Heroes who will lead the War against Demons…]
    

    

    
      Eliya, who had been speaking with a somewhat uneasy expression, suddenly stopped.
    

    

    
      Groan-
    

    

    
      It seemed she once again sensed that something was amiss due to my consistently nonchalant reactions.
    

    

    
      Eliya’s brow furrowed a little more as she asked.
    

    

    
      [Am I, by any chance, giving this explanation for the second time?]
    

    

    
      “Hmm… no?”
    

    

    
      […It’s just that I can’t comprehend your reaction, Seo U-jin. Normally, anyone would ask a few questions back or express denial…]
    

    

    
      It was only natural for her to be flustered.
    

    

    
      For a normal person, each and every one of the previous statements would be shocking enough to be hard to accept.
    

    

    
      Even I, before my Regression.
    

    

    
      「Who the hell do you think you are, calling me a Hero and whatnot and dragging me up here? A War against Demons? You mean a war, right? It’s bad enough I had to go through two years of military service and then reserve duty, and now you want me to jump into a warzone in the upper neighborhood? For whose benefit? Cut the crap and send me back. Let me finish my pig’s trotters.」
    

    

    
      …is probably what I said.
    

    

    
      That would have been the normal reaction for most people.
    

    

    
      This briefing session, complete with image materialization magic and an Acolyte Priest, existed to appease people like that.
    

    

    
      “Just think of me as the type who’s stingy with his surprise.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      “Well, it sounds like you guys are short-staffed up there and need an extra hand… Okay, I get it up to that point. So, is the explanation over?”
    

    

    
      [No. How can you summarize it so simply like that…]
    

    

    
      Of course, my current way of thinking was 180 degrees different from before my Regression.
    

    

    
      Although there was a somewhat somber aspect to it, I didn't feel wronged or bothered about participating in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      After all, I knew better than anyone that if we couldn't stop the War against Demons in the Upper-Dimensional Plane, the dimensional wall, the Lower-Dimensional Plane, and everything else would be doomed.
    

    

    
      With a dubious expression, Eliya’s mouth opened and closed before she spoke again.
    

    

    
      [No. The explanation isn’t over. I still need to give a brief explanation about the <Gateway Zone>…]
    

    

    
      To make things easier for the dazed-looking girl, I feigned ignorance and muttered.
    

    

    
      “The Gateway Zone… It sounds like some kind of tutorial needed to ascend. Probably has monsters that are a bit stronger than the ones I faced below.”
    

    

    
      [Uh…]
    

    

    
      “Since it’s called a ‘Zone,’ it seems like there’s more than one… And if they’re ‘Gates,’ is it a stage-based system where you get a break and some rewards after clearing one?”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      “Oh! And you said Guardian Cross Order earlier, right?”
    

    

    
      [Ah, yes…]
    

    

    
      “If it’s an Order, it was probably formed by combining several religions… And since it’s the Upper-Dimensional Plane, are there gods or something too?”
    

    

    
      [Uh… well, I mean, yes. That’s right. I suppose…]
    

    

    
      “Then they could be involved in these Gates. Kind of like in those Constellation stories? Picking favorites beforehand, watching them.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      By that point.
    

    

    
      I could see Eliya’s mind going completely blank.
    

    

    
      […Where am I… Who is this…?]
    

    

    
      Her mind seemed to have gone beyond complex and reached a state of dizziness.
    

    

    
      She wasn't the type to be comfortable with situations her mind couldn't comprehend.
    

    

    
      Despite her sharp mind, she had a surprisingly dazed side to her. Even before my Regression, she would often make a face like her frontal lobe had short-circuited.
    

    

    
      Whenever that happened, she would display this uniquely foolish habit of muttering to herself, as if brainstorming whatever came to mind.
    

    

    
      [Huh… Is this… a background prop?]
    

    
      [I am… I am Irelia von Mercul… the Hero’s training clown…?]
    

    

    
      Back then, it was quite a rare sight… but it seemed I’d be seeing it a bit more often in this life.
    

    

    
      I barely suppressed the laugh that threatened to burst out, wanting to watch her foolish mode, which I hadn't seen in a long time, for a little longer, but.
    

    

    
      ‘…The time is up.’
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, time did not permit it.
    

    

    
      Noticing that the allotted interview time before entering the Gate was almost over, I gave her a cue.
    

    

    
      “…Looks like it’s about time, doesn’t it?”
    

    

    
      As if snapping back to reality, the life returned to Eliya’s eyes as she asked back.
    

    

    
      […Huh? Yes? Time for what…?]
    

    

    
      “Time to enter the <First Gate>. There isn’t much time left. The mana concentration here is thinning out exponentially. I’d say there are about 15 seconds left.”
    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      A brief silence followed my simple and clear answer.
    

    

    
      And Eliya's head turned to the right.
    

    

    
      It seemed she was looking in the direction of a clock from where the image materialization magic was being projected.
    

    

    
      …It was clear.
    

    

    
      Because soon after, Eliya’s face contorted into a grimace with a strange shriek, “Hing-yak?!”
    

    

    
      [What do I do, what do I do…!! The time has already… I haven’t been able to explain anything about the First Gate yet…]
    

    

    
      A look of ‘disaster’ was written all over Eliya’s face.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      The Plane Transcendents chosen by the Order were individuals with limitless potential, even if they were humans from the Lower-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      In fact, most of the Plane Transcendents who passed through the Gateway Zone were playing significant roles in the ‘War against Demons.’
    

    

    
      The reason the Order bestowed the title of ‘Hero’ and provided support by assigning an Acolyte Priest was, in the end, to help the Plane Transcendent's talent blossom to its fullest potential.
    

    

    
      In the Upper-Dimensional Plane, where the War against Demons was in full swing, each and every Plane Transcendent was a precious resource.
    

    

    
      To think she was about to throw such a precious resource into the ‘Gateway Zone’ without any proper preparation.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of the Order, which had to lead the War against Demons to victory, there could be no greater disaster.
    

    

    
      …Well, of course.
    

    

    
      “If I pass the First Gate, will I see you again?”
    

    

    
      [Pardon? Ah, yes… For now, since I have been assigned as your Acolyte Priest, Seo U-jin, that is the case if you pass, but I haven't been able to properly explain…]
    

    

    
      From the fact that this wasn't my first time in the Gateway Zone—it was a problem that didn’t apply to me.
    

    

    
      “Okay then, see you after.”
    

    

    
      [But…]
    

    

    
      “Yakult.”
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      “It’s Merculurt, not Yakult…”
    

    

    
      By the time Eliya corrected U-jin's mispronunciation, he was no longer there.
    

    

    
      The Order's magic, which had held U-jin in the space to increase the success rate of passing through the Gateway Zone, had lost its effect.
    

    

    
      Stepping down from the image projection magic circle, Eliya tapped her head.
    

    

    
      “You idiot… what on earth did you do…”
    

    

    
      It was only natural for Eliya to blame herself.
    

    

    
      Assisting the Hero who would be active in the Upper-Dimensional Plane was the entirety of an Acolyte Priest's duty, and in the Gateway Zone especially, the Acolyte Priest's strategies could be said to be more important than the Hero's own abilities.
    

    

    
      That was why Eliya had even prepared eleven different strategies to clear the First Gate.
    

    

    
      But she had set all of them aside and wasted all the time by muttering to herself in a fluster, so it was only natural that the word ‘idiot’ was all that came out.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s shameless of me, but for now, I must pray that he passes the First Gate safely…’
    

    

    
      And so, as she sighed deeply and blamed herself, Eliya suddenly noticed something strange.
    

    

    
      “…Wait a minute.”
    

    

    
      It was what U-jin had said just before entering the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      He had clearly told Eliya that ‘the mana concentration is thinning out exponentially.’
    

    

    
      “…A human from the Lower-Dimensional Plane, who hasn't even passed through the Gateway Zone yet, gauged the ‘mana concentration’?”
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      No matter how minuscule the amount of mana that had flowed down to the Lower-Dimensional Plane, mana still existed there, so it wasn't too strange for someone with talent to notice its presence.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      There was an incomparable gap between sensing the ‘presence of mana’ and sensing a ‘change in mana concentration.’
    

    

    
      Sensing a change in concentration required talent, of course, but it also required a certain level of experience with ‘mana concentration.’
    

    

    
      It was something only possible when a clear ‘standard’ and ‘feel’ had been established through extensive experience.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, while one might get a feeling that ‘something is off’ if the mana concentration were to grow denser, gauging a thinning concentration was several times more difficult.
    

    

    
      “No way-.”
    

    

    
      On top of that.
    

    

    
      U-jin had even accurately deduced the magic's remaining duration as ‘15 seconds’ through the residual mana.
    

    

    
      As far as Eliya was concerned, that was—
    

    

    
      “What in the world is this person…?”
    

    

    
      —not something a beginner who had just ascended from the Lower-Dimensional Plane could possibly do.
    

  
    Chapter 5: Gateway Zone (3)

    
      The Gateway Zone was a kind of tutorial area, artificially created by the <Guardian Cross Order> in a dimensional crevice to test the qualifications of prospective Heroes. 
    

    

    
      It consisted of three different Gates.
    

    

    
      All three Gates were modeled after regions that actually existed in the Upper-Dimensional Plane, and the first was a place based on the ‘Orc Mountains’ located in the northern part of the Upper-Dimensional Plane's continent.
    

    

    
      [You have entered ‘Gateway Zone: First Gate’.]
    

    
      [Checking the trial assigned to the ‘First Gate’.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      [Trial: Orc Hunt]
    

    

    
      ■Overview: In the northern continent of the Upper-Dimensional Plane, there exists the ‘Orc race,’ a species of Magical Beasts that forms one of the pillars of the War against Demons. They are the ancestral Magical Beasts of the monsters known as goblins that appeared in the Lower-Dimensional Plane, possessing a similar appearance but with greater strength and physique. Assassinate them and prove your qualifications as a Hero.
    

    

    
      ■Clear Condition: Obtain an Orc's token and reach the end of the Gate.
    

    

    
      ■Difficulty: [Unranked]
    

    

    
      ■Time Limit: 5 hours.
    

    

    
      ■Reward: ‘???’
    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s been a while. This place, too.’
    

    

    
      I wondered if this is what it would look like if you just covered the skyscrapers of Teheran-ro in Gangnam with trees.
    

    

    
      The space that appeared before my blinking eyes was a forest lined with trees so massive that the word ‘huge’ couldn't begin to describe them.
    

    

    
      “Hah… Fucking hell, this is so annoying. The War against Demons or whatever, who the hell do they think they are, pulling this shit.”
    

    

    
      “So sleepy…”
    

    

    
      “…Excuse me? Everyone, let's start with introductions.”
    

    

    
      I wasn't the only one transported to this space.
    

    

    
      There were three other people near me.
    

    

    
      One was a man in his underwear, cursing and kicking a stone on the ground. 
    

    

    
      Another was a man in pajamas, dozing off with his eyes barely open and his head bobbing.
    

    

    
      And the last one was a woman in a relatively normal one-piece dress.
    

    

    
      They were all pretty familiar faces.
    

    

    
      All three of them were A-rank Hunters in the Lower-Dimensional Plane, and there weren't even 200 A-rank Hunters in the country.
    

    

    
      They were faces I'd seen around in an already small industry.
    

    

    
      If anything.
    

    

    
      “The one in his underwear is Hunter Choi Kang-hyuk of the CK Guild… and the one in pajamas holding a pillow seems to be Hunter Oh Chan-young of the Ace Guild… If it’s not too rude, may I ask your name?”
    

    

    
      “I’m Seo U-jin. You probably don’t know me since I was a B-rank from a mid-tier guild.”
    

    

    
      It was me who was unfamiliar to them.
    

    

    
      “You’re Hunter Kim Sia, right?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes… I’m Kim Sia, from the Hangang Guild.”
    

    

    
      I clearly remembered these three because they were the ones who had undergone the Stairway Transcendence with me in Korea before my Regression.
    

    

    
      Each of them was considered a top-tier A-rank, so even without this, as someone who was in the industry, they were people I couldn't help but know.
    

    

    
      “For now, I assume you all heard the same explanation I did. It seems the recent ‘High-Rank Hunter Disappearance Cases’ are related to this. I’m just as flustered, but… you all see this, right?”
    

    

    
      Hunter Kim Sia said, pointing to the empty air.
    

    

    
      She seemed to be referring to the trial information visible in the system window.
    

    

    
      “So, it looks like we need to hunt that monster called an ‘Orc’ to get out of this situation… Did anyone get any more information from that ‘Acolyte Priest of the Order’? In my case, a simple strategy guide…”
    

    

    
      As Kim Sia tried to calmly assess the situation, the guy in his underwear(?) over there scratched the back of his head and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Information? What for? Kim Sia, you’re Hunter Rank 38, right?”
    

    

    
      “Pardon? Ah, yes… for now.”
    

    

    
      “And Oh Chan-young here was around 25th, I think.”
    

    

    
      His gaze turned to me.
    

    

    
      “That runt over there said he’s B-rank, so we don’t even need to check his ranking.”
    

    

    
      I almost let out a snort at his arrogant tone, but I managed to hold it in and just shrugged my shoulders.
    

    

    
      The reason Choi Kang-hyuk cut Kim Sia off to say that was simple.
    

    

    
      “Then I’m the strongest one here, right?”
    

    

    
      He was starting by establishing a pecking order, just as he had always lived.
    

    

    
      He was a Hunter with a tyrannical disposition who valued hierarchy based on power above all else, more than team atmosphere or raid efficiency.
    

    

    
      “Let’s just listen to the strongest person. Aren’t we all more used to that anyway?”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      Kim Sia tried to object, but Choi Kang-hyuk cut her off and said firmly.
    

    

    
      “If you don't like it, fine. I can just move on my own.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “But… you and Oh Chan-young, isn’t it hard to raid alone without any hunting gear?”
    

    

    
      This was the very reason Choi Kang-hyuk had seized control in my past life as well.
    

    

    
      He was a tanker-class Hunter with an Innate Ability that strengthened his physical might.
    

    

    
      Oh Chan-young and Kim Sia, on the other hand, were Hunters with buffer-type Innate Abilities, if one had to classify them.
    

    

    
      No matter how outstanding Kim Sia’s healing ability and Oh Chan-young’s buffing ability were, it was absurd to compare them to a tanker-class with only their own physical strength and no hunting gear.
    

    

    
      Although his ability was simple in its application, in a bare-handed situation like this, there was no Innate Ability better suited for survival than a tanker's.
    

    

    
      With a confident expression, Choi Kang-hyuk pounded his chest and said.
    

    

    
      “The great Choi Kang-hyuk will carry you. You two just stick close behind me and focus on buffing and healing.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And you, B-rank runt, if you want to come along, look around and see if you can find anything to eat.”
    

    

    
      It was a statement that could have been quite offensive, but no one objected to his words.
    

    

    
      Of course, the three of them had different reasons for not objecting.
    

    

    
      Kim Sia had decided to observe the situation and not step forward for now.
    

    

    
      I didn't object because I already knew how it would end for him.
    

    

    
      “…So sleepy.”
    

    

    
      And Oh Chan-young didn't seem to have a single thought in his head.
    

    

    
      “Follow me. I’ve got a feeling this is the way to find them, whether it’s that Orc monster or the end of the Gate.”
    

    

    
      When a mood of general agreement formed, Choi Kang-hyuk nodded in satisfaction and pointed toward the deepening forest.
    

    

    
      “Still, I think it would be better to at least prepare a little by gathering strategies and information… It’s not like we’ve ever met this Orc monster before.”
    

    

    
      “Cut the crap and just follow. I read something about it being a goblin ancestor. It’ll just be a bit stronger or bigger than that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I’ve snapped the necks of hundreds of goblin chieftains. What’s there to worry about?”
    

    

    
      And so, despite Kim Sia’s attempts to dissuade him, Choi Kang-hyuk stubbornly set off.
    

    

    
      The rest of us could only follow.
    

    

    
      After walking for about ten minutes.
    

    

    
      The distinct, unpleasant cry of a monster echoed from not too far away.
    

    

    
      - Grr-lak.
    

    

    
      It was a much heavier, deeper tone than the characteristic ‘keek-’ of a goblin.
    

    

    
      Choi Kang-hyuk turned his head in that direction and grinned.
    

    

    
      “There it is.”
    

    

    
      His voice was brimming with confidence.
    

    

    
      His tone perfectly revealed his mindset, which saw the orc beyond as mere prey.
    

    

    
      …Actually, it was only natural.
    

    

    
      He had made a living out of it, and as mentioned before, an A-rank Hunter was not a common rank.
    

    

    
      Below, he would have been welcomed and praised wherever he went.
    

    

    
      ‘…Looking at him now, he’s kind of cute.’
    

    

    
      Of course, that was a story that only applied in the Lower-Dimensional Plane, an attitude he could only show because he had no grasp of the Upper-Dimensional Plane yet.
    

    

    
      Probably soon.
    

    

    
      Yes, the moment he faced that orc, he would realize it.
    

    

    
      Just what kind of place the Upper-Dimensional Plane was.
    

    

    
      And within that Upper-Dimensional Plane, just how pathetic and shabby the name ‘Choi Kang-hyuk’ was.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Choi Kang-hyuk.
    

    

    
      He had lived a life that suited his name, ‘Strongest.’
    

    

    
      Even before the Rifts opened, he had shown exceptional talent in athletics since elementary school. 
    

    

    
      After awakening with the first Rift, he not only reached A-rank using his Innate Ability <Power Body>, but also recently performed the feat of breaking into the top 100 of the World Hunter Rankings.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was difficult to call him the ‘strongest’ in the entire Hunter world, but in most situations, he ‘was’ the strongest.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Choi Kang-hyuk thought.
    

    

    
      This time, too, there would be no problem.
    

    

    
      He had been transported in his underwear without any hunting equipment, but his ability wasn't some pathetic power like Kim Sia's or Oh Chan-young's that relied on gear.
    

    

    
      It was an outstanding Innate Ability that could exhibit the same performance with his bare body.
    

    

    
      He had never seen an ‘Orc’ monster in person, but based on the description in the window, he judged that if it was an ancestor of the goblin, it would be no problem.
    

    

    
      If it was only a little stronger than that, he might struggle a bit without a strategy, but in terms of absolute strength, he would naturally have the upper hand.
    

    

    
      [<Innate Ability: Muscle Up> has been activated.]
    

    
      [Muscle Up: Temporarily enhances overall physical strength, including muscular power, endurance, reflexes, and agility.]
    

    

    
      ‘Crack-’
    

    

    
      This Innate Ability, which strengthened his overall physical power during battle, would undoubtedly show its strength this time as well.
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      …Or so he had thought.
    

    

    
      - Grrr-luk?
    

    

    
      Choi Kang-hyuk’s body froze as he came face to face with the orc.
    

    

    
      “What is…”
    

    

    
      The reason was very simple.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Dark green skin, much darker than a goblin’s.
    

    

    
      A colossal height that looked to be at least 3 meters.
    

    

    
      Massive muscles that looked to be in a different league from a goblin’s at a single glance.
    

    
      A giant axe as tall as a person.
    

    

    
      He was overwhelmed by the orc's strength, which was palpable from its appearance alone.
    

    

    
      His combat sense, accumulated over years of hunting and fighting monsters, was screaming warnings inside his head.
    

    

    
      ‘It’s dangerous.’
    

    
      ‘Run away.’
    

    
      ‘This is an opponent you can never, ever defeat in a fight.’
    

    

    
      It was on a completely different level from any monster he had ever faced.
    

    

    
      He knew without even having to attack.
    

    

    
      The moment his fist touched that massive body, his strength enhancement would mean nothing, and his right arm would be torn off completely.
    

    

    
      “Th-th-this is no goblin…”
    

    

    
      He stammered and looked back, but the others were in a similar state of panic.
    

    

    
      The B-rank runt had seemingly already bolted and was nowhere to be seen. 
    

    

    
      Kim Sia had collapsed to the ground, and even Oh Chan-young was staring at the orc, his normally squinted eyes wide and round.
    

    

    
      Everyone here was overwhelmed by the orc’s power.
    

    

    
      Thud-!
    

    

    
      The orc took a step toward Choi Kang-hyuk.
    

    

    
      With the heavy footstep, the orc's right arm, holding the axe, was raised.
    

    

    
      “N-no…”
    

    

    
      Thud-!
    

    

    
      Seeing the approaching orc, he desperately wanted to run, but for the first time in his life, Choi Kang-hyuk was realizing what it meant to be ‘unable to move.’
    

    

    
      No matter how hard he tried to lift his feet, no matter what signals his brain sent, his legs, stiff with terror, wouldn't move.
    

    

    
      Thud-!
    

    

    
      Watching the approaching orc, Choi Kang-hyuk struck his unmoving legs.
    

    

    
      Thwack- thwack- SMACK-!
    

    

    
      “Move… move. You piece of sh*t—just move!!!”
    

    

    
      As he struck and squeezed his legs with all his might, a little sensation returned, but by then, it was already too late.
    

    

    
      “Sa…”
    

    

    
      A dark shadow fell over him, and before his eyes, the orc was in a stance, about to bring its axe down with both hands.
    

    

    
      “Save…”
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      Whoosh-
    

    

    
      Just as he watched the axe descending toward his body, resigned himself to his fate, and squeezed his eyes shut.
    

    

    
      Puk-!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a gruesome sound of flesh being pierced echoed.
    

    

    
      At first, Choi Kang-hyuk thought his own body had been struck by the orc's axe.
    

    

    
      However, he soon realized that wasn't the case.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      He felt no pain in his body, and though it was an attack he was sure would have been an instant kill, his mind seemed to be relatively clear.
    

    

    
      Following the question mark that popped into his head, he heard a not-unfamiliar voice.
    

    

    
      “Hey, it'd be a problem if you wet yourself.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Especially for someone who only has a pair of underwear.”
    

    

    
      As Choi Kang-hyuk cautiously opened his eyes, the orc was still standing before him.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      Two things were different from a moment ago.
    

    

    
      One was that the orc was foaming at the mouth, the whites of its eyes showing.
    

    

    
      And the other was.
    

    

    
      “If you wet yourself there, you don't have a change of clothes. I'd rather not see you running around naked.”
    

    

    
      Seo U-jin, the B-rank Hunter he thought had run away, was standing on the orc's shoulder, having plunged a hunting dagger into the crown of its head.
    

    

    
      “…Even the orc is wearing clothes, you know.”
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      Orcs were a species of Magical Beast classified as the lowest rank.
    

    

    
      It was true that their bodies had high mana adaptability, making them physically powerful, but aside from their superior physical condition, they didn't possess any special mana abilities like other Magical Beast species.
    

    

    
      The lack of variables meant they weren't particularly difficult to fight among the Magical Beast species.
    

    

    
      That was why they were chosen as the sacrificial lambs for the First Gate out of the countless Magical Beast species.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      That was a story that only held true in the Upper-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      For novices who had just arrived after hunting half-baked Magical Beasts like goblins in the Lower-Dimensional Plane, even an orc was a sufficiently overwhelming opponent.
    

    

    
      That's why they weren't scattered individually but were gathered in groups and transported to the same location.
    

    

    
      “If you keep standing there, you'll get crushed.”
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      “I said, move.”
    

    

    
      “Uh, ah, right.”
    

    

    
      I gestured with my chin at Choi Kang-hyuk, who was standing there awkwardly with a dazed expression, and he stepped away, rubbing his trembling hands.
    

    

    
      I then grabbed the back of the token necklace around the orc's neck and pushed its head with my right foot.
    

    

    
      With a ‘thud-!’, the orc's body fell forward, and the cross-shaped token landed naturally in my hand.
    

    

    
      Shhhk-!
    

    

    
      I crouched down, pulled the dagger out of the orc's skull, and looked up at Choi Kang-hyuk.
    

    

    
      “The reason your body wouldn't move just now was a mana-related phenomenon.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “The denser and heavier mana is, the stronger its inertia. This orc's internal mana was relatively higher than yours, so you were affected.”
    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    
      “In situations like that, it's best to just use any ability to create a flow of mana. To be honest, once you get used to it, a difference of this level won't affect your body... but well, the time it takes to adapt varies from person to person.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You two over there should keep that in mind as well.”
    

    

    
      I peeked over and said to the two people behind me. Oh Chan-young nodded.
    

    

    
      “Thank you... for the advice.”
    

    

    
      Kim Sia expressed her thanks in a low voice.
    

    

    
      I nodded in reply and turned my gaze back to the orc.
    

    

    
      More precisely, to the two-lined scar carved on its forearm.
    

    

    
      ‘…To think they had such a hard time with a mere two-year-old.’
    

    

    
      Orcs had a unique tradition of carving a scar on their right forearm with each passing year, which was their own way of marking their strength.
    

    

    
      It was a tradition maintained because they were born with bodies superior in mana adaptability, and in the mana-rich Upper-Dimensional Plane, their bodies would automatically grow stronger each year.
    

    

    
      Therefore, this orc with a two-lined scar was a little kid(?) orc that had just turned two.
    

    

    
      If you went to the Orc Mountains in the Upper-Dimensional Plane, it would be considered a non-combatant, at best chopping wood with an axe.
    

    

    
      “Sigh…”
    

    

    
      If he was flustered enough to resign himself to death over a Magical Beast of this level, how hopeless would this man named Choi Kang-hyuk's future be?
    

    

    
      I couldn't help but shake my head.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      [You have defeated an ‘Orc’.]
    

    
      [Absorbing a portion of the target's internal mana.]
    

    
      [Your physical condition is enhanced due to the increase in combat experience.]
    

    
      [Physical Force has slightly increased.]
    

    
      [Mana Force has slightly increased.]
    

    

    
      As the orc's death was confirmed, the spoils of victory returned with the sound of the system window's notification.
    

    

    
      Along with a pleasant sense of exhilaration, I felt a subtle adjustment in all the muscles of my body.
    

    

    
      “*Ssp... haa.*”
    

    

    
      As a breath naturally escaped me, I checked my Status Window.
    

    

    
      [Checking body information.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Status Window>
    

    

    
      ■Name: [Seo U-jin]
    

    

    
      ■Hero Grade: [-]
    

    

    
      ■Physical Force: [7.1/Balanced]
    

    

    
      ■Mana Force: [4.1/Balanced]
    

    

    
      ■Innate Ability: [Absolute Realization]
    

    

    
      ■Traits: [-]
    

    

    
      ■Skills: [-]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      Looking at the empty Status Window, the feeling of helplessness I first felt began to creep back in, but.
    

    

    
      ‘…Well, what can you do.’
    

    

    
      There was no other way.
    

    

    
      I just had to fill it up again by clearing my bucket list one by one.
    

    

    
      My once-high level, skills, and traits were all gone, but I took some comfort in the thought that this empty window would be filled with things even better than in my past life.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “W-w-wonderful!”
    

    

    
      Choi Kang-hyuk suddenly said with an awkward smile, giving a thumbs-up.
    

    

    
      “The strategy where I draw its attention, and you strike from behind. Ah, it was a textbook hunt.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I can see that the golden cross shape is the token. Now, let's get mine, and with a generous heart, we just need to get three more for the two runts back there. Ha. Ha. Ha.”
    

    

    
      At his transparent words, the "runt" title that had been attached to me was now passed on to Kim Sia and Oh Chan-young.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had realized that the Hunter Ranks from the Lower-Dimensional Plane didn't mean much here.
    

    

    
      …Or perhaps he had guessed that I was a little different.
    

    

    
      In any case, one thing was certain about this guy.
    

    

    
      He seemed to be a far more opportunistic person than I had thought in the past.
    

    

    
      “Hey, Choi Kang-hyuk!!”
    

    

    
      Kim Sia must have had the same thought at his quick change of attitude, as she shouted his name, but Choi Kang-hyuk simply barked at her.
    

    

    
      “Shut up! You tool. A tool should just stay crumpled up like a tool.”
    

    

    
      “What…? I mean, what…”
    

    

    
      “You're no different from a healing potion, what makes you think you can butt into a conversation between melee fighters?”
    

    

    
      “Hah… that guy is truly impossible.”
    

    

    
      Then, without a care, he continued talking to me.
    

    

    
      “If it's a bother, we can just get mine and go, just the two of us. No, let's do that. Honestly, there's nothing to even think about.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You know it. 80% of the contribution in a hunt comes from the tanker and the dealer anyway. I don't know why a quick-witted and resourceful dealer like you was still a B-rank, but…”
    

    

    
      Once he started talking, his earlier stuttering vanished without a trace, and he was now spewing out a constant stream of fluent excuses.
    

    

    
      Urgently and desperately, as if he were afraid of what words might come out of my mouth.
    

    

    
      “I faltered a bit just now, but honestly, if I do it right, I think I can withstand it at least once.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Dodge it, or maybe... block it. Then it'd be no problem for you to take down another one. If we do that, it'll be much better than just now…”
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Get lost.”
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      I cut him off and gave him the one word he needed to hear.
    

    

    
      That is—
    

    

    
      “You underwear bastard.”
    

    

    
      —with a fair bit of my true feelings mixed in.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      It was a very obvious course of action, but I refused Choi Kang-hyuk's request to accompany him and left the spot.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was the fact that I didn't want to travel with a bastard wearing nothing but his underwear, as I'd said, but the bigger reason was that I was busy.
    

    

    
      There was a bucket list item that could only be done in the First Gate.
    

    

    
      There was a time limit, and considering the difficulty of my second bucket list item, I didn't have the luxury of getting tokens for others.
    

    

    
      Then why did I waste time by accompanying them until the first orc was killed instead of acting sooner?
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The 'Sowing Seeds' strategy.
    

    

    
      “So, about two people for now.”
    

    

    
      It was for a strategy that one of my comrades before the Regression had told me about.
    

    

    
      「Sowing Seeds? What's that?」
    

    

    
      「Once you succeed in your Regression, the future is going to change anyway. It's not like we only screwed up one or two things in the War against Demons.」
    

    

    
      「Right. I suppose so.」
    

    

    
      「So, don't act passively, thinking you shouldn't change the grand flow of things just to predict the future. Go around and blatantly spread your influence.」
    

    

    
      「……」
    

    

    
      「Guys who showed promise but died early. I'm saying you should get your hands on the ones who seem like they'd be fine if you just raised them. Whether it's making them hang on your every word or teaching them something.」
    

    

    
      The 'Sowing Seeds' strategy was, to put it simply, a method of 'proactive talent cultivation.'
    

    

    
      If the main ingredient for changing the course of the War against Demons was the 'Regressed Seo U-jin', then this was about securing the supplementary ingredients to assist him beforehand.
    

    

    
      In this case, that meant 'Kim Sia' and 'Oh Chan-young'.
    

    

    
      Including the people from other countries who were probably hunting orcs diligently elsewhere, there were quite a few among the 131st batch of Plane Transcendents who would pass the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      But the only ones who survived until the War against Demons began in earnest were those two.
    

    

    
      …Well, in the end, those two also died before long, but you could still say they both had potential.
    

    

    
      In the Upper-Dimensional Plane where survival itself is a measure of skill, that was quite admirable.
    

    

    
      “Then I'll have to gradually think about how to raise those two…”
    

    

    
      I could feel the presence of orcs not too far away.
    

    

    
      I rolled my neck and shoulders, lightly warming up.
    

    

    
      “Shall we get started?”
    

    

    
      Even though I had regressed and all my stats were reset, for someone like me who had some experience in the War against Demons, an 'orc' wasn't a very difficult opponent.
    

    

    
      I knew everything about the orcs' characteristics, weaknesses, traits, culture, and traditions. 
    

    

    
      Above all, I had accumulated enough experience from long battles with them that my body moved automatically.
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    
      Before my Regression, the king of the orcs who had given us so much trouble in the Northern Continental War.
    

    

    
      The one who burst the heart of the tyrannical, powerful, and immortal Orc Lord 'Nedkul', who had crushed all other orcs with pure strength to rise to the throne, was none other than me.
    

    

    
      The sticky sensation of that heart, which I had burst at the end of a desperate struggle, still felt vivid at my fingertips.
    

    

    
      So, a mere common orc.
    

    

    
      And not just any common orc, but two-year-old kid orcs captured and dropped in the Gateway Zone could never be a match for me.
    

    

    
      I was confident I could win a hundred times out of a hundred.
    

    

    
      “…I wonder if I can do it.”
    

    

    
      …The problem was that simply fighting and winning wasn't enough.
    

    

    
      Rustle-
    

    

    
      I opened my notebook and checked the second bucket list item.
    

    

    
      [Bucket List #2]
    

    

    
      『Hunt 100 orcs in the First Gate.』
    

    

    
      “Hah… that guy was really crazy.”
    

    

    
      It was a sentence that made me automatically say he was crazy.
    

    

    
      “I'm only doing this because I regressed and at least know what the reward was... Is it even possible for a novice who just arrived to beat down 100 orcs?”
    

    

    
      「Ah, U-jin. When you go back, try doing that too.」
    

    

    
      「Hmm? What is it?」
    

    

    
      「I started out by catching 100 orcs in the First Gate and getting a Trait.」
    

    

    
      「You... did what?」
    

    

    
      「I haven't heard any rumors of anyone else doing that after me, so I don't know if that Constellation will toss it out again... but give it a try. Well, if they don't give you a Trait, they'll probably throw you something.」
    

    

    
      Normally, it would be impossible.
    

    

    
      According to the Order's principles, Constellations can only intervene in the Gates starting from the Second Gate.
    

    

    
      Apparently, that Constellation had coveted the old man in the bamboo hat enough to bear the risk of breaking the rules.
    

    

    
      …Well, I had no way of knowing if I was covetable enough from that person's perspective to make them break the rules.
    

    

    
      It was a bucket list item I'd written down, thinking that if they really didn't give it to me, I'd just have to hunt more than 100.
    

    

    
      Crack- crackle-
    

    

    
      “Hooo…”
    

    

    
      I finished stretching and took a deep breath.
    

    

    
      If my thoughts were correct, from now on.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      It looked like I'd have to be taking orc necks without a moment to breathe.
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      Van Pierre.
    

    

    
      France's 33rd ranked Hunter, an advisor in the melee combat division of the World Hunter Association, and now in his 15th year as a hunter, he was one of the strongest first-generation hunters, acknowledged by himself and others.
    

    

    
      However, upon reaching the end of the Gate, he was covered from head to toe in blood, the reason for which was, of course, having hunted an orc.
    

    

    
      His condition was far too severe to be described as simply ‘injured.’
    

    

    
      His right arm was deeply gouged where an axe had grazed it.
    

    

    
      The bone in his right shin was broken, piercing through the skin.
    

    

    
      Beyond that, there were countless other cuts and scratches, too many to count.
    

    

    
      It wouldn't have been strange to find him lying in an intensive care unit.
    

    

    
      Trudge, trudge—
    

    

    
      Flump—
    

    

    
      “Dammit… What rotten luck.”
    

    

    
      He muttered, slumping against a massive stone gate marked with a cross symbol, which clearly signified the end of the Gate.
    

    

    
      Given that he didn't even know the cause of the recent 'High-Rank Hunter Serial Disappearance Case', gauging the timing of the Stairway Transcendence had been literally impossible.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, the thought, ‘Of all days…,’ wouldn't leave his mind.
    

    

    
      Throb—
    

    

    
      “Keuk—.”
    

    

    
      The thought occurred to him that if it hadn't been a day he'd been drinking heavily since morning, he might have been able to save at least one of the other French hunters who had ascended with him.
    

    

    
      He himself had managed to survive, albeit battered and bruised, and take the orc's head.
    

    

    
      But the price for that was three of his fellow hunters being sliced to pieces by the monster called an orc's giant axe.
    

    

    
      Evan Camille, Lou Vivienne, Bunoit Martin.
    

    

    
      They were all men he had fought back-to-back with in monster fields at least once, people who were no different from friends.
    

    

    
      Each one of them was a top-tier hunter in France, renowned in their own right.
    

    

    
      Honestly, Pierre still couldn't believe it.
    

    

    
      The fact that they, all high-A-rank hunters, had been sacrificed while taking down a single monster.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The shock of their deaths.
    

    

    
      The relief of having survived.
    

    

    
      The unknown fear that came from this being just the beginning.
    

    

    
      These various thoughts and emotions swirled chaotically in Van Pierre's head.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “…Well, look who it is. Why are you such a wreck? Has the great Van Pierre finally gotten old?”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Someone came and sat down next to Van Pierre, striking up a conversation.
    

    

    
      “…You don't look much different yourself, Alexei.”
    

    

    
      “Hey, at least both my legs are still in one piece.”
    

    

    
      Alexei. Russia's 26th ranked Hunter.
    

    

    
      He, like Pierre, was one of the first-generation hunters.
    

    

    
      They weren't close enough to be called friends, but they had become acquainted through a few events organized by the World Hunter Association.
    

    

    
      “…I heard about it beforehand from that Acolyte Priest person, but this is still strange. To be able to understand French without any translation.”
    

    

    
      “Are you the only one left from your side too?”
    

    

    
      “Two are dead. One… I don't know. Dead or alive. He was gone when the battle was over.”
    

    

    
      As Alexei answered with a shrug, Pierre gave a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      “Well, you're still better off than us. We were wiped out.”
    

    

    
      A silence fell after Pierre's last words.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A heavy silence, whether it was for a brief rest before the next stage, or to mourn those who had gone ahead, was impossible to tell.
    

    

    
      It was Alexei who broke the silence.
    

    

    
      “Did you happen to see it too? That monster.”
    

    

    
      “Monster?”
    

    

    
      Pierre tilted his head at Alexei's question.
    

    

    
      Of course, the orc was a savage monster befitting the title, but he had a feeling that wasn't what Alexei was talking about.
    

    

    
      Pierre was already holding the token in his right hand, which meant not only had he seen an orc, but he had been victorious in battle.
    

    

    
      There was no reason for Alexei to ask about that again at this timing.
    

    

    
      ‘…Was there a special variant? A stronger one.’
    

    

    
      In other words, the monster Alexei was talking about now meant something a little different.
    

    

    
      Alexei nodded as if he understood Pierre's unspoken question.
    

    

    
      “Judging by your reaction, you must not have seen it. There was a monster.”
    

    

    
      “You don't seem to be talking about an orc… There was a monster even worse than that?”
    

    

    
      Heh heh—
    

    

    
      Alexei let out a low laugh at Pierre's reaction.
    

    

    
      “Of course. It was an unbelievable monster. One that dodged all attacks and resistance with minimal movement and struck the vitals in a single blow.”
    

    

    
      “…There was a monster like that?”
    

    

    
      Pierre asked, his brow furrowing even deeper.
    

    

    
      “What did it look like? Similar to an orc?”
    

    

    
      “Its skin was yellowish but on the paler side, and its hair was dark black.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And it used a dagger and was incredibly fast. Its ability to strike weak points with precise timing was outstanding. Ah, it seemed to be good at climbing trees, too.”
    

    

    
      Pierre tried to imagine the monster from Alexei's description.
    

    

    
      “So, to summarize… you're talking about an albino orc that uses a dagger and climbs trees at an incredible speed?”
    

    

    
      And he gave a name to the rough image he had inferred.
    

    

    
      Rapid Albino Orc.
    

    

    
      The aura emanating from the name alone was savage.
    

    

    
      To be so strong as to be incomparable to a normal orc—it was enough to make his knees tremble already.
    

    

    
      But at Alexei's next words, Pierre couldn't help but express his doubt once more.
    

    

    
      “Haha. When did I say the monster was an orc? This fellow really jumped to conclusions.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm…?”
    

    

    
      “The orcs were, in fact, that monster's prey.”
    

    

    
      The orcs were its prey?
    

    

    
      Mulling over Alexei's words, Pierre briefly replayed their conversation in his head.
    

    

    
      Soon, his face was colored with astonishment.
    

    

    
      He was beginning to vaguely understand what Alexei was trying to say.
    

    

    
      And Alexei's next words, which were like a confirmation—
    

    

    
      “A monster, it was a monster. It was definitely a ferocious monster trying to wipe out every last orc.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But now…”
    

    

    
      —brought another silence between the two.
    

    

    
      “It wore the guise of a human.”
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Puk-!
    

    

    
      “…This guy is really stingy. I feel like I've passed the target number a long time ago.”
    

    

    
      As I plunged my dagger into the glabella of yet another orc, my body screamed as if it had truly surpassed its limits.
    

    

    
      The only strength I could feel in my body was just enough to hold the dagger, and my hands and feet were trembling like a leaf in the wind.
    

    

    
      It was to be expected.
    

    

    
      While my mental aspects, like technique and experience, were incomparably superior to my past self at this point, my physical body wasn't much different from the perpetual B-rank Seo U-jin of that time.
    

    

    
      If I hadn't become accustomed to 'limits' through the War against Demons, my body was in a state where I would have passed out four or five times over by now.
    

    

    
      “…Did that Bamboo Hat Mister lie to me? It feels like it's been ages since I passed one hundred.”
    

    

    
      It had been a long time since I had killed the 100 orcs written on my bucket list.
    

    

    
      I hadn't bothered to count after passing 100, so I didn't know the exact number, but it felt like I had killed at least twice that many.
    

    

    
      I knew all too well that things wouldn't go exactly as planned, but facing the situation in reality, a rather helpless feeling welled up inside me.
    

    

    
      ‘What if I can't get it and have to move on to the Second Gate like this…’
    

    

    
      Just as I was muttering to myself with that sliver of doubt.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      [10 minutes remaining until the time limit.]
    

    

    
      A notification from the system window popped up, mockingly displaying the exact time limit.
    

    

    
      “…Look at that timing. A work of art, simply a work of art…”
    

    

    
      Ten minutes remaining.
    

    

    
      Now there was truly no time to spare.
    

    

    
      It was so little time that at my current pace, I wondered if I could even hunt five more.
    

    

    
      In reality, hoping for a miracle within that time was just being greedy.
    

    

    
      But—
    

    

    
      ‘I absolutely have to get it before I go…’
    

    

    
      I couldn't just give up like this.
    

    

    
      The existence of a Trait was especially more important in the early stages.
    

    

    
      In the Gateway Zone, where Lower-Dimensional Plane runts were just bickering amongst themselves, <Traits> were so rare they were practically non-existent.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something I could just dismiss as 'a shame.'
    

    

    
      …And even if it wasn't for that.
    

    

    
      ‘I can't give up on just the second item on my list.’
    

    

    
      I didn't want to handle things that way right from the start.
    

    

    
      Shing—
    

    

    
      ‘…It might be a bit overkill for the First Gate, though.’
    

    

    
      Having finally decided to open the pouch I had been saving, I sheathed the dagger, caked with orc blood, at my waist.
    

    

    
      Then I closed my eyes for a moment and activated the Mana Circuit in my body, which was still at a meager level.
    

    

    
      Gush—
    

    

    
      The still-immature Mana Circuit pulsed, pushing out mana and washing away the sticky impurities caked throughout the circuit.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      [<Innate Ability: Absolute Realization> is activated.]
    

    

    
      Absolute Realization.
    

    

    
      My Innate Ability that corrects the mana-flowing Mana Circuit in my body to forcibly implement skills.
    

    

    
      On the surface, it was a very good Innate Ability.
    

    

    
      It was an ability that allowed me to use skills without limit, as long as I learned them, while others considered using just three in a lifetime to be a lot.
    

    

    
      …But, considering the difficulty of using it, it was an ability that was hard to call just 'good'.
    

    

    
      To use this properly, one needed a level of skill comprehension that far surpassed the normal level.
    

    

    
      ‘…Before my Regression, I probably couldn't even use this Innate Ability properly until I shed the Hero candidate tag and received the official Hero insignia…’
    

    

    
      Comprehension of the Mana Circuit and its systems.
    

    

    
      Comprehension of the implemented skill and its properties.
    

    

    
      On top of that, comprehension of mana itself.
    

    

    
      This ‘Absolute Realization’ was an Innate Ability that could only be used properly when supported by an understanding of all those things.
    

    

    
      Even with that much understanding, it was difficult to produce the same efficiency as the original.
    

    

    
      Vwoom—
    

    

    
      [Mana Circuit activation detected.]
    

    
      [Analyzing Mana Circuit pattern….]
    

    

    
      As I traced the mana pattern of a certain skill, one buried deep in my memory, my Mana Circuit swelled as if it would burst.
    

    

    
      The tension involuntarily tensed my whole body, but I paid it no mind and continued to trace the pattern.
    

    

    
      One by one.
    

    

    
      Giving concrete form to the image rising in my mind.
    

    

    
      「Now, watch closely. A Skill is ultimately a technique that uses the body's Mana Circuit as a power source to force a specific 'mana phenomenon'.」
    

    

    
      「…The principle is simple. The core of skill usage is to draw a mana pattern suitable for the phenomenon you wish to implement onto the circuit.」
    

    

    
      「Although it's called an 'Innate Ability', it is also a type of skill. It's just called that because the pattern is optimized for the Mana Circuit one is born with, allowing it to be used just by flowing mana without learning or training.」
    

    

    
      「Therefore, theoretically speaking, if you have an understanding of another's Innate Ability, you can imitate the mana pattern and implement that ability at any time…….」
    

    

    
      「For crying out loud. Does a Mana Circuit with no system boundaries even make sense…? Is this what you called a 'luck-based trash game'? You strange thing.」
    

    

    
      ‘…Done.’
    

    

    
      As I placed the final dot, completing the mana pattern, a sentence from the system window popped up, announcing the success of the skill implementation.
    

    

    
      [Based on the synchronization rate, <Skill: Muscle Up (★☆☆)> is forcibly implemented.]
    

    
      [Warning! This skill is not suitable for the caster's level. Maximum cast time is limited to 3 minutes.]
    

    

    
      “…Three minutes seems a bit tight.”
    

    

    
      Despite there being no errors in the mana pattern I executed, the casting time was drastically reduced.
    

    

    
      There was no way I had a problem with understanding a 1-star difficulty skill, so it seemed my lack of Mana and Physical Force was more severe than I thought.
    

    

    
      ‘But even so, with this level of completion…’
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Skill Description>
    

    

    
      ■Name: [Muscle Up (★☆☆)]
    

    

    
      ■System: [Body-Enhancement]
    

    

    
      ■Description: [Temporarily improves overall physical strength, including muscular strength, endurance, reflexes, and agility.]
    

    

    
      ■Special Note: [This is a forcibly implemented skill. Maximum cast time is greatly reduced. (3 minutes)]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      [Physical abilities are greatly enhanced.]
    

    

    
      “It'll be much better than my original state, though.”
    

    

    
      Along with the notification window announcing the success of the skill implementation, the muscles all over my body tensed up.
    

    

    
      With the wind brushing past the tips of my hair, my body felt decidedly lighter.
    

    

    
      I immediately opened my eyes and moved my body.
    

    

    
      Paaat-!
    

    

    
      A speed incomparable to before.
    

    

    
      In terms of a simple 100-meter dash, it felt at least twice as fast, and the rate of acceleration was beyond comparison.
    

    

    
      It felt like I was crushing the bothersome resistance with pure force.
    

    

    
      It was a pleasant experience that made me feel exhilarated just by running, but I had no time to savor such things as I sharpened my senses.
    

    

    
      - Kirrak!
    

    

    
      “…That's one.”
    

    

    
      The time it took to detect the first orc's location and plunge my dagger into its glabella was roughly 20 seconds.
    

    

    
      - Kurk!
    

    

    
      “Two.”
    

    

    
      The next one took 15 seconds.
    

    

    
      “…Three.”
    

    

    
      The next was even shorter.
    

    

    
      I no longer bothered to collect the tokens.
    

    

    
      They would be helpful, but I didn't have the luxury for that right now.
    

    

    
      I just repeated the process of finding an orc and stabbing my dagger into either its glabella or the medulla at the back of its neck, whichever was closer.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      And so, after that repetition, no different from simply counting numbers, had passed about a dozen times.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      Along with the pleasant notification sound of the system window—
    

    

    
      [A Constellation has expressed interest in your extraordinary actions.]
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      I got a bite.
    

  
    Chapter 8: Attention Seeker (1)

    
      The Boundary of the Gate.
    

    

    
      A special space prepared by The Order for the Plane Transcendents passing through the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      This space, made entirely of white, was one of the few places directly influenced by the Upper-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Gateway Zone itself was a space designed by The Order, but to exert influence across the Dimensional Wall normally required a corresponding price.
    

    

    
      This ‘Boundary of the Gate’ was a space created to minimize that price and maximize efficiency, alongside the System.
    

    

    
      [Stay calm… Stay calm… Eliya.]
    

    

    
      Atop the Form Manifestation Magic Circle of the Boundary of the Gate, Eliya couldn't hide her anxiousness.
    

    

    
      It was inevitable.
    

    

    
      Despite the time limit being almost up, the Plane Transcendent assigned to her, ‘Seo U-jin’, had not yet entered the Boundary of the Gate.
    

    

    
      [Time Remaining: 05:12]
    

    

    
      There were barely five minutes left.
    

    

    
      [Haa… He should have been here by now…….]
    

    

    
      As she said, if he was going to pass, he should have done so long ago.
    

    

    
      Considering the overall difficulty of the Gateway Zone, the First Gate was not that difficult.
    

    

    
      It was a gate meant for ‘culling the herd’, and while it had the highest failure rate, it was a simple trial that shouldn't take long for those who were meant to pass.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Eliya thought.
    

    

    
      ‘What if he failed?’
    

    

    
      No, in fact, from the moment the timer hit the 10-minute mark, that thought was solidifying into a certainty.
    

    

    
      Being an hour or two late was one thing, but statistically, that point in time was closer to failure.
    

    

    
      [Ha… I should have explained it properly…….]
    

    

    
      Eliya blamed herself.
    

    

    
      It was her fault.
    

    

    
      Even if it was her first assignment, being swayed by a Plane Transcendent and sending him into the Gate without even explaining the strategy was a truly ridiculous mistake.
    

    

    
      [No, I can't even call it a mistake. This is just me being stupid…….]
    

    

    
      Of course, U-jin's attitude had been unusual enough to fluster anyone, but Eliya didn't bother to dwell on that point.
    

    

    
      [Ha… You idiot…….]
    

    

    
      She knew full well that using such things as an excuse would only make her look even more foolish.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Just as she was about to squat down in self-reproach.
    

    

    
      Fwaat-!
    

    

    
      A crimson mass suddenly dropped into the white-filled Boundary of the Gate.
    

    

    
      [……!!!]
    

    

    
      There was no need to explain what that crimson mass was.
    

    

    
      Once a Boundary of the Gate was assigned, no one other than the designated Plane Transcendent could set foot in it.
    

    

    
      [Mr. Seo U-jin!!]
    

    

    
      Seeing U-jin, covered head to toe in blood, the first emotion Eliya felt was relief.
    

    

    
      She had all but given up hope.
    

    

    
      However, she immediately suppressed that feeling.
    

    

    
      She couldn't afford to get caught up in such useless emotions and make another mistake.
    

    

    
      Eliya first assessed U-jin's condition.
    

    

    
      [Good heavens… the blood.]
    

    

    
      U-jin's external state was quite severe.
    

    

    
      Even for Eliya, who had toured various battlefields of the War against Demons during her time as an acolyte candidate, the amount of blood was something she had never seen before.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a matter of being ‘stained with blood’; he was drenched in it, as if he had been dipped in a pool of blood and pulled out.
    

    

    
      In fact, blood was dripping from his eyelashes as he stood still.
    

    

    
      ‘Stay calm, Eliya……. If you join the War against Demons, this is a sight you'll have to see as part of daily life.’
    

    

    
      Surprised by U-jin's more serious-than-expected condition, Eliya tried her best to act unfazed and spoke to him.
    

    

    
      [Mr. Seo U-jin! First, give the Orc's Token to me… No, please place it down here. We can exchange it for Coin and purchase an item from The Order to stop the bleeding immediately…….]
    

    

    
      But U-jin's reaction was strange.
    

    

    
      “Hm? Bleeding?”
    

    

    
      U-jin asked back, tilting his head as if he didn't understand what she was saying.
    

    

    
      [Your whole body is a bloody mess, why are you asking like it's someone else's problem!! If blood loss exceeds one liter and isn't treated immediately, hypothermia and…….]
    

    

    
      Eliya, who had been shouting to make U-jin recognize the gravity of the situation, abruptly stopped talking.
    

    

    
      Once again, just like when U-jin had first entered the ‘Boundary of the Gate’, she felt that something was off.
    

    

    
      …How should she put it?
    

    

    
      His voice sounded much healthier than she expected.
    

    

    
      Though he was clearly exhausted, the pained, raspy tone Eliya had anticipated was absent.
    

    

    
      And as if to prove her sudden intuition correct.
    

    

    
      “Ah. This?”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      “It is someone else's problem.”
    

    

    
      U-jin replied with a shrug.
    

    

    
      “This is orc blood. Not a single drop of it is mine.”
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      [What…….]
    

    

    
      I handed the Orc's Tokens to the girl, who was clearly flustered.
    

    

    
      “Heave-ho.”
    

    

    
      Clank—
    

    

    
      When I was holding one or two, they made a pretty, jingling chain sound. But when I tossed the tangled mass at once, it sounded like a lump of lead.
    

    

    
      “I didn't count exactly how many there are, but it should be around 200. Settle it accordingly.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      “And I don't need any items to stop bleeding… Just get me something to wash myself with. It’s been a while since I was soaked in blood, and it feels a bit sticky.”
    

    

    
      Back in the day, this much was the default.
    

    

    
      [But…….]
    

    

    
      Once again, Eliya's mind seemed to be going blank.
    

    

    
      ‘Clap—’ 
    

    

    
      I clapped my hands to snap the girl out of it.
    

    

    
      “Hurry up. I can't enter the Second Gate looking like this.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      From her perspective, it must have seemed utterly absurd.
    

    

    
      Even I had to admit that hunting orcs by the hundreds in the First Gate wasn't something a sane person would do.
    

    

    
      [Ri-right, no… Yes, I'll process the payment now…….]
    

    

    
      Eliya muttered, her expression clearly showing her inability to comprehend the situation.
    

    

    
      Along with her muttering, the sound of a system notification rang out.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      [Calculating the reward for clearing the First Gate.]
    

    
      [Orc's Token (x193) will be settled for 193 Coin.]
    

    

    
      With that message, the Orc's Tokens in front of me vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      [Settlement Target: Seo U-jin… 193 Coin]
    

    
      [Settlement Complete.]
    

    
      [Warning! While in the Gateway Zone, Coin can only be used through an Acolyte Priest.]
    

    

    
      This was precisely why I had bothered to collect hundreds of Orc's Tokens when one would have been enough.
    

    

    
      Here, in the First Gate, the reward rate for a single Orc's Token was a whopping 1 Coin.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, Coin was a unit of currency.
    

    

    
      It was a currency used throughout the Upper-Dimensional Plane, referring to a single <Guardian Coin> guaranteed by the Guardian Cross Order.
    

    

    
      Of course, since it was literally a ‘different dimension’, it was impossible to compare it to scraps of paper like the US Dollar (USD) or Korean Won (KRW) from the Lower Plane… but, roughly speaking, 1 Coin in the Upper-Dimensional Plane was enough for a commoner family to live on for about a month.
    

    

    
      [To have 193 Guardian Coins right from the start…….]
    

    

    
      As Eliya's low voice attested, 193 Coin was by no means an amount of money a beginner who had just started could get their hands on.
    

    

    
      As soon as I confirmed the settlement, I looked up at Eliya and said.
    

    

    
      “Hurry, I feel like I'm going to die from this stickiness. Is there anything… I can use to wash myself?”
    

    

    
      If I could, I would have just bought it myself, but as the system window indicated, it was impossible to trade directly with The Order while in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      Well… it was common for the Acolyte Priest to handle such miscellaneous tasks even after ascending to the Upper-Dimensional Plane anyway.
    

    

    
      At my urging, the dazed Eliya hurriedly opened her mouth.
    

    

    
      [Ah! Yes… To wash yourself, a Memorize Paper enchanted with Cleanse magic would be most suitable, but even a starless one is a bit expensive at 1 Coin…….]
    

    

    
      “Okay. Give me that.”
    

    

    
      There was no need to hesitate.
    

    

    
      [Ah… Yes! Then right away…….]
    

    

    
      That was exactly what I wanted.
    

    

    
      Snap—
    

    

    
      With the sound of Eliya snapping her fingers, a single sheet of paper appeared in mid-air.
    

    

    
      As soon as I caught the fluttering paper and tore it, a magic circle made of geometric patterns appeared in the air.
    

    

    
      [Using Memorize Paper.]
    

    
      [Embedded Magic: Cleanse (☆☆☆☆☆)]
    

    

    
      Along with the simple explanation in the pop-up system window.
    

    

    
      A ticklish stream of water shot out from the magic circle and covered my entire body.
    

    

    
      And with that last lukewarm stream of water.
    

    

    
      *Flump—*
    

    

    
      I lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      In the pitch-black darkness, a familiar voice called out.
    

    

    
      「Brother.」
    

    

    
      My past self answers.
    

    

    
      「What is it.」
    

    

    
      Again, the voice.
    

    

    
      「Are you really the one who is going back?」
    

    

    
      If my memory served me right, this was a conversation we had during the subjugation of the Southern Demonic Realm.
    

    

    
      So… after the conclusion that I had to undergo Regression had more or less been reached.
    

    

    
      「I don't know. I'm in a position where I just have to do as I'm told.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「I actually think it makes more sense for you to go. Won't you be stronger than me soon?」
    

    

    
      「…With all due respect, if it were a simple battle with all our might, I believe even now I would…….」
    

    

    
      「Ah, ah. Stop. Right there. If you say any more, I think my heart will break.」
    

    

    
      A brief silence flows, and then the voice is heard again.
    

    

    
      「Brother.」
    

    

    
      「What.」
    

    

    
      「Could you make me a promise.」
    

    

    
      「A promise? What promise.」
    

    

    
      「It is not a difficult task. Simply… if you do go back.」
    

    

    
      「……?」
    

    

    
      「When you go back. If you meet the me of that time again—」
    

    

    
      A faint image of the girl's serious face formed in my mind.
    

    

    
      Neatly braided hair, a prominent forehead, small and delicate eyes, nose, and mouth, and a five-colored jeogori.
    

    

    
      「Please, don't be nice to me again.」
    

    

    
      It was a short and seemingly insignificant sentence.
    

    

    
      But I knew.
    

    

    
      That it wasn't simply a matter of ‘don't be nice to me.’
    

    

    
      I could read it in her expression—after how long she had deliberated, how much she had given up, and with what kind of heart she had said those words.
    

    

    
      「I entreat you to do so.」
    

    

    
      「…I'll think about it.」
    

    

    
      My past self couldn't answer.
    

    

    
      Whether it was a request or a promise.
    

    

    
      I hadn't been able to come up with a clear answer in my head to respond to what she had said.
    

    

    
      …Well, I have an answer now, more or less.
    

    

    
      「Please, promise me…….」
    

    

    
      That was as far as it went.
    

    

    
      The girl's image vanished from before my eyes, and my five senses, which had been numbly submerged, slowly began to return.
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      “Ughh…….”
    

    

    
      Blink—
    

    

    
      […Are you coming to your senses?]
    

    

    
      As I opened my eyes to the sluggish feeling spreading through every corner of my body, I saw Eliya’s face, now wearing an expression of complete and utter bewilderment.
    

    

    
      […Your physical condition was no joke, so I took the liberty of purchasing a Memorize Paper enchanted with E-rank healing magic. It cost another coin.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [Your internal mana was completely depleted and your muscles were all torn. If I had left you as you were, you would have been unconscious for days, so please don't be too upset……. You have plenty of money, after all.]
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      So that’s why. My condition felt a bit better.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a bad call on her part.
    

    

    
      If it had been just a hundred orcs as I'd written on my bucket list, I could have toughed it out. But because the ‘bite’ from the Constellation came later than I expected, I had definitely overdone it.
    

    

    
      …Though I hadn't expected to faint just from using a tiny bit of my Innate Ability.
    

    

    
      “Brilliant, Iria.”
    

    

    
      […I told you. Please don't leave out a syllable……. My name is Eliya.]
    

    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    

    
      […Is that it?]
    

    

    
      “Sorry, sorry?”
    

    

    
      [Haa… Honestly…….]
    

    

    
      Muttering with a sigh, Eliya looked up and asked again.
    

    

    
      [Putting that aside… what on earth did you do in the First Gate?]
    

    

    
      “Hm? What did I do?”
    

    

    
      [Yes. What in the world did you do to come back with 193 Orc's Tokens, with your body in a state as if you’d been running at full speed for three days straight… and yet, for someone who supposedly fought so fiercely, you don't have a single scratch……. It's completely beyond my common sense.]
    

    

    
      “Just… did what the trial told me to do over there.”
    

    

    
      [Did what it said? The trial guide sent by The Order clearly states it’s based on the assassination of orcs, in line with the current strategy of the War against Demons…….]
    

    

    
      “Yeah. That’s right. Assassination. But now…”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      “I just increased the head count a bit.”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s face was once again painted with a dumbfounded expression.
    

    

    
      [So… you’re claiming you committed… mass assassination(?)]
    

    

    
      “Something like that.”
    

    

    
      […Unless I've been living my life wrong until now, I think the word that comes after 'mass' should be 'slaughter', not 'assassination'…….]
    

    

    
      “Well, aren't they the same thing?”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “If there are no witnesses, it's an assassination.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    

    
      [First of all, the idea that you caught 193 of them by yourself makes no sense no matter how I think about it… It seems there was some kind of error in The Order's design process……. I'll have to look into it. This could be a headache if something went wrong…….]
    

    

    
      And with that, she gave up asking any more questions and offered her own speculation.
    

    

    
      I didn't bother to refute her guess.
    

    

    
      Of course, the truth was that I had caught them all, but it wasn't something she would believe just because I said so.
    

    

    
      Well, in truth, it didn't matter to me how the 'process' was defined.
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Trait List>
    

    

    
      ■ Slaughterer (★☆☆)
    

    

    
      [For each consecutive entity killed, the Slaughterer gains a stack of Slaughter. It can be stacked up to 5 times, and each stack increases attack speed by 10%.]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      Slaughterer.
    

    

    
      The 'result'—the fact that the trait I had ripped off the Constellation in the First Gate was now embedded in my trait window—was what mattered.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', expresses interest in your unusual actions.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', asks if you'd be interested in working for him.]
    

    

    
      A nature that ignored the rules.
    

    

    
      A temperament that acted on a whim.
    

    

    
      A reckless way of speaking.
    

    

    
      I didn't know who coined it, but 'Olympus's Ruffian' was a fitting epithet for him.
    

    

    
      ‘God of War, Ares.’
    

    

    
      At the end of the First Gate, the Constellation who broke The Order's rule, [A Constellation cannot intervene in the First Gate], and spoke to me was none other than the ‘God of War, Ares’.
    

    

    
      One of the twelve Constellations of 'Olympus', which was considered the most legitimate of all, even among the countless Constellations that had existed in the Upper-Dimensional Plane since ancient times.
    

    

    
      I knew better than anyone what kind of being he was, but when the message popped up, I feigned ignorance and replied.
    

    

    
      “And who might you be?”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', states that he cannot reveal his name but emphasizes that he is a being so noble you would be lucky to see him once in your lifetime.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', dismisses such matters and demands you sign an Exclusive Contract first.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', promises he can give you immense power and abilities.]
    

    

    
      Just as I expected.
    

    

    
      He immediately pushed for an Exclusive Contract with sweet talk.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, he was trying to get a head start.
    

    

    
      Once I moved on to the Second Gate, where Constellations would begin to intervene in earnest, it was a given that other Constellations would also make their approach. 
    

    

    
      So, he was trying to lock down a Plane Transcendent he liked beforehand, even if it meant offering something extra.
    

    

    
      In fact, if I were an ordinary Plane Transcendent whose goal was simply to survive, signing an Exclusive Contract now would have been the right move.
    

    

    
      The twelve Constellations of Olympus were not lightweights.
    

    

    
      And an Exclusive Contract with a Constellation wasn't something granted to just any Plane Transcendent.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      “Hey now, a contract? How can we make a contract without even introducing ourselves? How am I supposed to know who you are?”
    

    

    
      That didn't apply to me.
    

    

    
      Simply surviving.
    

    

    
      I hadn't gone through Regression for something so trivial.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', beats his chest at your frustrating remark.]
    

    

    
      A message expressing his frustration.
    

    

    
      I could feel Ares's impatience even from here.
    

    

    
      It was certainly a situation that would be frustrating for him.
    

    

    
      There were barely three minutes left on the First Gate's timer, and he had already intervened at a cost, yet here I was, spouting nonsense about 'introductions'.
    

    

    
      If I were to be eliminated by some chance, there would be no situation more unfair from Ares's perspective.
    

    

    
      He would have paid the price for breaking The Order's rules, only to end up with absolutely nothing to show for it.
    

    

    
      Well, of course, objectively speaking, it wasn't a huge loss for a Constellation of Ares's caliber to miss out on one contractor.
    

    

    
      But it's only natural for anger to boil over in haste.
    

    

    
      Unable to control his fiery inner nature, he threw messages at me.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', guarantees you will regret this.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', at your frustratingly dense nature…….]
    

    

    
      …And that.
    

    

    
      Was exactly what I was aiming for.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', demands a swift contract.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', persuades you that if you come under him, you can obtain anything, be it money, honor, or power.]
    

    

    
      “Well… I don't know much, but just from your name, you don't seem like a big shot……. I'm not some death row convict, how can I work under a ruffian?”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', snorts with rage.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', demands you retract your statement.]
    

    

    
      “I mean… the only thing I've seen are these system messages. I have no way of knowing if you're a big deal or not.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', cannot bear the humiliation.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', checks his list of traits.]
    

    

    
      Then, at a certain moment during our one-sided squabble.
    

    

    
      The message I had been waiting for appeared.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', sponsors you with a 'Trait'.]
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      …Ares was famous in the Upper-Dimensional Plane for his fiery temper.
    

    

    
      He was especially intolerant of those who ignored him or tarnished his honor.
    

    

    
      And if it was like that in my past life, it would be the same this time.
    

    

    
      Before my Regression, I had quite a bit of interaction with Ares, so I could see as clear as day what he was thinking and how he would react.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from the moment he took the bait, it was no exaggeration to say that Ares was fated to leave something behind before he left.
    

    

    
      ‘…Got it.’
    

    

    
      [<Trait: Slaughterer (★☆☆)> has been acquired.]
    

    

    
      The system message confirming the acquisition of the trait.
    

    

    
      As soon as that message disappeared, Ares's arrogant message popped up.
    

    

    
      It was as if to say, ‘Now that I've gone this far, you have no choice but to make a contract with me!’
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', tells you to feel his power, even if it is but a small fraction…….]
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      …I had no intention of listening to him until the end.
    

    

    
      “…Oh my. Look at the time.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', displays a question mark above his head.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', senses an inexplicable foreboding.]
    

    

    
      “Uh… sir.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', demands you shut that mouth at once.]
    

    

    
      “It seems my time is up, so I should get going……”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', asks where you think you're going when the conversation isn't even over.]
    

    

    
      “I'll make good use of (?) what you gave me.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', tries to stop you.]
    

    

    
      “Haha… well then, farewell.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', wears a dumbfounded expression.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', wonders what kind of absolute ruffian you are and…….]
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [Mr. Seo U-jin… Mr. Seo U-jin……!]
    

    

    
      “…Hm?”
    

    

    
      [Are you listening to me right now?]
    

    

    
      Eliya's voice broke me out of my reverie.
    

    

    
      Judging by her expression, it seemed she had been diligently explaining something.
    

    

    
      “Ah, sorry. Where were we?”
    

    

    
      [Up to the part where the 'Constellations' start to intervene from the Second Gate……. Haa. You weren't listening again, were you, Mr. Seo U-jin.]
    

    

    
      “Haha……. I've always been terrible at listening attentively……. But I'm strong in a real fight, so don't worry.”
    

    

    
      [How can you say that!? Do you know how many people died in the First Gate! You should at least know the bare minimum of information before you go.]
    

    

    
      “Sorry, sorry. I'll try to concentrate for about a minute, starting now.”
    

    

    
      [I just… don't understand how you even passed the First Gate…….]
    

    

    
      “Stop sighing so much. You'll make the ground sink.”
    

    

    
      […I'll wrap it up in exactly one minute, so listen carefully.]
    

    

    
      Eliya, ruffling her straight black hair in frustration, began to speak in a rapid-fire burst.
    

    

    
      [If the key word for the First Gate was 'Hunting', the key word for the Second Gate is 'Survival'.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [You've heard the name 'Cyclops' in the Lower-Dimensional Plane, right?]
    

    

    
      “I know it. The one-eyed giant from Greek mythology.”
    

    

    
      [That would be right. The myths prevalent in the Lower-Dimensional Plane are fundamentally based on stories from the Upper-Dimensional Plane.]
    

    

    
      Her words continued without a pause for breath.
    

    

    
      [The setting for the Second Gate is the 'Cyclops's Vineyard'. Your job is to be dropped into that monster's farm and survive for a set amount of time.]
    

    

    
      [The farm is composed of three main elements. The farm owner, the 'Cyclops', the 'grapevines' he cultivates, and the Cyclops's 'hunting dogs' that guard those grapevines. Understanding these three key elements is the core to passing the Second Gate…….]
    

    

    
      I felt bad for her, but it was hard to concentrate.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      I already knew everything she was saying.
    

    

    
      Would it be a similar feeling for a fresh Seoul National University graduate to go back to first grade and listen to an elementary-level lesson?
    

    

    
      Regardless of the speaker's sincerity, my mind couldn't help but wander elsewhere.
    

    

    
      […Especially in this Second Gate, the Constellations from the Upper-Dimensional Plane begin to participate…….]
    

    

    
      Right, and I just met one of them.
    

    

    
      […If I were to tell you the strategy I've devised…….]
    

    

    
      I've already thought of a strategy, too.
    

    

    
      […I don't know what you did down there, but a stroke of luck like that only happens once…….]
    

    

    
      And my strategy this time will probably fall into her category of a 'stroke of luck'.
    

    

    
      I couldn't help but think, 'What's the point of listening to this?'
    

    

    
      It couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      [Hoo……. Okay, that's it. I've summarized everything from the importance of the Second Gate to the strategy as concisely as possible… Did you understand everything?]
    

    

    
      Having finished her one-minute explanation as promised, she asked, catching her breath.
    

    

    
      She had a rather satisfied look on her face.
    

    

    
      How should I put it?
    

    

    
      It was the expression of a mother who had packed a three-tiered lunchbox for her child going on a picnic.
    

    

    
      It seemed she had successfully crammed everything she wanted to say into that short summary.
    

    

    
      In fact, even from my perspective, there probably wasn't a better strategy for a beginner whose main goal was to 'pass the Second Gate'.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, her strategy briefing was excellent.
    

    

    
      A summary that pinpointed the key aspects of the Second Gate and the precautions a beginner should take.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. I get it.”
    

    

    
      [I can really trust you this time, right? So, to put it simply, there's no need to go all-out in the Second Gate. The Constellations usually make their final decision in the third gate anyway. The plan is to minimize risk…….]
    

    

    
      “So what you're saying is……”
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      “I just have to beat the crap out of everything, right?”
    

    

    
      This time, too, since I wasn't a beginner, her advice was dismissed.
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      “I’m off, then?”
    

    

    
      […Go or don't. It's not like you're going to listen to me anyway. Mr. Seo U-jin will do just fine on his own, I'm sure. Whether that means beating everything up or getting beaten to death.]
    

    

    
      “Are you pouting?”
    

    

    
      [I'm not pouting. I have simply judged that emphasizing the importance of a strategy is meaningless at this point, so I am refusing to engage in unnecessary conversation.]
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “You’re definitely pouting.”
    

    

    
      [I told you I'm not pouting!]
    

    

    
      Eliya, who had been squatting, shot up to her feet, denying my words.
    

    

    
      But I knew.
    

    

    
      She had a habit of squatting down when she was upset.
    

    

    
      So even if her words said otherwise, she was definitely pouting.
    

    

    
      And just as I knew when she was pouting, I also knew very well how to cheer her up.
    

    

    
      The method was simple.
    

    

    
      It was to—
    

    

    
      “Uh… Eliya, there's something I forgot to tell you.”
    

    

    
      [What is it.]
    

    

    
      “Right before I passed the gate down there, a system message like this popped up. [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', does a somersault at your magnificent achievement.]… or something like that?”
    

    

    
      [……!!]
    

    

    
      —give her something to think about.
    

    

    
      [Wha- what did you say? The God of War Are… I mean, 'Olympus's Damned Ruffian'?]
    

    

    
      “Uh… well, I think it was just 'Ruffian', not 'Damned Ruffian', but yeah. Him.”
    

    

    
      Eliya was a classic knowledge-seeking type.
    

    

    
      In short, a scholar-type personality.
    

    

    
      New knowledge, new realizations, new logic.
    

    

    
      These were the kinds of things that made her tick, that were constitutionally suited for her.
    

    

    
      So, the topic of 'whether there had ever been a Plane Transcendent approached by a Constellation in the First Gate' would surely pique her interest.
    

    

    
      For this level of sulking, this was a much better solution than apologizing or giving her a gift.
    

    

    
      [That's impossible…….]
    

    

    
      “And that guy also gave me a trait called 'Slaughterer' before he left……”
    

    

    
      At the mention of Slaughterer, her brow furrowed like a walnut shell.
    

    

    
      Her brow creased and her mouth fell open.
    

    

    
      [M-Mr. Seo U-jin, could you please share your trait window with me for a moment? It's normally impossible for others to see a system window, but if the owner allows it, it can be shared with an Acolyte Priest…….]
    

    

    
      Ting—!
    

    

    
      [Temporarily sharing the trait window with Acolyte Priest, ‘Eliya von Deina Merculurt’.]
    

    

    
      “Is this how you do it?”
    

    

    
      Feigning ignorance, I shared my trait window with her. 
    

    

    
      This time, her already large eyes went wide as saucers.
    

    

    
      [Good heavens… is this possible… If so, then Are… no, that damned ruffian from Olympus will surely have his authority restricted as a penalty for breaking The Order's rules…….]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [No, wait… if catching 193 orcs wasn't just a stroke of luck but genuine skill… if so… then for the Hero-nim, perhaps it's not so strange……. I shouldn't be standing here. I should be searching The Order's archives for a precedent right now…….]
    

    

    
      Somewhere along the line, my title had changed from 'Mr. Seo U-jin' to 'Hero-nim'.
    

    

    
      I hadn't even passed the Gateway Zone yet… and there was still a long way to go before I shed the 'hero candidate' label and was officially awarded the Hero's medal by The Order…….
    

    

    
      “Well, he gave it to me so I took it, but I was wondering if that's okay.”
    

    

    
      I asked with a shrug, and an immediate answer came back.
    

    

    
      [It's fine!! It's absolutely fine!!]
    

    

    
      If it's fine, it's fine. What was 'absolutely fine'?
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      One thing was for sure.
    

    

    
      At that moment, she seemed to have forgotten what she had been thinking just moments before while squatting on the floor.
    

    

    
      [For now, actively utilize the trait, Hero-nim. I'll look into precedents and other related matters while you're clearing the Second Gate and explain everything to you again afterward.]
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      [Ah! And… you didn't sign an 'Exclusive Contract', did you?]
    

    

    
      “Uh, that guy was trying to get me to sign something… but there wasn't enough time and he didn't explain it properly, so I said no.”
    

    

    
      [As I thought……. You did well. For now, do the same even if another Constellation approaches you. Tell them you'll think about it, or use my name and say you'll decide after talking with your Acolyte Priest.]
    

    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    

    
      Indeed.
    

    

    
      She was a quick thinker with a flexible mind.
    

    

    
      She had originally thought my clearing of the First Gate was a one-time stroke of luck, but as soon as she heard a Constellation had broken The Order's rules to approach me, she changed her mind.
    

    

    
      To put it negatively, it was a complete turnaround… but rationally changing one's thoughts according to the given situation and conditions was one of Eliya's abilities I valued most.
    

    

    
      In the War against Demons, where the very word 'common sense' didn't apply, fixed ideas were a limitation and led to wrong choices.
    

    

    
      In my past life, when I was much more inexperienced, her disposition had helped me more times than I could count.
    

    

    
      [As far as I know, this is unprecedented… but I'm still a novice, so I haven't read all of The Order's books. So…….]
    

    

    
      [Are you sure? That the system window said 'Olympus's Damned Ruffian'… I mean, Ruffian. Anyway, that it popped up…….]
    

    

    
      [I knew it… you were different from the start. How should I put it? You just had a different feel to you! Should I say you looked like you had the worst luck imaginable…….]
    

    

    
      As she poured out a torrent of words, time passed and her excitement began to subside.
    

    

    
      Around that time.
    

    

    
      I could faintly feel the mana concentration at the Boundary of the Gate dwindling.
    

    

    
      It seemed the one-hour interval provided at the Boundary of the Gate had run out again.
    

    

    
      “Hey, I think… it's about time.”
    

    

    
      This time, it seemed she had noticed it beforehand as well.
    

    

    
      [Ah… yes. It certainly is.]
    

    

    
      As I straightened my clothes, Eliya asked cautiously.
    

    

    
      [Is there anything else you need? With 190 coins, you could buy a lot of useful items for the Second Gate…….]
    

    

    
      Shake, shake—
    

    

    
      “Nope. I think it's best to save it for now.”
    

    

    
      It was an arrogant answer for a Plane Transcendent who was just about to enter the Second Gate, but perhaps as a sign of her newfound trust, she didn't argue and simply nodded.
    

    

    
      “Well then, I'll be back.”
    

    

    
      I raised a hand to wave her goodbye, and Eliya bowed her upper body deeply.
    

    

    
      [Please be careful.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [I'll be waiting.]
    

    

    
      No more unnecessary words were exchanged.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      [You have entered the ‘Gateway Zone: Second Gate’.]
    

    

    
      [Confirming the trial assigned to the ‘Second Gate’.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [Trial: Survive on the Farm.]
    

    

    
      ■Overview: The one-eyed giant Cyclops is a species of Magical Beast that cultivates a special grape at the southern tip of the Upper Plane's continent. They despise anyone entering their territory, standing guard themselves during the day and releasing their hunting dogs at night. Survive in that dreadful farm and prove your potential!
    

    

    
      ■Clear Condition: Survive for 48 hours in the Cyclops's Vineyard.
    

    

    
      ■Difficulty: [Unranked]
    

    

    
      ■Time Limit: 48 hours.
    

    

    
      ■Reward: ‘???’
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      The scenery wasn't much different from the First Gate.
    

    

    
      It was a space lined with giant trees.
    

    

    
      If I had to point out a difference, it was that the trees were all of the same kind.
    

    

    
      And that all those trees bore clusters of black, grape-like fruits.
    

    

    
      “The Cyclops's Vineyard… huh.”
    

    

    
      All gates in the Gateway Zone are modeled after real places in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Just as the First Gate was modeled after the Orc Mountains in the northern part of the continent.
    

    

    
      However, a place called the 'Cyclops's Vineyard' did not exist in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      This raised a question.
    

    

    
      Then what place in the Upper Plane was this, the 'Cyclops's Vineyard' that constituted the Second Gate, modeled after?
    

    

    
      The answer was simple.
    

    

    
      “Argos's Black Manor.”
    

    

    
      …Like the Cyclops, Argos was also a monster that made a brief appearance in Greek mythology.
    

    

    
      A giant with 100 eyes, he was quite famous in both the Upper and Lower Planes for his grotesque appearance.
    

    

    
      His original role was as a retainer to Hera, revered in Olympus as the 'Queen of the Gods', and he was supposed to take the lead in subjugating the Demon King's Army on Olympus's side.
    

    

    
      However, after getting caught in a marital squabble between Zeus and Hera and having his head chopped off, he was resurrected through a certain incident, became disillusioned with Olympus, and chose the path of a Magical Beast.
    

    

    
      After leaving The Order and switching his allegiance to the Demon King's Army, he used his old skills from growing olive trees under Hera to start cultivating a special herb in a southern corner of the continent.
    

    

    
      When the Demon King's Army realized the utility of that 'special herb', they granted Argos the title of 'Baron', and the scale of his operation grew immense.
    

    

    
      And so, Argos's herb garden, established in the south of the continent, came to be called 'Argos's Black Manor'.
    

    

    
      At the same time, upon receiving the title for the Black Manor, the Demon King's Army assigned a faction to Argos, which happened to be the 'Cyclops race', whose interests aligned as they lacked a leader at the time.
    

    

    
      In conclusion, this 'Cyclops's Vineyard' was a 'scaled-down version of the Black Manor', created by taking the Cyclops who served as 'tenant farmers' in Argos's Black Manor.
    

    

    
      Of course, The Order couldn't just bring in Argos, a 'Baron' of the Demon King's Army, every time a Plane Transcendent came through, so they had no choice but to change the name and create a scaled-down version when designing the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      Still… this was a fairly well-made replica, and in the first place, a single Cyclops was an incomparably powerful Magical Beast compared to an orc.
    

    

    
      I had no intention of nitpicking about such things.
    

    

    
      Thump, thump—
    

    

    
      “…What's important starts now.”
    

    

    
      I just had to.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-Headed Judge', expresses interest in you…+★]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-Headed Judge', remembers your unbelievable actions from the First Gate.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', expresses interest in you…+★]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', asks about the origin of the familiar skill you used.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'The Dancer Who Defeated the Plague Demon', at your…+★]
    

    

    
      [98 out of 101 Constellations observing the Gateway Zone are watching you.]
    

    

    
      [★: 98/101]
    

    

    
      In the environment I was given.
    

    

    
      [Bucket List #3]
    

    

    
      『Attract the attention of every Constellation observing the Gateway Zone.』
    

    

    
      Do what I needed to do.
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      The Gateway Zone was a necessary intermediate step as judged by The Order.
    

    

    
      It was an unnatural space created in a dimensional rift, based on the judgment that if Plane Transcendents came directly to the Upper Plane, most would fail to adapt and die.
    

    

    
      Simply put, it could be called a 'tutorial zone for improving survival rates'.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      …That was its purpose, at least ‘nominally’.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', expresses interest in you…+★]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', remembers your unbelievable actions from the First Gate.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', expresses interest in you…+★]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', asks about the origin of the familiar skill you used.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'The Dancer Who Defeated the Plague Demon', at your…+★]
    

    
      [98 out of 101 Constellations observing the Gateway Zone are watching you.]
    

    
      [★: 98/101]
    

    

    
      ‘So many of them showed up, these guys.’
    

    

    
      In truth, speaking from the perspective of someone who had already experienced this Gateway Zone once, its significance as a ‘tutorial zone’ was minimal.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't entirely meaningless, but just as the bottom-ranking delinquent in middle school can't become the top student in high school just by cramming some advanced studies over winter break, the same logic applied.
    

    

    
      Given that surviving the War against Demons was far more difficult than becoming the top student, it was a fact that its meaning and influence weren't that great.
    

    

    
      The more essential role of the Gateway Zone… was actually for the Constellations' 'contractor selection'.
    

    

    
      ‘Ninety-eight of them…….’
    

    

    
      The War against Demons was fundamentally a war between the Demon King's Allied Forces and The Order's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a simple war between one faction and another.
    

    

    
      The Olympus Cluster, the Pyramid Cluster, the Orc race, the Lizardman race, and so on.
    

    

    
      It was a Great War fought by an alliance of numerous factions existing in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Therefore, winning a battle in one region didn't mean winning the war, and political strife was inevitable within the factions due to various conflicting interests.
    

    

    
      This was especially true for war supplies and reinforcement troops, as the War against Demons was not a conflict that lasted only a year or two.
    

    

    
      …Plane Transcendents were one such type of reinforcement.
    

    

    
      Fresh young blood that The Order had directly transfused from the Lower-Dimensional Planes for the allied forces suffering from a shortage of troops due to the long war.
    

    

    
      They were new troops, like welcome rain in a drought for the localized wars each faction was fighting.
    

    

    
      Of course, from the Plane Transcendents' perspective, it was no different from being forcibly conscripted, so even The Guardian Cross Order couldn't just sell them off to any war-torn region they pleased.
    

    

    
      They had to maintain a minimal ethical justification, and besides, an unwilling soldier was worse than no soldier at all.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the general framework of The Order's 'Hero Development Project' was to foster Plane Transcendents under various forms of support, such as granting the Hero title and providing training, and then dispatching them to various regions as 'mercenaries' in exchange for paid requests.
    

    

    
      This then raises a question.
    

    

    
      If they were just mercenaries to be hired with money, why were the Constellations, who weren't some voyeuristic psychopaths, peering into the Gateway Zone?
    

    

    
      The answer lay in the 'right of preemption'.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', demands you sign an Exclusive Contract, promising a skill to handle the thoughts of the dead.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', demands you sign an Exclusive Contract, promising an outstanding regenerative ability.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'The Dancer Who Defeated the Plague Demon', demands you sign an Exclusive Contract, promising the ability to handle plague demons.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', demands you sign an Exclusive Contract immediately if you don't want to be beaten to death…….]
    

    

    
      “Now, now, Constellation-nims. I won't be signing any Exclusive Contracts in the Second Gate, so please calm down.”
    

    

    
      An Exclusive Contract didn't refer to a slave contract that fundamentally blocked requests from other Constellations.
    

    

    
      That would go against The Order's policies, and in principle, even if a Plane Transcendent belonging to The Order signed such a contract, it could be nullified by The Order's fair contract adjudication.
    

    

    
      Rather, the Exclusive Contract mentioned here referred to a contract with a special clause for 'exclusive priority'.
    

    

    
      To put it simply.
    

    

    
      It set a limit on the number of times, and within that limit, the contractor was obligated to fulfill the contracting Constellation's request before any other.
    

    

    
      All the Constellations gathered here were present to obtain that 'right of exclusive priority'.
    

    

    
      To sign a contract in advance with a promising hero candidate.
    

    

    
      Of course, one might ask what was so important about that, but humans are simple creatures and tend to fulfill requests more often from the Constellation that gave them their first one.
    

    

    
      Having experienced the Gateway Zone for a long time, the Constellations knew all too well that the significance of being the 'first client' was not small.
    

    

    
      Therefore, based on such inductive reasoning, it wasn't so strange for the Constellations to personally be here demanding Exclusive Contracts.
    

    

    
      [A few Constellations groan at your arrogant remark.]
    

    

    
      “My apologies, but for now, I will focus on passing the gate. As for the Exclusive Contract, I will decide after consulting with my Acolyte Priest at the Third Gate or later, so please wait a moment.”
    

    

    
      [Some Constellations nod in agreement with your words.]
    

    

    
      “Ah, and for personal reasons, I've also blocked the sponsorship function for now. It'll be unblocked in a little while, so please keep that in mind.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', looks dumbfounded and complains of the unfairness.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', suspects your ulterior motives for not blocking sponsorships sooner.]
    

    

    
      If I hadn't blocked the sponsorship function, countless coins would probably be flying before my eyes right now.
    

    

    
      The performance I showed in the First Gate was likely unparalleled compared to other Plane Transcendents, and I was a Plane Transcendent who had even been sponsored with a 'Trait' by one of the twelve Constellations of Olympus.
    

    

    
      But I had no need to rush.
    

    

    
      The money that was meant to come would find its way to me eventually.
    

    

    
      For now, to successfully carry out my plan in the Second Gate, I needed to keep the sponsorship window closed for a while.
    

    

    
      [★: 98/101]
    

    

    
      “…Three of them.”
    

    

    
      Of the 101 Constellations observing the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      A total of 98 had marked their interest in me.
    

    

    
      In other words, all but three Constellations were watching my every move.
    

    

    
      …Of course, that was something to be happy about.
    

    

    
      It meant that almost all the Constellations were interested in an Exclusive Contract with me, which would lead to a lot of sponsorships and connect to my 'value as a Hero' in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      However, I couldn't be satisfied with that.
    

    

    
      I had no intention of signing an Exclusive Contract anyway, and what was important to me, who had to complete a bucket list, was not 'most of the attention' but 'all of the attention'.
    

    

    
      It might seem a bit much, but the attention of the three uninterested Constellations was more important to me than the interest of the ninety-eight who already liked me.
    

    

    
      [★List of Interested Constellations]
    

    
      - Dog-headed Judge
    

    
      - An Immortal More Human than Anyone
    

    
      - Olympus's Ruffian
    

    
      - The Boy with White Ivory
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      I checked the epithets of the Constellations who had registered their interest in me, trying to figure out who the remaining three were.
    

    

    
      And soon enough, I realized that the epithet of one Constellation that absolutely should have been there was missing.
    

    

    
      ‘Guardian of the Rainbow Bridge.’
    

    

    
      The Constellation from the Asgard Cluster, which needed reinforcements more desperately than any other cluster at the moment, was not there.
    

    

    
      There was no need to even say who that epithet referred to.
    

    

    
      The Bifrost, the rainbow bridge connecting the central continent where the War against Demons was taking place and Asgard, the land of the gods.
    

    

    
      The right to open and close that rainbow bridge had never once been handed over to another.
    

    

    
      The White God, ‘Heimdall’.
    

    

    
      His epithet was not there.
    

    

    
      It was within my expectations.
    

    

    
      For the Asgard Cluster, which had been devastated to the point of ruin by Ragnarok, the urgent reinforcements they needed wouldn't be a frontline fighter like me.
    

    

    
      On the contrary, from their perspective, they would need an intelligent-type character who could help them put together the various pieces needed for Asgard's recovery.
    

    

    
      Of course, even so, the performance I showed in the First Gate was extraordinary, so he could have at least shown some interest… but Asgard's financial situation was not so stable as to make having multiple contractors a luxury.
    

    

    
      He was probably being extremely cautious about even showing interest.
    

    

    
      ‘And the other one is…….’
    

    

    
      <Successor of the Divine Tree.>
    

    

    
      This was a Constellation I knew all too well.
    

    

    
      A Constellation whose epithet I could guess not even from my memories of the regression, but just from the historical knowledge learned in middle school.
    

    

    
      ‘Dangun Wanggeom.’
    

    

    
      The first king of Gojoseon and the son of Hwanung, Dangun Wanggeom.
    

    

    
      This one also had a context that made sense.
    

    

    
      Unlike huge clusters like Olympus, he hadn't even formed a cluster and had no particular foundation.
    

    

    
      Dangun Wanggeom himself had become a Constellation relatively recently, so he was acting cautiously and observing the atmosphere.
    

    

    
      If I was right about this one too, he was likely still debating.
    

    

    
      Whether to show interest with a 'might-as-well-go-for-it' attitude, or to look for another contractor since so many people were gathered around me.
    

    

    
      Well… up to this point, it was within the expected range. Okay.
    

    

    
      The problem was the last one.
    

    

    
      ‘…Who is it?’
    

    

    
      Even though I had regressed, it was impossible to have memorized the epithets of all the Constellations who had observed the Gateway Zone before.
    

    

    
      I had organized some of the more memorable epithets in my head, but that was only about 60-70% at best.
    

    

    
      Since most of the Constellations from that time were gone by the time I regressed, that was my limit.
    

    

    
      And the last Constellation was not one I remembered.
    

    

    
      …It was highly likely to be a Constellation that wasn't included in the 70% I had organized beforehand, one I didn't know even before the regression.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      It was out of my hands.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something I could figure out just by sitting and thinking.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I.
    

    

    
      [It is currently ‘Daytime’. The Cyclops personally guards its farm.]
    

    
      [Time remaining until Night: 11:57:59]
    

    
      [The ‘Cyclops's Vineyard’ switches between day and night every 12 hours.]
    

    

    
      Decided to move according to my plan for now.
    

  
    Chapter 12: Attention Seeker (5)

    
      Kim Sia, an A-rank Hunter from Korea.
    

    

    
      Or rather… Kim Sia, a Plane Transcendent who had just entered the Second Gate, was realizing anew that she had lived her life like ‘a flower in a greenhouse’.
    

    

    
      Every single moment she spent here in the Gateway Zone was far more taxing than the countless raid experiences she had since the first Rift.
    

    

    
      To make matters worse, she had briefly heard from her Acolyte Priest that this Gateway Zone was merely a tutorial version of the Upper Plane to come, so a sense of despair was bound to well up.
    

    

    
      Grit—
    

    

    
      Of course, regardless of such burdens and despair, she had to adapt to and pass the Second Gate.
    

    

    
      No matter how hard it was, dying here was out of the question.
    

    

    
      ‘…Seo U-jin. I have to find him.’
    

    

    
      Tap, tap, tap, tap—!
    

    

    
      According to her Acolyte Priest’s advice, it was better not to move during the so-called ‘Daytime’ when the Cyclops roamed.
    

    

    
      While there might be a chance to deal with the Cyclops's hounds, being spotted by the Cyclops itself meant certain death.
    

    

    
      The Cyclops wasn't a Magical Beast put there to be hunted like an Orc, nor was it a lowly creature that could be handled by a beginner who couldn't even properly wield mana yet, no matter how much they used their head.
    

    

    
      But she was moving, risking death.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      She didn't have the confidence to endure the coming ‘Night’ alone.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      In the First Gate, she had managed to pass just before the time limit by luckily finding an Orc's emblem that someone had hunted but not collected while fleeing from Orcs with Oh Chan-young.
    

    

    
      But hoping for such a fluke again was too greedy.
    

    

    
      According to her Acolyte Priest, after experiencing two days and two nights, it was inevitable that one would encounter a Cyclops's hound at least once, no matter how well one hid.
    

    

    
      While the chances of being found were significantly lower by simply not moving during the day when the Cyclops itself was on guard, the hounds, true to their name, could track scents and were statistically more numerous than the Cyclops.
    

    

    
      She was told that only by defeating them in battle or surviving until daybreak could one pass this Second Gate.
    

    

    
      But Kim Sia had no confidence.
    

    

    
      No, she knew well that it was impossible to do alone.
    

    

    
      Although she was furious to the core at Choi Kang-hyuk's words calling her a 'tool bastard', objectively speaking, he wasn't entirely wrong.
    

    

    
      Her Innate Ability, classified as a healer-type, certainly meant she couldn't hunt monsters alone like those with physical-type abilities.
    

    

    
      Having quickly accepted that fact, her plan was to find a companion during the daytime, when the 'risk of discovery' was relatively low.
    

    

    
      The first person who came to mind was U-jin, who had seemed distinctly different.
    

    

    
      Of course, finding U-jin in this vast vineyard was no easy task.
    

    

    
      As her Acolyte Priest had advised, the standard procedure was to hide and not move during the farm's 'Daytime'.
    

    

    
      However, it wasn't as if she had set out to find U-jin without any plan at all.
    

    

    
      [Trait, ‘Reconnaissance Unit (★☆☆)’, is activated.]
    

    
      [Reconnaissance Unit: When you focus your attention, the sensitivity of your five senses increases by up to 500%.]
    

    

    
      She was one of the few Plane Transcendents who had obtained a Trait in the Second Gate.
    

    

    
      Of course, she hadn't obtained it in the First Gate like U-jin, nor had she received it for free.
    

    

    
      After entering the Second Gate, she had signed an Exclusive Contract with a Constellation who highly valued her recovery-type Innate Ability and had been sponsored with the Trait.
    

    
      That was the only thing she could rely on.
    

    

    
      ‘…I have to find him as quickly as possible.’
    

    

    
      To capture the faint memory of U-jin's scent and trace his location.
    

    

    
      In itself, it was an absurd task, but thanks to the Reconnaissance Unit Trait, which showed outstanding effectiveness in 'searching', it was a method she could attempt with at least a small chance of success.
    

    

    
      Fwaaat—
    

    

    
      And so, at one point, after wandering for about two hours in search of U-jin without even a hint of his direction.
    

    

    
      Perhaps her wish had reached the heavens.
    

    

    
      Sniff, sniff—
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Carried on the cool breeze, a not-unfamiliar scent wafted over.
    

    

    
      ‘Finally…….’
    

    

    
      A thrill of emotion shot through her entire body, and an indescribable feeling welled up, but Kim Sia suppressed it and focused even more on her sense of smell.
    

    

    
      It was certain.
    

    

    
      That was U-jin's scent.
    

    

    
      The strange thing was, it was coming from a distinct direction, quite thick and clear, suggesting he hadn't moved from the same spot for a while. Also, for some reason, a rather unpleasant smell came with it.
    

    

    
      But none of that mattered.
    

    

    
      Kim Sia immediately moved toward the source of the scent.
    

    

    
      Thud, thud—
    

    

    
      As she got closer, she focused more on her sight and hearing than her sense of smell, pinpointing his location.
    

    

    
      ‘…The base of a tree?’
    

    

    
      Having arrived in the vicinity by following her senses, Sia realized that U-jin's scent was emanating strongly from the roots of a particularly large tree.
    

    

    
      Sia cautiously stepped toward it.
    

    

    
      Step—
    

    

    
      Step—
    

    

    
      Step—
    

    

    
      Approaching carefully without making a single leaf rustle, Sia finally found the U-jin she had been searching for inside a giant knot hole formed at the base of the tree.
    

    

    
      But now…
    

    

    
      Nod— Nod—
    

    

    
      “Wait a minute……”
    

    

    
      He was dozing.
    

    

    
      “Should I wake him up or not……”
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      「U-jin.」
    

    

    
      「What is it, old man.」
    

    

    
      A familiar figure in ragged clothes and a conical hat appeared in my dark field of vision.
    

    

    
      He asked me.
    

    

    
      「…Are your preparations more or less done?」
    

    

    
      「Well… I think they’re just about more or less done.」
    

    

    
      「…Is that so.」
    

    

    
      I thought he would nag me as a master usually would, but he, who had come to see me shortly before my Regression, was uncharacteristically calm.
    

    

    
      「…Being talented is also a problem, isn't it?」
    

    

    
      「……? What are you talking about all of a sudden.」
    

    

    
      「If I’d known this would happen, I would have just taught you half-heartedly.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「I didn't know either. That I'd have more talent for teaching than for fighting myself.」
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    
      「So what… are you here now to say something pathetic like, ‘The fact that you were chosen as the Regressor is all thanks to my brilliance’?」
    

    

    
      Heh heh— he let out a hearty laugh and shook his head.
    

    

    
      And then he said.
    

    

    
      「Not that… just, if it gets overwhelming when you go back, don't just sigh alone. Blame me instead.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「Ah, my life got so twisted because I met that damn man.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「It got so messed up because of that ragged old man in the conical hat. Just say that.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「That's why I'm telling you this.」
    

    

    
      Words so unlike his usual self.
    

    

    
      「What nonse—.」
    

    

    
      「Didn't sound like it?」
    

    

    
      「…Stop acting out of character. If you have time for this, go smash another Magical Beast's head in.」
    

    

    
      Heave—
    

    

    
      At my blunt reply, he placed his hands on his knees and stood up.
    

    

    
      Then he deliberately changed the subject.
    

    

    
      「The kids were all crying, you brat……. You and your damn meddling, always leaving your mark everywhere.」
    

    

    
      This time, I asked back.
    

    

    
      「Crying? Them?」
    

    

    
      「Yeah, you brat. They were all wailing their eyes out.」
    

    

    
      When I asked again in disbelief, a curse came back.
    

    

    
      「Cheong-i too?」
    

    

    
      「I don't know, you little bastard. Don't ask me.」
    

    

    
      「…Hey, it's a yes or no question. Why are you getting mad?」
    

    

    
      「Honestly… I should have smashed your head a few times when you were still weak, not a Magical Beast's.」
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      With him muttering, 「Damn it, being talented is the problem. Being talented is the problem,」 as he left.
    

    

    
      The scene in my memory faded to black.
    

    

    
      **. . .**
    

    

    
      “Haaah—.”
    

    

    
      As I woke up with a stretch, feeling refreshed, an all-too-familiar face suddenly came into view.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      “…Hello.”
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    
      “Uh… right. We’ve met before, haven't we?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes… I’m the A-rank Hun— no, my name is Kim Sia.”
    

    

    
      “We meet again.”
    

    

    
      Why?
    

    

    
      Why was this woman here?
    

    

    
      No, more importantly, how did she find this place?
    

    

    
      Several questions popped into my head.
    

    

    
      But I pushed those thoughts aside for now and opened the system window.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', is disappointed by your surprisingly boring actions.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', asks if you seriously closed the sponsorship window just to take a nap.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Enemy of the Eight Serpents', asks about your plan.]
    

    
      [The Constellation…….]
    

    

    
      I scrolled up past the notifications from the Constellations listing their various complaints and checked the time notification.
    

    

    
      [It is currently ‘Daytime’. The Cyclops personally guards its farm.]
    

    
      [Time remaining until Night: 00:05:59]
    

    

    
      “I slept more soundly than I thought. I was going to review my plan one more time……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Did you… wake me up for something? Do you need anything?”
    

    

    
      When I asked Kim Sia, she jumped in surprise and waved her hands.
    

    

    
      “No, no! I was actually debating whether to wake you or not for a while. I figured you wouldn't be sleeping without a reason, so I waited.”
    

    

    
      “Uh… well, alright then. Good job?”
    

    

    
      Unable to think of a proper response, I shrugged and replied.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, she bowed her head to express her gratitude.
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    
      …How should I put this?
    

    

    
      This woman was being incredibly subservient for some reason.
    

    

    
      There didn't seem to be any need to be this thankful for that remark.
    

    

    
      In cases like this, it was right to assume the other person wanted something from me.
    

    

    
      Well, at least it didn't seem like she was hostile…
    

    

    
      As I thought that, I mulled over her overly polite attitude.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, her Innate Ability flashed through my mind.
    

    

    
      “So… you're a healer, right? Ms. Kim Sia.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes! That's right. It takes some time, but it has fewer restrictions than other healing abilities, so it’s quite useful!”
    

    

    
      Her face brightened in an instant.
    

    

    
      Her posture suddenly became proactive.
    

    

    
      I got the gist of it.
    

    

    
      “From the looks of it, you came here to team up and give it our all… something along those lines, I assume……”
    

    

    
      “To be honest… yes. That's right. Of course, I'm not in a position to force you… but for me, the only way I could think of was to find you, Mr. Seo U-jin… and also……”
    

    

    
      Her words trailed off as her expression hardened into seriousness, and she bowed her head.
    

    

    
      Then she continued.
    

    

    
      “Of course, I'm not asking with empty hands… 50 coins.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don't have it on me right now, so I don't know if you'll believe me… but I can give you my entire fortune.”
    

    

    
      Her lips pressed into a thin line.
    

    

    
      It showed her determination.
    

    

    
      Of course, only she knew if it was the truth or a lie, but with an expression like that, it seemed worth being deceived even if it was a lie.
    

    

    
      ‘50 coins… looks like she already signed an Exclusive Contract.’
    

    

    
      50 coins was not an amount anyone could hold when not even a quarter of the Second Gate had passed.
    

    

    
      It was a huge sum, almost impossible for a Plane Transcendent to secure on their own, so it was obvious she had signed an Exclusive Contract.
    

    

    
      I couldn't remember if it had been the same in my past life, but signing an Exclusive Contract at the very beginning of the Second Gate was quite fast.
    

    

    
      After all, over 90% of all Exclusive Contracts were made in the Third Gate.
    

    

    
      Well, whatever the case.
    

    

    
      …I had seen enough of her will to live.
    

    

    
      Coming to find me was likely to be the right choice in the end.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “Uh… I get it for now. You can put away the talk about coins. I have plenty of sponsors myself, so I don't need coins.”
    

    

    
      “…Ah, yes. Then……!”
    

    

    
      There was one problem she needed to be aware of before that.
    

    

    
      “But now… well… how should I explain this.”
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    
      “In the end, it seems you did well to find me, but Ms. Kim Sia, do you even know where you are?”
    

    

    
      Her head tilted to one side.
    

    

    
      It seemed she had found my location without any thought.
    

    

    
      “…Excuse me? Isn't this the Second Gate?”
    

    

    
      “Haha… um… can you hear that sound right now?”
    

    

    
      “Pardon? A sound? What……”
    

    

    
      She trailed off while asking me back.
    

    

    
      Then, her pupils slowly dilated as she sucked in a breath.
    

    

    
      “Huuup……!”
    

    

    
      Thump— Thump—
    

    

    
      The sound of heavy footsteps, not far away.
    

    

    
      Kim Sia covered her mouth with a trembling right hand.
    

    

    
      “Didn't you notice… that this tree is particularly large compared to the others? The fruit on it is plump too.”
    

    

    
      “Don't tell me this is……”
    

    

    
      *Nod—*
    

    

    
      That's right.
    

    

    
      This tree was none other than.
    

    

    
      “This is where that bastard sleeps.”
    

    

    
      It was the place where the Cyclops slept during the night.
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      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', grows even more suspicious of your knowledge of unknown origin.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', still asks about your plan.]
    

    

    
      Kuuung—
    

    

    
      [It is now ‘Night’. The Cyclops releases its hounds to guard its farm.]
    

    
      [Time remaining until Day: 11:59:58]
    

    

    
      As the sound of the Cyclops leaning back against the tree came from the other side, a pale-faced Kim Sia flinched and huddled up.
    

    

    
      “Oh my god……”
    

    

    
      She seemed quite shocked.
    

    

    
      Indeed, it wasn't strange for Kim Sia to be this surprised.
    

    

    
      The revelation that the place she had painstakingly sought was inside the monster's maw was a cruel twist of fate, whether in a fairy tale or in reality.
    

    

    
      “Still… you did well to come here.”
    

    

    
      “…Did well? No... shouldn't we run away right now? Or do you have some kind of plan……”
    

    

    
      “It's true that this will be the most dangerous place during the Day when the Cyclops is awake. But for now, during the Night, it will be safe.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      However, I didn't think of Kim Sia's choice as 'a good choice in the end' for no reason.
    

    

    
      Because, at least until the second 'Day' of the Second Gate arrived, this place was the safest space.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean……”
    

    

    
      Still not understanding my words, she trailed off with a frown.
    

    

    
      “Ms. Kim Sia, you read the trial description, right? The Cyclops guards these fruits during the Day, and the hounds guard them at Night.”
    

    

    
      I held up one of the black fruits I had picked earlier and placed in the corner, and Kim Sia slowly nodded.
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “The Cyclops absolutely hates being woken up. Anything that disturbs its sleep, for any reason, will incur its wrath.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Even if it's one of its own hounds.”
    

    

    
      After my brief explanation, Kim Sia let out a gasp of realization, 'Ah-!'
    

    

    
      “So... you're saying the hounds won't come near here during the Night?”
    

    

    
      “That's right. Probably. Well, unless the Cyclops calls for the hounds itself.”
    

    

    
      “…Then your plan, Mr. Seo U-jin, is to spend the night here?”
    

    

    
      “For now, yes.”
    

    

    
      Seemingly a little relieved by my explanation, Kim Sia slumped to the ground and let out a soft sigh.
    

    

    
      Haaa…….
    

    

    
      To ease her tension, and as an extension of my seed-planting, I asked a few questions.
    

    

    
      “So, you passed without any trouble.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes. I was lucky. I don't know who it was, but there was someone who hunted an Orc but didn't take the emblem.”
    

    

    
      “…Well, whoever it was, they must be a wonderful person. To think of others like that.”
    

    

    
      “Ah… I guess so, right? If I knew who it was, I'd thank them later.”
    

    

    
      …I tried to praise them since it seemed to be someone I knew very well.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', asks about the whereabouts of your conscience.]
    

    

    
      As if to say 'not a chance', the message from Ares popped up.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well, anyway. The important thing is that you passed. What about the other person you were with?”
    

    

    
      “Ah! Oh Chan-young passed with me… as for that son of a bi— no, that man Choi Kang-hyuk, I don't know. We parted ways then.”
    

    

    
      Kim Sia corrected herself, as if the curse had slipped out unconsciously.
    

    

    
      First off.
    

    

    
      It seemed both of them had successfully made it to the Second Gate.
    

    

    
      Well, it wasn't like my intervention was that significant, and they were people who had been quite active in the War against Demons before my Regression, so I wasn't too worried.
    

    

    
      “The Exclusive Contract… did you sign it after coming to the Second Gate?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes… Someone took a liking to me. I was lucky.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… I see.”
    

    

    
      If I could, I would have asked which Constellation she had contracted with.
    

    

    
      I remembered that in my past life, she had mainly carried out dispatch requests from a single nebula, so I was curious if it was the same Constellation as back then.
    

    

    
      However, that wasn't something she could tell me even if I asked.
    

    

    
      Exclusive Contracts typically include a non-disclosure clause that keeps the Constellation's name a secret.
    

    

    
      ...Besides, it wasn't urgent, as I could probably deduce which Constellation she was with by looking at the Trait she received.
    

    

    
      “That's impressive. An Exclusive Contract already.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, no! I was just… just lucky.”
    

    

    

    
      It seemed saying she was lucky was a habit for her.
    

    

    
      I couldn't tell if she was trying to appeal to the virtue of humility or if she genuinely thought that way.
    

    

    
      But when it came to facing the War against Demons, that wasn't a very good attitude.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      I was about to point that out to her—
    

    

    
      “Haven't you heard the saying that luck is also a skill? Instead of just saying you were lucky, you should analyze how that luck came to you……”
    

    

    
      “I was lucky… lucky……”
    

    

    
      Her condition seemed strange.
    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    
      “Lucky……”
    

    

    
      Her eyes were glazed over and unfocused.
    

    

    
      And with those unfocused eyes, she was staring to my right.
    

    

    
      To be precise... she was looking at the black fruit I had picked earlier.
    

    

    
      Soon, she raised a hand, followed by a low mutter.
    

    

    
      “…Hungry.”
    

    

    
      At that moment, I was certain.
    

    

    
      She had been 'addicted'.
    

    

    
      I immediately slapped Kim Sia across the cheek.
    

    

    
      Slap—
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', widens its eyes at the unexpected rapid development.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', recalls a morning drama they once saw.]
    

    

    
      “Hungr... huh?”
    

    

    
      Her pupils focused for a moment.
    

    

    
      “Snap out of it, Ms. Kim Sia.”
    

    

    
      “What? I was… no.”
    

    

    
      “…Sorry, but I'm going to have to hit you one more time.”
    

    

    
      I tried to swing my hand again at her, who was still dazed and unable to come to her senses, but.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      “Mr. Seo U-jin……! What is the meaning of this all of a sudden—!”
    

    

    
      She reacted nimbly and dodged my hand.
    

    

    
      “…It's true.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that, I was once again certain.
    

    

    
      She had been 'addicted'.
    

    

    
      Normally, it would have been impossible for her to dodge my attack.
    

    

    
      The first time was definitely a light tap, but the second time, I had swung with the intent to hit.
    

    

    
      No matter that she was an A-rank Hunter and I was a B-rank Hunter back in the Lower-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Status Window>
    

    
      ■Name: [Seo U-jin]
    

    
      ■Hero Grade: [-]
    

    
      ■Physical Strength: [15.5/Balanced]
    

    
      ■Mana: [9.1/Balanced]
    

    
      ■Innate Ability: [Absolute Embodiment (絶對具現)]
    

    
      ■Trait: [Slaughterer (★☆☆)]
    

    
      ■Skill: [-]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      Because the Physical Strength and Mana I had raised by hunting Orcs in the First Gate were at an unrivaled level.
    

    

    
      Most Plane Transcendents were likely struggling, having not even reached 10, let alone 15.
    

    

    
      ...Kim Sia would be no different.
    

    

    
      And yet, she dodged my attack.
    

    

    
      That meant a third factor, one that couldn't be explained simply by the difference in Physical Strength and Mana, was involved.
    

    

    
      It was most likely the effect of this 'black fruit' I had placed beside me.
    

    

    
      “I'm only going to explain this once, so listen carefully.”
    

    

    
      “…What? All of a sudden……”
    

    

    
      “You're currently addicted to a narcotic.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      A narcotic.
    

    

    
      The reason Argus's herb garden was called the 'Black Manor', and the reason he was able to receive the title of Baron from the Demon King's army.
    

    

    
      The true identity of this grape-like black fruit was none other than a narcotic.
    

    

    
      “A narcotic, you say……”
    

    

    
      “It's not complicated. A moment ago, your mind must have gone blank, and only your appetite surged. Strangely, your five senses would have been awakened, becoming more sensitive.”
    

    

    
      “…How did you know……!”
    

    

    
      Its official name is the 'Black Olive Fruit', the fruit of a hybrid tree created by Argus through crossbreeding olive trees and various other trees. Its effects were not much different from the archetypal 'narcotics' found in the Lower-Dimensional Planes.
    

    

    
      A narcotic that clouds human reason, lowers 'inhibitions', and intensifies one's innate nature, causing thoughts to translate directly into actions without any processing.
    

    

    
      It was a type of combat doping agent used to make the already ferocious Magical Beasts of the Demon King's army even more ferocious.
    

    

    
      “That's the role of this narcotic. To put it simply, it turns you into an animal faithful to its instincts.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Right now, you're still somewhat sane, so you can regain your reason like this, but soon, it won't matter even if I slap you hundreds of times.”
    

    

    
      Kim Sia's mouth fell open.
    

    

    
      It seemed she had roughly understood.
    

    

    
      But there was still one unsolved puzzle for me.
    

    

    
      “Ms. Kim Sia, you've never ingested this directly, have you?”
    

    

    
      “What? Ah, yes… I'm sure I've never eaten it directly, but……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well, that's to be expected. If you consume it directly, the absorption rate is much faster, and you enter a full-doping state immediately... If that had happened, you probably would have bitten my hand off while I was sleeping. I was just asking to confirm.”
    

    

    
      Normally, in this Second Gate, the symptoms of narcotic addiction begin to appear from the second day.
    

    

    
      Of course, all the 'Black Olive Fruits' here were a degraded version from the Upper Plane, and it took about a day for symptoms to appear just from being exposed to the scent.
    

    

    
      If not ingested directly, the addiction symptoms begin on the second Day, and reach their peak on the second Night.
    

    

    
      That's why those who have experienced the Gateway Zone jokingly refer to the second night of the Second Gate as the 'Night of Frenzy'.
    

    

    
      Because it was a raw night where 'reason', the symbol of humanity, completely vanished, and only basic desires like 'the will to survive, appetite, the need for sleep, and libido' remained on the surface.
    

    

    
      In any case, that's why the timing of Kim Sia's 'addiction symptoms' was ambiguous.
    

    

    
      The level of addiction was too low to have been from direct ingestion, but the onset of symptoms was too early to have been from the scent alone.
    

    

    
      Somewhere in that ambiguous middle ground.
    

    

    
      I looked at her and asked.
    

    

    
      “Ms. Kim Sia, the Trait you received when you signed your Exclusive Contract... is it by any chance 'Reconnaissance Unit'?”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', is impressed by your deduction and suggests you try guessing the date of the Exclusive Contract as well.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', is flabbergasted by your deductive skills.]
    

    

    
      Through Kim Sia's startled reaction, I could tell my guess was correct.
    

    

    
      Guessing her Trait wasn't difficult.
    

    

    
      The timing roughly fit when I estimated the average effect of the <Trait: Reconnaissance Unit>, which boosts sensory sensitivity up to five times, to be around two to three times the normal.
    

    

    
      ‘...Looks like it's the same Constellation as in my past life.’
    

    

    
      Because I remembered her having the 'Reconnaissance Unit' Trait in my past life as well.
    

    

    
      “So that seems to be the reason. Most likely.”
    

    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    

    
      There was no need to add any further explanation.
    

    

    
      She, the one who used it, would know best about the effect the Reconnaissance Unit Trait had on this.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed, and her trembling eyes turned to me.
    

    

    
      And from her open mouth, naturally—
    

    

    
      “What do I do now……”
    

    

    
      —a plea for help came out.
    

    

    
      “Hup—.”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering her desperate voice, I got up from my spot.
    

    

    
      ‘The picture is looking even better than I thought.’
    

    

    
      And I spoke to the empty air.
    

    

    
      “Now, esteemed Constellations. I have something urgent to tell you.”
    

    

    
      At that, those noble Constellations flocked like a pack of dogs, sending up their messages.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', boasts about the Exclusive Contract it has already prepared for you.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', muttering 'About time,' unfolds the Exclusive Contract it had crumpled up.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Enemy of the Eight Serpents', tells you that the bullets for the Exclusive Contract are fully loaded and…….]
    

    

    
      Given how long they'd been waiting, it seemed they were expecting an Exclusive Contract.
    

    

    
      But that wasn't what I was going to say.
    

    

    
      “Ah, this isn't about an Exclusive Contract. I called you to say I'm opening up the sponsorship function now. But I'll tell you in advance, even if I do sign an Exclusive Contract later, the amount of sponsorship will not be a factor.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', muttering 'Should have known,' crumples the Exclusive Contract it had just unfolded.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Enemy of the Eight Serpents', asks what the sponsorship is for then.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', tilts its head at your incomprehensible statement.]
    

    

    
      “Instead, I'm going to hold an event for a friend in need……”
    

    

    
      …I'll say it again, Kim Sia's choice was 'a good choice in the end'.
    

    

    
      And I'll say the reason again, too: because this place was the safest space until the second 'Day' of the Second Gate arrived.
    

    

    
      And…….
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “If I can gather 300 coins in sponsorships, this Cyclops here… I'll try hunting it myself.”
    

    

    
      …Because the second 'Day', with the Cyclops, will probably never come.
    

  
    Chapter 14: The Chosen One (1)

    
      Cyclops.
    

    

    
      A one-eyed giant race from the Upper Plane, said to be descendants of the 'Titans', the primordial giant race that reigned as rulers even before the Olympian gods. However, they had degenerated and devolved over generations, eventually becoming lower-class Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      Their single, comical eye might make one underestimate them, but in reality, they were not easy opponents.
    

    

    
      …No, to be honest, they were not opponents that a mere Hero candidate, who had just come up from below, could take on just because they felt a little powerful.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', scoffs at your arrogant statement and sponsors 3 coins… +3C]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', doubts the basis of your statement and sponsors 2 coins… +2C]
    

    

    
      Of course, in terms of faction power, the Cyclops race, led by Argus, belonged to the lowest tier of the Demon King's army.
    

    

    
      At this point, they were likely not just ‘in’ that tier, but literally the smallest faction in the entire Demon King's army.
    

    

    
      Due to Argus's origins, he had many ways to be disliked within the Demon King's army camp, and the Cyclops race's power had been on the decline due to a long absence of a leader.
    

    

    
      Besides, the Cyclops race had never been a numerous species to begin with.
    

    

    
      However, 'faction power' is calculated as a product of 'individual strength' and 'headcount'.
    

    

    
      A weak faction did not necessarily mean its individuals were weak.
    

    

    
      No matter how diluted their bloodline, the Cyclops were descendants of the 'giant race', Magical Beasts with at least a minuscule amount of that blood flowing in their veins.
    

    

    
      In terms of the power of a single individual, the Cyclops was by no means a Magical Beast that belonged in the lowest tier.
    

    

    
      …That's why I, too, had to be fully prepared.
    

    

    
      [Checking sponsorship history.]
    

    
      <Sponsorship List>
    

    
      -[Dog-headed Judge]: 3 Coins
    

    
      -[An Immortal More Human Than Anyone]: 2 Coins
    

    
      -[Boy with White Ivory]: 5 Coins
    

    
      -[Olympus's Hooligan]: 50 Coins
    

    
      -[Enemy of the Eight Serpents]: 7 Coins
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [Total Sponsorships: 223 Coins]
    

    

    
      The real reason I hadn't turned on the sponsorship function earlier was, as Ares had mentioned, to get some sleep.
    

    

    
      …To be more precise, it was to get a 'deep sleep'.
    

    

    
      While it was possible to ignore the Constellations chattering amongst themselves, it was impossible to ignore things like new interest registrations or sponsorships, as they tickled my senses like a vibrating phone.
    

    

    
      Although Eliya had used a Memorize Paper containing a Healing spell, there was no way my body could have fully recovered with only about 30 minutes of sleep, so I needed additional rest.
    

    

    
      …And it was impossible to hunt the Cyclops during the day anyway.
    

    

    
      ‘It's almost all there.’
    

    

    
      The 300-coin goal wasn't set based on any particular standard.
    

    

    
      It was just that I needed about 500 coins to get what I wanted in the Third Gateway, so I just called out a number based on the 190 coins I currently had.
    

    

    
      Seeing the amount was largely filled, I spurred the Constellations on one more time.
    

    

    
      “Now… the sponsorship speed seems to be slowing down… If the goal isn't met, I won't even pretend to try. And of course, no refunds. Let's spend freely, everyone.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', shakes its head at your greed.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', doubts the possibility of a Cyclops hunt.]
    

    

    
      In fact, thinking rationally, this was a sponsorship the Constellations had no need to make.
    

    

    
      There were roughly two reasons for this.
    

    

    
      First, I had previously stated that all these sponsorships would not be reflected when signing an 'Exclusive Contract'.
    

    

    
      However, the fundamental reason the Constellations meddled in the Gateway Zone instead of focusing on the busy battlefields of the War against Demons was, above all, to 'secure a contractor first'.
    

    
      There might be secondary factors depending on their preference for observation or their hobbies, but those couldn't be called 'reasons'.
    

    

    
      Therefore, no sponsorship that occurred here could be considered apart from the fundamental reason of 'securing a contractor first'.
    

    

    
      As such, this sponsorship drive, which did not help in 'securing a contractor', offered them no benefit.
    

    

    
      And second, most Constellations likely thought that the 'Cyclops hunt' I had pledged as a sponsorship promise was realistically impossible.
    

    

    
      As mentioned before, the Cyclops was not a Magical Beast placed here to be hunted, but rather a being closer to a rule that constituted this 'Second Gateway'.
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, the Cyclops was closer to a rock in a rock-dodging game than a boss in an RPG.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the Plane Transcendents who had passed through here before would have never even considered attempting to hunt the Cyclops, let alone actually doing it.
    

    

    
      It was, in a word, an 'unprecedented' event.
    

    

    
      So, from the perspective of the Constellations who had personally witnessed the talents of numerous Plane Transcendent-turned-Heroes currently active in the War against Demons, it would probably be difficult for them to think that I was significantly superior to them.
    

    

    
      In conclusion.
    

    

    
      It was right not to make this sponsorship.
    

    

    
      That is to say…….
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', doubts your sincerity and sponsors 2 coins… +2C]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Hooligan', saying he'll call and double down even if he loses, sponsors 50 coins… +50C]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', …….]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Boy with White Ivory', …….]
    

    

    
      …that was only if one 'thought rationally'.
    

    

    
      …[Total Sponsorships: 321 Coins]
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “Okay. Received and confirmed.”
    

    

    
      Consumption was originally an irrational act.
    

    

    
      Especially when the amount was not that large.
    

    

    
      Looking at it as a single event, spending 300 coins in the Gateway Zone on something other than an Exclusive Contract was clearly absurd.
    

    

    
      But there were ninety-eight Constellations who had added me to their list and were watching.
    

    

    
      If each of them sponsored just 1 coin, that would be a whopping 98 coins.
    

    

    
      They were Constellations, after all; they were folks who could afford to sponsor that much pocket change as if they were throwing it away.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      Humans were animals who would inflate their imaginations at will, even with the slightest possibility.
    

    

    
      …Constellations were not so different.
    

    

    
      The unrivaled performance I had shown in the First Gate had probably planted a 'what if…' thought in their minds.
    

    

    
      What if, just what if, he could really hunt it.
    

    

    
      That was the thought.
    

    

    
      And that thought would have stimulated their desire to sponsor, leading to the inner thought of 'Well, it would at least be taken into consideration for a contract.'
    

    

    
      Well, I had no intention of signing an Exclusive Contract with any Constellation in the first place.
    

    

    
      “Hup—.”
    

    

    
      …Of course, that didn't mean I had scammed the Constellations.
    

    

    
      I was going to hunt the Cyclops.
    

    

    
      The coin sponsorship was a secondary issue for me anyway…….
    

    

    
      [Bucket List #3]
    

    
      『Attract the attention of all Constellations observing the Gateway Zone.』
    

    

    
      This was the main point.
    

    

    
      To attract the attention of the three Constellations who had not yet registered their interest, I had to hunt the Cyclops.
    

    

    
      There was likely no event that could happen in the Second Gateway that would have a greater impact than that.
    

    

    
      As I got up from my spot, Kim Sia carefully began to speak.
    

    

    
      “So… really……”
    

    

    
      Her words trailed off without finishing, but it seemed she wanted to ask if I could really hunt it.
    

    

    
      My answer to that was simple.
    

    

    
      “I don't know either. It's my first time.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      That was the truth.
    

    

    
      Even before my Regression, no one had ever hunted a Cyclops in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      The Cyclops was definitely a difficult opponent.
    

    

    
      I had prepared to some extent, but a certain amount of luck was also needed.
    

    

    
      “But……”
    

    

    
      However, there was one thing I could be sure of.
    

    

    
      “It'll probably be over before the sun rises.”
    

    

    
      Whether my bucket list was fulfilled, or I died without achieving it.
    

    

    
      That conclusion would be reached before daybreak.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Grrr, keong—!
    

    

    
      The first-generation French Hunter, Van Pierre.
    

    

    
      He thought he was unlucky.
    

    

    
      He thought he had hidden himself well, but less than an hour after nightfall, he had been discovered by the Cyclops's hound.
    

    

    
      “Dammit!!!”
    

    

    
      Tatatak-!
    

    

    
      He had been discovered, but when he first felt a presence in the bushes, Van Pierre had been thinking of hunting the hound.
    

    

    
      He had felt that the monsters in the Gateway Zone were strong while hunting Orcs, but unlike in the First Gate where he had been defenseless, he now had a weapon.
    

    

    
      [Iron Shortsword]
    

    

    
      The Iron Shortsword, purchased with coins through an Acolyte Priest, had no special abilities, but it was perfectly adequate for use as a 'sword'.
    

    

    
      For Van Pierre, who had wielded a sword for a long time as a first-generation Hunter, the presence or absence of a sword made a huge difference.
    

    

    
      That's why.
    

    

    
      Van Pierre thought he could somehow manage to take down at least one hound.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      “How in the world is that a 'hound'!”
    

    

    
      Kuaaak!
    

    

    
      …That was only until he had personally witnessed the 'hound'.
    

    

    
      The moment he saw the hound emerge from the bushes, Van Pierre couldn't help but lose his will to fight.
    

    

    
      Red glowing eyes.
    

    

    
      A black mane.
    

    

    
      A massive head that looked like it could easily chew up and swallow a whole person.
    

    

    
      And, the red blood and sticky flesh already smeared around its mouth.
    

    

    
      He knew instinctively.
    

    

    
      This monster, which was merely a 'hound', was much stronger than the Orc he had barely managed to hunt in the First Gate.
    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    
      As he was running for his life, at some point, a chilling sensation crept up the back of his neck, and Van Pierre immediately ducked and rolled on the ground.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a ‘kwadeuk—’ sound came from the empty air behind him.
    

    

    
      Tadak-!
    

    

    
      Regaining his balance and turning around, he saw the hound chewing on a tree branch with what looked like a sinister grin.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Around that time, he realized.
    

    

    
      This hound was not desperately chasing him, but was simply enjoying the situation.
    

    

    
      The fact that it was literally playing a 'hunting game'.
    

    

    
      *Chiiing-!*
    

    

    
      Sensing that running away any further would not change the outcome, Van Pierre drew the sword from his waist.
    

    

    
      ‘…One chance.’
    

    

    
      And he slowly raised the mana in his body.
    

    

    
      Van Pierre's Innate Ability was [Re-leap].
    

    

    
      It was an ability that allowed him to push off the air one more time while airborne to change direction.
    

    

    
      It was easy to counter if one knew about it, but until then, it was a variable-creating Innate Ability that no one could predict.
    

    

    
      As an ability he had been with for a long time, Van Pierre knew its limits and utility best.
    

    

    
      There was only one chance.
    

    

    
      Against a monster of that level, once it figured him out, Van Pierre would have no more chances.
    

    

    
      ‘Dodge the incoming attack upwards, then kick off the air again to gain rebound force. I don't know its exact weakness, but… given the characteristics of mammals, the part where a single attack can inflict the most damage is probably the cervical spine.’
    

    

    
      Huu—
    

    

    
      After quickly forming a plan, he took a deep breath and immediately turned his body, pretending to run away.
    

    

    
      Sure enough.
    

    

    
      At that moment, he felt the chilling sensation on the back of his neck again.
    

    

    
      Taat-!
    

    

    
      This time, instead of rolling, he arched his back like a bow and leaped into the air.
    

    

    
      Grr?
    

    

    
      Confirming the red eyes that looked up in surprise, Van Pierre kicked the air once more with a mana-infused foot.
    

    

    
      [Using <Innate Ability: Re-leap>.]
    

    

    
      Paat-!
    

    

    
      Leaping from top to bottom at a physically impossible angle, Van Pierre plunged his shortsword towards the hound's neck.
    

    

    
      “Die!!!”
    

    

    
      With gravity, he poured in the maximum strength he could muster.
    

    

    
      Umpuk—
    

    

    
      His sword successfully penetrated.
    

    

    
      His shortsword dug in deep, so much so that not only the blade but also part of the hilt was buried.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Grrr…….
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      The hound, which should have collapsed with a metallic clang, was making a sound, perfectly fine.
    

    

    
      The only thing that had changed was that it was a low growl, distinctly different from the cry it made when enjoying the hunt.
    

    

    
      It was a sound laced with clear hostility and enmity.
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      Just as Van Pierre sensed something was wrong from the enemy-filled sound, which was enough to freeze his entire body just by hearing it—
    

    

    
      “I’m screw—.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      KWWAAAAAAAAAK!!!
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      A thunderous sound suddenly erupted from somewhere.
    

    

    
      A giant scream, as if it would bring down the sky at any moment, stopped the world.
    

    

    
      The sound, echoing with a ‘urrrreung—’, shook the forest.
    

    

    
      Following that, the sound of trees rustling, ‘saaaa—’, was heard, and a brief silence fell.
    

    

    
      And after about two seconds had passed.
    

    

    
      Pababat-!
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Van Pierre suddenly felt all the blood rush to the back of his head and realized that his body was tilting backward.
    

    

    
      Kkeudeudeuk-!
    

    

    
      Coming to his senses late, he tilted the shortsword embedded in the hound's body further inward and pulled his body forward again.
    

    

    
      ‘What the—.’
    

    

    
      The reason Pierre's body had been thrown back was simple.
    

    

    
      The hound, reacting to the sound, had immediately started moving.
    

    

    
      As if unaware of the blood gushing up from its throat, the hound ran desperately, completely distracted.
    

    

    
      He instinctively knew that the roar that had just shaken the world belonged to the owner of this grape farm, the 'Cyclops', but it was difficult for him to immediately understand the current situation.
    

    

    
      Cyclops by day.
    

    

    
      Hounds by night.
    

    

    
      That was the principle ingrained in his head.
    

    

    
      The Cyclops being active at night was far outside his range of expectations.
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      Riding on the hound's back, helplessly moving towards an unknown destination for about a minute.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a red mass flew into Van Pierre's sight.
    

    

    
      Vooom—
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      It was definitely at a very high speed, but because that moment replayed in his mind like slow motion.
    

    

    
      Van Pierre was able to realize one strange fact just before the mass collided with the hound's head.
    

    

    
      That is—
    

    

    
      “That was definitely a person—.”
    

    

    
      That the red mass that flew at such a tremendous speed had the shape of a person.
    

    

    
      Kwadeudeudeuk-!
    

    

    
      With that murmur, the red mass collided with the hound's head.
    

    

    
      Tumbling to the ground with the rare experience of the world turning upside down, Van Pierre saw a blood-soaked man rising from the dust.
    

    

    
      “Ah… that hurts like hell.”
    

    

    
      What Van Pierre had just seen, the 'shape of a person', had not been a lie.
    

    

    
      He immediately got up, dusted himself off, and turned his head towards Van Pierre.
    

    

    
      “Uh… what should I call you. Hey, blond pretty-boy mister?”
    

    

    
      “…Y-yes?”
    

    

    
      “This… were you hunting this?”
    

    

    
      Van Pierre hesitated for a moment at the baffling question, asked while the man pointed behind him with his thumb, and gave a vague answer.
    

    

    
      “No… it wasn't really a hunt… I was just in a situation where I had to kill it out of the blue……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well, that's that… It looks like you were aiming for the cervical spine. Is that right?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes. I suppose so.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm……”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      At Van Pierre's answer that he had aimed for the cervical spine, the man shook his head and approached the sprawled-out hound.
    

    

    
      “…These guys have eaten so much Black Olive Fruit that their brains have all melted, so the cerebellum-medulla part that should be in the cervical spine is much further forward.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Their brains have also become much smaller, so it's hard to aim properly. So—.”
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Puk—
    

    

    
      He plunged his hand into the hound's chest and gave a bright smile.
    

    

    
      *Gush-!*
    

    

    
      “It's easiest to kill them like this by aiming for the heart through the space below the 6th rib. Okay?”
    

    

    
      “Heok… o-okay……”
    

    

    
      Van Pierre, who had unknowingly gasped and nodded his head, and the mysterious man, who looked at him with a satisfied expression.
    

    

    
      “So— I needed to kill this one to get my 5-stack, so I just killed it. I'll apologize for stealing your kill. Sorry.”
    

    

    
      “No, I wasn't hunting either, I was just trying to live—.”
    

    

    
      “After I'm done, I'll bring you a bigger one.”
    

    

    
      “It's fine……”
    

    

    
      “Don't worry and wait.”
    

    

    
      “No, I mean, it's really fine—.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “Well then, I'm off.”
    

    

    
      Paaat-!
    

    

    
      Did he even hear Van Pierre's declining words?
    

    

    
      The man, who had been staring in a certain direction and speaking only his own words, left with an incredibly eerie(?) smile.
    

    

    
      …At the same speed at which he had arrived.
    

    

    
      After he left, Van Pierre was able to realize two things.
    

    

    
      One was that he had already escaped death for the second time today.
    

    

    
      And the other was.
    

    

    
      “So… white skin, black hair. And monstrous speed……”
    

    

    
      The mysterious man he had just seen was none other than the monster the Russian Hunter had talked about at the end of the First Gate.
    

    

    
      “…Rapid Albino Orc?”
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      Enduring my aching eyes, I secured my vision through the blurry mist of blood.
    

    

    
      Vooom—
    

    

    
      ‘Left.’
    

    

    
      A massive fist, cutting through the wind, slammed into the spot where I had just been.
    

    
      I leaped diagonally in the direction of its attack, leaving a small scratch with my dagger.
    

    

    
      Chpat-!
    

    

    
      Koooong-!
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, the ground shook from the formidable impact.
    

    

    
      As the blood mist cleared with a fierce gust of wind, I could see the blood-soaked Cyclops clutching its red eye.
    

    

    
      Its eye wasn't originally red.
    

    

    
      …To get straight to the point, that was my handiwork.
    

    

    
      I had stabbed its eyelid while it slept, causing blood to leak out and cover the pupil.
    

    

    
      “…A pity. I really should have gotten the 5-stack before picking a fight.”
    

    

    
      The original plan was to take away its sight completely, but seeing as it was keeping its eye open, it seemed its vision wasn't entirely blocked.
    

    

    
      Apparently, the attack had been a little too shallow.
    

    

    
      But it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      —KRRWAAAAK!
    

    

    
      My body's current stats were far too lacking to cut its carotid artery and then go for the eye.
    

    

    
      It was a misstep to have rushed in with only a 4-stack.
    

    

    
      But I had anticipated taking at least one hit.
    

    

    
      The initial opportunity to attack was that important, even knowing the risk.
    

    

    
      Cough— Ptui—!
    

    

    
      As I coughed up a lump of blood, the bitter taste of flesh told me that even though I’d avoided a direct hit, one of my internal organs must have ruptured.
    

    

    
      “Damn, this really hurts like hell……”
    

    

    
      Moving through the pain was something I was so used to that I was sick of it.
    

    

    
      But my regressed body was screaming that it couldn't take it anymore.
    

    

    
      That was understandable.
    

    

    
      This body had lost all the durability and resistance I had built up over a long period.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', eyes sparkle at your ferocity.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', lets out a low groan at your boldness.]
    

    

    
      As if my suffering was a delight to them, the Constellations were excitedly sending up messages.
    

    

    
      ‘…They must be thrilled.’
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Though a direct comparison was impossible because the trials of the Gateway Zone changed with the progress of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      I was probably the first Plane Transcendent to ever try and hunt a ‘Cyclops’ in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      It was bound to be an interesting spectacle, coupled with the anticipation that a useful Plane Transcendent had arrived.
    

    

    
      Especially for warmongers like Ares who felt ecstasy from battle itself, they were probably dying of joy.
    

    

    
      Heh—
    

    

    
      Of course, from my perspective as the one being watched, I hadn't liked the Constellations' voyeuristic attitude in my past life.
    

    

    
      It felt like being a monkey in a zoo.
    

    

    
      ‘Well, still…….’
    

    

    
      But now.
    

    

    
      As someone who had participated in the War against Demons, I could roughly understand the emotions they were feeling.
    

    

    
      They were the ones who had been parties to the longest war, after all.
    

    

    
      From their perspective, the mere hope that this Plane Transcendent, ‘Seo U-jin’, might be different was probably more than enough reason to enjoy this scene.
    

    

    
      [<Trait: Slaughterer(★☆☆)> is active… +50% (Attack Speed)]
    

    
      [Time Limit: 01:31]
    

    
      [<Skill: Muscle Up(★☆☆)> is active… +5 (Overall Strength)]
    

    
      [Time Limit: 02:10]
    

    

    
      “This is intense……”
    

    

    
      —KWWAAAK!
    

    

    
      Thud- thud- thud- thud-!
    

    

    
      Unable to bear even a moment's pause, the Cyclops charged again.
    

    

    
      Vooom—
    

    

    
      Its fist flew at me again.
    

    

    
      Chpat-!
    

    

    
      And again, I left a scratch on its body.
    

    

    
      For now, as long as the 5-stack of Slaughterer and Muscle Up were active, I felt I could maintain this state, even if it was tight.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      A stalemate where I could dodge attacks and inflict minor scratches, a state that could hardly be called meaningful.
    

    

    
      …In fact, under normal circumstances, it would be impossible for me to hunt the Cyclops.
    

    

    
      The Guardian Cross Order wasn't some amateur club; the system's ‘Physical Power’ and ‘Magic Power’ stats weren't created carelessly.
    

    

    
      Based on a database accumulated over hundreds of years of commanding the War against Demons, ‘Physical Power’ and ‘Magic Power’ were the most objective indicators of combat ability.
    

    

    
      I couldn't remember exactly, but if my memory served me right, the difference between the Cyclops's physical and magic power and my own was about double.
    

    
      It wasn't a small gap, and a numerical difference of more than double left no room for ‘variables’ or ‘possibilities’.
    

    

    
      In reality, while the best I could do was inflict meaningless scratches, my body was in a state where just one more punch from it would send me to my grave.
    

    

    
      Even worse—
    

    

    
      —Keong!
    

    

    
      “Hyaaah—!”
    

    

    
      I also had to dodge the attacks of the Cyclops's hounds, the ‘Black Frenzy Hounds’, which occasionally charged with bared fangs.
    

    

    
      Puk—
    

    

    
      —Kiiing!
    

    

    
      Well, they had a positive side in that they automatically refreshed my Slaughterer trait… but they were still a nuisance.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      [The time limit for <Trait: Slaughterer(★☆☆)> has been refreshed.]
    

    
      [Time Limit 04:59]
    

    

    
      My plan to hunt the Cyclops was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘Exsanguination.’
    

    

    
      To cause the Cyclops to bleed out.
    

    

    
      With my ordinary hunting dagger, I couldn't target the giant race's weak point, the heart, nor could I pierce the Cyclops's characteristically hard skull, so it was the only method I could choose.
    

    

    
      That's why I had deliberately taken a hit during the first ambush to sever an artery and block its vision.
    

    

    
      Of course, at this point, some might ask.
    

    

    
      Then why not just run away without fighting further?
    

    

    
      Since the artery was cut, it was already bleeding, so wasn't that enough?
    

    

    
      …But it wasn't.
    

    

    
      It wasn't as easy as it sounded.
    

    

    
      Heal, heal—
    

    

    
      ‘…Looks like it’s already half-healed.’
    

    

    
      No matter how much it had degenerated into a lowly Magical Beast.
    

    

    
      The Cyclops still had the blood of the ‘Titans’ who once ruled Olympus flowing through it.
    

    

    
      It possessed the powerful life force characteristic of the giant race.
    

    

    
      Therefore, if I ran away now, the Cyclops would likely reappear, perfectly fine, in just a few hours.
    

    

    
      That's why I had to stick to it, inflicting even small scratches to spill its blood on the ground and induce exsanguination.
    

    

    
      Thud— Scrape-!
    

    

    
      Thud— Paat-!
    

    

    
      Thud— Riiip-!
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      As I continued to repeat the process of dodging its attacks and carving scratches, doubtful messages from the Constellations began to appear.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', doubts the success rate of your plan.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', frowns at the unexpectedly tedious development.]
    

    

    
      They, too, had vaguely realized it.
    

    

    
      That there was a fatal flaw in this plan.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', predicts your hunt will fail.]
    

    

    
      That fatal flaw was that time was on its side.
    

    

    
      Paat-!
    

    

    
      The traits of the giant race, which enhanced all physical abilities including life force, were a characteristic affected by ambient mana activity.
    

    

    
      As morning approached and mana entropy increased, the giant race's power was bound to grow stronger.
    

    

    
      Simply put, it was a foregone conclusion that when the sun began to peek over the horizon, I would lose the slight advantage I was barely maintaining now.
    

    

    
      At my current attack speed, it was nearly impossible to defeat the Cyclops before then.
    

    

    
      To make matters worse.
    

    

    
      Keuk—.
    

    

    
      The fact that my own condition was worse than I thought was also a problem.
    

    

    
      The bitter taste of blood kept rising in my throat, and the pain was intensifying.
    

    

    
      Honestly, I didn't mind enduring the pain, but if I made a mistake and took one more hit, it was highly likely my brain would shut down and I'd enter a black-out state, regardless of my endurance.
    

    

    
      …In other words, I could enter a state of 'blackout' where I couldn't control my actions normally.
    

    

    
      In the worst-case scenario, I could pass out completely.
    

    

    
      So, if there was no suitable way to solve this flaw, it was safe to say that the Cyclops hunt would fail.
    

    

    
      Which meant.
    

    

    
      “I think it’s about time.”
    

    

    
      …I had a way to solve both of these problems.
    

    

    
      [It is currently ‘Night’. The Cyclops has released its hounds to guard its farm.]
    

    
      [Time until Daybreak: 9:01:58]
    

    

    
      There was a reason I had been just timidly dodging in front of the Cyclops all this time.
    

    

    
      I was waiting for the moment when mana activity hit rock bottom.
    

    

    
      The Hour of the Pig (Haesi, 9-11 PM), when the Cyclops's power would be at its weakest.
    

    

    
      To secure the highest possible chance of a successful hunt.
    

    

    
      ‘Let’s see…….’
    

    

    
      The method to solve the aforementioned fatal flaw was very simple.
    

    

    
      Since it would be dangerous when day came, I just had to hunt the Cyclops before daybreak. And since I couldn't take another hit, I just had to not get hit.
    

    

    
      It might sound like a word game at first… but I had a—
    

    

    
      Rummage, rummage—
    

    

    
      —'miracle drug' that would make both of those things actually possible.
    

    

    
      “Here it is.”
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', cannot hide its astonishment at the item you have taken out.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', shakes its head from side to side.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', is flustered by your unexpected action.]
    

    

    
      It was only natural for the Constellations to be surprised.
    

    

    
      The ‘miracle drug’ I had taken out was none other than the ‘Black Olive Fruit’, which that Cyclops had raised with so much love.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', sends a warning about the Black Olive.]
    

    

    
      In truth, just as their reactions suggested, eating a Black Olive in a situation like this to enhance one's animal senses was an act of madness.
    

    

    
      The Black Olive was a drug that suppressed human reason and brought out animal instincts.
    

    

    
      The moment I consumed this, my plans and rational functions like logical judgment would vanish from my mind.
    

    

    
      Instead, I would move according to the desires pursued by my animal instincts.
    

    

    
      If I was hungry, I would move to find food.
    

    

    
      If I was tired, I would sleep.
    

    

    
      Perhaps, driven by the more fundamental survival instinct, I might even run for my life.
    

    

    
      For a person left with only instinct, an unfulfilled desire itself becomes the motivation for action.
    

    

    
      So their attempts to stop me were natural.
    

    

    
      [Survival Instinct] - [Three Primary Desires] - [The Rest].
    

    

    
      The hierarchy of this pyramid of desires, engraved in an animal's DNA, was so solid and firm that no other desire could ignore this order and intervene.
    

    

    
      In conclusion, no matter how extraordinary my actions had been so far.
    

    

    
      It was impossible to only take the good effects of the Black Olive that enhanced animal senses and overcome the disadvantage of acting on desire with mental strength alone.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      But there was one thing.
    

    

    
      One thing they had overlooked.
    

    

    
      “Don't you worry. I'm not running away.”
    

    

    
      Just one thing.
    

    

    
      That there was a factor that could ignore the hierarchy of the pyramid of desires and intervene.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', shakes its head at your groundless confidence…….]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', warns you to stop that action immediately…….]
    

    

    
      “…Despite how I look, I'm a person with a rather deep story, you see.”
    

    

    
      A series of emotional threads, formed as memories piled up and emotions enveloped them.
    

    

    
      When those emotional threads become so entangled and twisted that they form a person's entire life.
    

    

    
      When they become established enough to act as a principle of action, the story changes.
    

    

    
      …Accumulated trauma.
    

    

    
      A mass of emotion, engraved layer by layer onto the brain over a very long time.
    

    

    
      That sticky, heavy lump of emotion could act in defiance of even the survival instinct etched into DNA.
    

    

    
      Wadeuk-!
    

    

    
      As I bit through the inner skin of the Black Olive, a hazy feeling washed over me, and a huge mass nestled deep within my memory began to rise to the surface.
    

    

    
      [Warning! You have consumed <Item: Black Olive>.]
    

    

    
      The other side of my unconscious, a place even I couldn't normally recall.
    

    

    
      A primordial mass of emotion located in that deep place slowly began to raise its head.
    

    

    
      [Your reason is being suppressed by the drug's effect.]
    

    
      [Warning! The instinct in the deepest part of your inner self is inducing action.]
    

    

    
      The fear of losing comrades.
    

    

    
      The hatred for Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      The rage from failing to protect.
    

    

    
      Self-loathing, disillusionment, guilt, despair.
    

    

    
      All of it piled up into… a killing intent for Magical Beasts themselves.
    

    

    
      Kadeudeuk-!
    

    

    
      ‘…Not a single one left.’
    

    

    
      That.
    

    

    
      That was the number one behavioral principle that existed in the lowest depths of my subconscious.
    

    

    
      ‘…This time, for sure.’
    

  
    Chapter 16: The Chosen One (3)

    
      A long-lost memory surfaced over my pitch-black vision.
    

    

    
      Yes…….
    

    

    
      The final subjugation war in the southern continent.
    

    

    
      Day 21.
    

    

    
      Inside a makeshift barracks on a blood-soaked battlefield.
    

    

    
      “Hero.”
    

    

    
      “What is it, Eliya.”
    

    

    
      Eliya, who entered while pushing aside the tent flap, flinched at my response.
    

    

    
      “…What’s gotten into you? You actually called me by my full name.”
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Right. I must not be all there.”
    

    

    
      “…In this case, I think it's more accurate to say you're usually not all there and have briefly returned to your senses……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well, let's just gloss over that. Why did you call for me?”
    

    

    
      “I've come to report that the command headquarters has finished calculating the scale of the battle.”
    

    

    
      As I nodded, Eliya flipped through a paper and recited a chart filled with numbers.
    

    

    
      “Enemy forces—.”
    

    

    
      Two Count-level killed.
    

    
      Five Baron-level killed.
    

    
      Subjugation of 9 Magical Beast species complete.
    

    

    
      “Allied forces—.”
    

    

    
      32 Rankers dead.
    

    
      Over 800 other 1-star to 5-star Heroes dead.
    

    
      Two magic brigades and two divisions of the Crusader army annihilated.
    

    

    
      “…A lot of them died.”
    

    

    
      It had been quite some time since I started roaming battlefields, so I was more than accustomed to death, to the point of being sick of it.
    

    

    
      But I couldn't help the feeling of emptiness that washed over me whenever so many lives were concluded with just a few numbers.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Heave—
    

    

    
      To break the awkward silence that had fallen, I stood up from my seat.
    

    

    
      “Let's go.”
    

    

    
      “…Yes.”
    

    

    
      I hadn't said our destination, but Eliya nodded as if she understood.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The calculation of the casualties meant that the ‘joint funeral’ for those who died on the battlefield was also ready.
    

    

    
      That was the main point, more so than the battle report.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      Swaaaa—
    

    

    
      The background changed, and a downpour of rain obstructed my vision.
    

    

    
      “It's... raining.”
    

    

    
      “So it is.”
    

    

    
      “Just a moment, Hero. Let me cast a barrier spell…”
    

    

    
      “…Let's just go.”
    

    

    
      “What? But the rain—.”
    

    

    
      “What's the big deal if we get wet? It's not like it'll kill us.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Besides, that's not your specialty anyway. Don't bother yourself over it.”
    

    

    
      “Wait! Her…”
    

    

    
      Leaving her behind, I stepped out into the rain first.
    

    

    
      Trudge- trudge-
    

    

    
      I arrived at the makeshift funeral site.
    

    

    
      It seemed to have already started, the grounds damp and gloomy.
    

    

    
      I scanned the rows of people and stood in an empty spot at the end of a corner.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Swaaaa—
    

    

    
      Watching the scene, I suddenly felt like I understood why it always rained on the day of a joint funeral, like a cliché in a movie.
    

    

    
      …It was probably because the rain alone could say so much.
    

    

    
      An unspeakable desperation.
    

    

    
      A solemnity so great that the ceremony had to proceed despite the downpour.
    

    

    
      The ambiguity between tears and rain.
    

    

    
      The occasional stifled sobs that escaped.
    

    

    
      The darkness.
    

    

    
      The storm clouds.
    

    

    
      And so on.
    

    

    
      There was a reason it was always depicted that way, despite being a cliché.
    

    

    
      Because the rain contained something that was difficult to explain with words.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Because that atmosphere, which couldn't be fully expressed in words, was amplified in the rain.
    

    

    
      “You may now offer your flowers.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Following the order of service, a procession to offer flowers formed, and my turn, at the very end, came.
    

    

    
      It seemed I was the last.
    

    

    
      Trudge- trudge-
    

    

    
      I saw a few familiar names on the large tombstone.
    

    

    
      Various thoughts crossed my mind.
    

    

    
      ‘Why do we offer flowers? Did these people go to heaven? Is there a heaven? Why did they die? Why did I live? Was it just luck? Does this offer any comfort? What does it even mean to honor the dead?’
    

    

    
      But I soon stopped thinking, realizing it was all meaningless.
    

    

    
      This formality of honoring the dead.
    

    

    
      In essence, it was for the comfort of the living.
    

    

    
      I simply placed the white chrysanthemum down and returned to my spot.
    

    

    
      I could see the words in the center of the tombstone.
    

    

    
      [Tomb of Heroes]
    

    

    
      The way they were all lumped together under the common noun ‘heroes’ didn't sit right with me.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't as if saying something now would change it.
    

    

    
      The only thing I could do was not forget the end I remembered for each of them.
    

    

    
      That was about it.
    

    

    
      “All—a moment of silence.”
    

    

    
      Following the instructions of the person in charge of the service.
    

    

    
      People bowed their heads.
    

    

    
      I was about to follow them and bow my head when.
    

    

    
      Tuk—
    

    

    
      Someone placed a wide waterproof sheet over my head.
    

    

    
      “…People will blame me if they see this.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For not taking care of my assigned Hero.”
    

    

    
      “…Right.”
    

    

    
      It was Eliya.
    

    

    
      I had wondered where she'd gone; it seemed she had gone to find something to use as a raincoat.
    

    

    
      The moment of silence ended shortly after.
    

    

    
      As I lifted the front of the sheet to thank her, she tilted her head and glared at me.
    

    

    
      She seemed to have something to say, so I tilted my head as well and asked.
    

    

    
      “What.”
    

    

    
      “…I heard you charged in alone again during the ‘Baron Argos’ raid.”
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      So that was it.
    

    

    
      It seemed someone had snitched again.
    

    

    
      “You heard?”
    

    

    
      I shrugged, wondering what excuse to use this time, when her sharp whisper pierced my ear.
    

    

    
      “Are you crazy, Hero? Others with 5-star Hero medals are desperate to hang back, and a mere 3-star like you charges a Baron alone!!!”
    

    

    
      “Hey… even so, I worked hard for that medal. Calling it a 'mere 3-star'…”
    

    

    
      “What else is it if not a mere 3-star! You think the term 'Bronze-Silver-Gold' exists for no reason?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Seeing her pour it all out without pause, it looked like she had been waiting for the funeral to end.
    

    

    
      “They say you're not even considered a real Hero until you're past Bronze, Silver, and Gold. How can you be so reckless?”
    

    

    
      “Well… it was Argos. I couldn't help myself.”
    

    

    
      Haaa—
    

    

    
      “…No wonder. I was wondering why you were bedridden for over three days with that amazing healing power of yours.”
    

    

    
      Eliya, letting out a deep sigh, furrowed her brows again and chided me in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “What I ask of you every time. It’s not… something else, is it, Hero?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just one thing. ‘Come back safe.’ Is that one thing so hard to do?”
    

    

    
      It was true. That was the only thing she ever asked of me.
    

    

    
      A request she would utter like a greeting every time I participated in a large battle like a subjugation war.
    

    

    
      ‘Please come back safe, Hero.’
    

    

    
      But that was.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of the one who had to keep the promise, it wasn't such an easy request.
    

    

    
      “We'll see later. I'm holding back now because we're at a ceremony, but once we get back to the barracks…”
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      Eliya's endless nagging.
    

    

    
      Her face.
    

    

    
      The scene from that time, remembered with all five senses, began to fade, and my vision gradually darkened.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      ‘…This is absurd.’
    

    

    
      Eliya thought.
    

    

    
      ‘This human is insane.’
    

    

    
      He wasn't just brave or reckless; a part of his brain was surely broken.
    

    

    
      <Second Gateway Core Summary List: Seo U-jin>
    

    

    
      ■ Oral administration of Black Olive.
    

    
      ■ 32 Black Frenzy Hounds killed.
    

    
      ■ 1 Cyclops killed.
    

    
      - [Strikes: 1,492]
    

    
      - [Hits Taken: 1]
    

    
      - [Dodges: 295]
    

    
      - [Final Cause of Death: Exsanguination]
    

    
      - [Combat Time: 4 hours, 22 minutes, 58 seconds]
    

    
      ■ Small intestine rupture, internal bleeding, exhaustion, etc. comprehensive physical damage occurred.
    

    
      ■ Total Sponsorship: 620 Coin
    

    
      ■ Interested Constellations (★) 101/101 (Full Capacity).
    

    

    
      ‘Is this even possible….’
    

    

    
      The summary list for Seo U-jin's Second Gateway made Eliya gasp in astonishment.
    

    

    
      No, that was just the most she could express outwardly; the degree of shock she felt inwardly was even greater.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Every single item inscribed on the summary list was ‘absurd’.
    

    

    
      It would have been surprising if an ordinary Plane Transcendent had achieved even one of them, let alone all of them being accomplished by a single person.
    

    

    
      Within the bounds of Eliya's common sense and knowledge, it was absolutely impossible.
    

    

    
      She had never heard of a Plane Transcendent who had achieved such results before.
    

    

    
      [……]
    

    

    
      Of course, as the summary list also noted, these were not achievements made without a price.
    

    

    
      This time, too, U-jin had crossed the Boundary of the Gate in a blood-soaked state.
    

    

    
      What’s more.
    

    

    
      This time his condition was incomparably more critical than after the First Gate, as it was truly his own blood he was covered in.
    

    

    
      [1-Star Healing Magic is now active.]
    

    
      [Natural recovery speed is greatly increased.]
    

    

    
      Of course, Eliya hadn't just left him in that state.
    

    

    
      As soon as she confirmed U-jin's condition upon his arrival, she had spent 10 Coin to transmit and activate a Memorize Paper embedded with 1-star healing magic.
    

    

    
      Normally, procedure required U-jin's consent, but the situation was so urgent that she had no choice.
    

    

    
      She had to do at least this much to be able to wait for his recovery with peace of mind.
    

    

    
      ‘But still……’
    

    

    
      Eliya shook her head as she checked the summary list once more.
    

    

    
      No matter how she looked at it, this was not a performance that a Plane Transcendent who had merely passed the Second Gateway could display.
    

    

    
      These were achievements that seemed impossible for even an official Hero Candidate who had passed through the entire Gateway Zone to accomplish alone.
    

    

    
      No, honestly, it was to the point where she didn't think even the currently active Bronze-ranked Heroes with 1-star medals could accomplish all of this.
    

    

    
      It was such a monstrous result that she thought most would probably shake their heads and refuse if they were requested to achieve the same feat on a mission.
    

    

    
      [……]
    

    

    
      Among all the items, what particularly caught her eye was the fact that U-jin had received ‘Interest’ from every Constellation.
    

    

    
      A Constellation's ‘Interest’ might sound like something trivial, like a ‘favorite’ button, but in reality, it wasn't such a light matter.
    

    

    
      On the contrary.
    

    

    
      Considering its influence alone, it was no exaggeration to say it was the most important factor of all in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      No matter how amazing the sponsorship one received, Coins and Traits lost much of their significance the moment one left the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Coins and sponsorships obtained in the Gateway Zone didn't just disappear, but because the Upper Plane was overflowing with Heroes who had Coins and Traits, their relative ‘scarcity’ diminished.
    

    

    
      That was precisely why the Constellations desperately observed the Gateway Zone to form Exclusive Contracts.
    

    

    
      No matter how much money they spent here, it was far cheaper than forming a good relationship with a Hero already active in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      But the case of ‘Interest’ was different.
    

    

    
      It was the only indicator by which other Constellations who couldn't observe the Gateway Zone could gauge the potential of a ‘new Hero Candidate’.
    

    

    
      Therefore, ‘Interest’ left by a Constellation would always follow a Hero like a tag throughout their career.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, according to The Order's rules, there was a limit to the number of ‘interests’ a single Constellation could bestow.
    

    

    
      The value of that Marking could be said to be comparable to an ‘Exclusive Contract’.
    

    

    
      Considering that the mission fees a Hero Candidate received were significantly influenced by their ‘Interest count’, that was by no means an exaggeration.
    

    

    
      […It looks like he'll be out for a while.]
    

    

    
      Eliya, who had been observing U-jin's condition for a moment, suddenly turned around.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously.
    

    

    
      Paat—
    

    

    
      Her form vanished.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      As her body left the magic circle, the materialization spell that was active at the Boundary of the Gate was canceled.
    

    

    
      “Since the General Head Priest is away…”
    

    

    
      Tap tap tap tap-!
    

    

    
      “The Head Priest's office… the Head Priest's office…”
    

    

    
      Leaving her own priest's office, Eliya strode down the white corridor at a pace that was practically a run.
    

    

    
      She stopped in front of a door at the end of the hall.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Huuu……
    

    

    
      Knock knock—
    

    

    
      After composing her ragged breaths, she knocked on the plainly decorated door.
    

    

    
      Soon, a deep voice came from beyond.
    

    

    
      —Who is it?
    

    

    
      “This is Eliya von Deina Merculurt from the Southern Monastery, selected as an Acolyte Priest for this Gateway Zone.”
    

    

    
      A brief silence followed.
    

    

    
      —Come in.
    

    

    
      As soon as permission was granted, Eliya opened the door as if she had been waiting.
    

    

    
      Inside was a man with an impressive beard flowing down from his sideburns.
    

    

    
      She bowed her head toward the Head Priest.
    

    

    
      “Merculurt, what is your business?”
    

    

    
      A voice that wasn't sharp, but subtly heavy.
    

    

    
      “It should be guidance time right now. Is the guidance already over?”
    

    

    
      At the implicit criticism that followed, Eliya was certain she had just made a bad impression.
    

    

    
      It wasn't strange.
    

    

    
      Bursting into the Head Priest's office without any notice and leaving her post during her assigned duty time were certainly not desirable actions.
    

    

    
      However, despite the Head Priest's attitude, Eliya continued her words without faltering.
    

    

    
      “It's nothing else. I've come to make a request due to a special occurrence.”
    

    

    
      “…A request?”
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      “The Plane Transcendent I am in charge of, Seo U-jin, has met the special requirement of an All-Marking. I have come to request the issuance of the <The Chosen One> Trait.”
    

    

    
      The words requesting the issuance of a ‘Trait of The Order’ that hadn't been issued even once in the last 100 years.
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      “…Acolyte Priest Merculurt.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Head Priest.”
    

    

    
      “Do you really think that makes any sense right now?”
    

    

    
      At Eliya's sudden request to issue The Order's Trait, ‘The Chosen One’, the Head Priest's face crumpled noticeably.
    

    

    
      Of course, Eliya wasn't making things up.
    

    

    
      It was true that a system existed within The Order to directly issue the ‘The Chosen One’ Trait, though it was extremely rare, and there were indeed active Heroes who possessed it.
    

    

    
      The problem, however, was that the last time The Order's Trait had been issued was a staggering 100 years ago.
    

    

    
      Triggered by an incident that occurred 100 years prior, The Order had begun to reconsider the dangers of ‘Traits issued by The Order’ itself.
    

    

    
      And so, amidst a hushed consensus, the <Trait of The Order: The Chosen One> was effectively abolished.
    

    

    
      The incident had been so shocking that The Order considered the history of issuing the Trait a disgrace, even issuing a gag order and keeping the records under wraps.
    

    

    
      For an ordinary priest, just knowing about it was strange.
    

    

    
      And Eliya was a fledgling among fledglings, having just been appointed as a novice Acolyte Priest.
    

    

    
      From the Head Priest's perspective, he couldn't help but frown.
    

    

    
      He couldn't understand how Eliya knew about The Order's Trait, and if she did know, he couldn't fathom the ulterior motive behind making such a request despite knowing its gravity.
    

    

    
      Did she have any idea of the Head Priest's complicated feelings?
    

    

    
      Eliya stared directly into the Head Priest's face with her bright, clear eyes and stood by her opinion.
    

    

    
      “Of course, I know what you are concerned about, Head Priest. However, the Plane Transcendent under my care possesses such extraordinary qualities that I am willing to make this request even if it means taking such a risk…”
    

    

    
      “Merculurt.”
    

    

    
      The Head Priest called her by her last name again.
    

    

    
      This time, the title that had been attached to it was missing.
    

    

    
      His voice was even lower.
    

    

    
      Followed by.
    

    

    
      “I said no.”
    

    

    
      He murmured, his face hardening.
    

    

    
      Eliya flinched for a moment at her superior's resolute voice, but she felt she couldn't back down here.
    

    

    
      If you draw the sword, you must at least cut a radish.
    

    

    
      Even if the request was rejected at The Order's headquarters, she wanted to at least try to make it.
    

    

    
      “At the very least, the request…”
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Rustle, rustle—
    

    

    
      Riiip—
    

    

    
      The Head Priest suddenly pulled a sheet of earthen-colored paper from a drawer, tore it, and a magic circle formed. Her voice lost its function.
    

    

    
      ‘This is…?’
    

    

    
      Silence.
    

    

    
      From the general feel of it, it seemed to contain the magic of a Starless-grade (☆) <Magic: Silence>, the lowest level.
    

    

    
      Though Eliya possessed the Dispel ability to reverse-engineer and cancel a Memorize spell that wasn't even 1-star, she chose not to.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      This wasn't a true attempt to forcibly shut her up, but rather a roundabout way of telling her to shut up to maintain his dignity as the Head Priest.
    

    

    
      Indeed, the Head Priest's voice had grown even lower.
    

    

    
      “Seo U-jin. From the Lower-Dimensional Plane, Korea. Male. 28 years old. Killed 193 Orcs in the First Gate.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Killed 32 Black Frenzy Hounds in the Second Gateway. Killed a Cyclops. Triggered the early closure of the Gateway. And……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Met the All-Marking condition.” [T/N: ‘Interest’ will be referred to as ‘Marking’ from now on.]
    

    

    
      Screech—
    

    

    
      The Head Priest stood up from his seat as he recited U-jin's record.
    

    

    
      “As you may know, Merculurt, I am in charge of overall monitoring while the General Head Priest is away. I have already read the summary list of that brilliant Plane Transcendent you are managing.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Of course, it's incredible. It's unprecedented, and while it's difficult to compare absolute data, it's probably the highest level in history. We had prepared countermeasures for all contingencies, but killing a Cyclops was something we never anticipated, so we had to rush to close the Second Gateway early.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However.”
    

    

    
      He then turned to the mirror behind his desk and adjusted his clothes and hair.
    

    

    
      …Of course, his mouth didn't rest even as he tidied himself up.
    

    

    
      “The influence of The Order's headquarters in the War against Demons is immense. Far greater than you can imagine.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Every Star Cluster and Constellation in the Upper Plane pays attention to The Order's headquarters. The nuance of the headquarters becomes the will of the Allied Forces of The Order, and the stance The Order's headquarters takes maintains and twists the tides of war.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, The Order must be extremely cautious when making any choice… especially when reversing a choice once made.”
    

    

    
      Having finished tidying up, the Head Priest slowly approached Eliya and held up his index finger.
    

    

    
      “So, to request the exceptional issuance of a Trait for this Plane Transcendent named ‘Seo U-jin’, one more thing is needed besides exceptional skill.”
    

    

    
      Finally, he pointed to the door behind Eliya and said.
    

    

    
      “…The strategist of the Demon King's Army that the Allied Forces of The Order are currently struggling with.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “He must prove his ‘trustworthiness’, that he will not turn traitor like that man… Do you understand?”
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      My eyes snapped open to the sight of the pure white background of the Boundary of the Gate.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, several scenes flashed through my mind like a revolving lantern.
    

    

    
      『The Cyclops, on its knees, sagging, with every ligament in its body severed.』
    

    

    
      『 I, sprawled on the ground, gasping for breath that had reached my chin.』
    

    

    
      『A shallow pool of blood.』
    

    

    
      『The torn and mangled Black Frenzy Hounds.』
    

    

    
      And finally.
    

    

    
      『G-get up… Seo U-jin-ssi……. T-this is…….』
    

    

    
      Kim Sia, trembling like a leaf, fumbling to use her healing ability.
    

    

    
      It seemed my unconscious self had somehow succeeded in taking down the Cyclops.
    

    

    
      Wiggle, wiggle—
    

    

    
      ‘…Not bad.’
    

    

    
      Seeing that my body was in better shape than I expected, it seemed either Kim Sia or Eliya had taken care of me afterward.
    

    

    
      ‘But… why is there no reaction.’
    

    

    
      Sensing an awkward silence, I looked around for Eliya.
    

    

    
      I spotted her figure, squatting by the right side of my head.
    

    

    
      “Uh… hi?”
    

    

    
      [Ah……!]
    

    

    
      “I’m awake……”
    

    

    
      [Oh, my goodness… I mean… I’m glad. You’ve worked hard.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    
      Her reaction was markedly different from when I woke up in the First Gate.
    

    

    
      She should have either gotten angry at me for being so reckless.
    

    

    
      Or been astonished, asking how I managed to kill a Cyclops.
    

    

    
      It should have been one of the two, but this reaction was ambiguous.
    

    

    
      It felt like her mind was elsewhere.
    

    

    
      Worried that something might be wrong, I scanned my own four limbs, but nothing seemed to be cut off or amiss.
    

    

    
      Next, the summary list.
    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      <Second Gateway Core Summary List: Seo U-jin>
    

    

    
      ■ Oral administration of Black Olive.
    

    
      ■ 32 Black Frenzy Hounds killed.
    

    
      ■ 1 Cyclops killed.
    

    
      - [Strikes: 1,492]
    

    
      - [Hits Taken: 1]
    

    
      - [Dodges: 295]
    

    
      - [Final Cause of Death: Exsanguination]
    

    
      - [Combat Time: 4 hours, 22 minutes, 58 seconds]
    

    
      ■ Small intestine rupture, internal bleeding, exhaustion, etc. comprehensive physical damage occurred.
    

    
      ■ Total Sponsorship: 620 Coin
    

    
      ■ Interested Constellations (★) 101/101 (Full Capacity).
    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      The summary list was flawlessly brilliant.
    

    

    
      A perfect report card where every part of my plan had succeeded without fail.
    

    

    
      ‘No problems here either……’
    

    

    
      Something was definitely up with her.
    

    

    
      Even though she knew I was awake, she showed no intention of getting up from her squatting position.
    

    

    
      It seemed her attention was focused elsewhere.
    

    

    
      She had forced herself to act fine and respond to me.
    

    

    
      As I wondered what could possibly make her act like that, she suddenly opened her mouth, her eyes still downcast.
    

    

    
      [Hero.]
    

    

    
      “Huh? Oh, what is it?”
    

    

    
      [You’re the best, Hero.]
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      A sudden compliment.
    

    

    
      It was baffling to be praised in such a joyless tone.
    

    

    
      “…What’s that all of a sudden?”
    

    

    
      [It’s just as I said. You probably don’t know how incredible what you’ve done is, Hero.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [Perhaps, even if you gathered all the Plane Transcendents in history, it would be among the top… it’s an amazing feat. To hunt a Cyclops… and to receive a Marking from every Constellation.]
    

    

    
      Her face was still tinged with gloom.
    

    

    
      Around that time, I was able to guess.
    

    

    
      Why she was so sulky, and… who she was sulky with.
    

    

    
      [That bastard Head Priest…….]
    

    

    
      At her honest mumble that she couldn't hold back, I couldn't hold back my laughter either.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      [Would it kill him to just file the request… Is he the only priest? I just got ordained, too.]
    

    

    
      This was unexpected.
    

    

    
      To think she would go and request the ‘issuance of The Order’s Trait’ on her own while I was unconscious.
    

    

    
      [Bucket List #4]
    

    

    
      『Obtain The Order's Trait, ‘The Chosen One’.』
    

    

    
      ‘…Things like this make me think I really lucked out with my Acolyte Priest in my past life, too.’
    

    

    
      My third bucket list item, ‘Receive marking from all Constellations’, existed essentially for the sake of this fourth item, ‘Obtain The Chosen One Trait’.
    

    

    
      It was a bucket list item I'd written down because about 100 years ago, The Order had stopped its ‘Trait Issuance System’ and inserted a practically unattainable clause into the issuance conditions: ‘All-Marking’.
    

    

    
      Of course, that wasn't because they intended to give it to anyone who achieved it, but rather a clause inserted for a ‘de facto abolishment’, so achieving it didn't mean the ‘The Chosen One’ Trait would be issued.
    

    

    
      Even if the condition itself was met, the management priest team assigned to the Gateway Zone would have likely dismissed the request to headquarters.
    

    

    
      Spouting plausible excuses about ‘trustworthiness’ or ‘gravity’.
    

    

    
      That's just how people are; more sensitive to the potential losses from taking an action than the losses from inaction.
    

    

    
      …Besides, it was only natural for a massive organization like The Order to not welcome unexpected variables.
    

    

    
      ‘…I was planning to request it myself after finishing the Third Gateway.’
    

    

    
      [It’s just… I thought I could prepare something for you, Hero, but I’m just a little upset that I have to give up without even being able to try.]
    

    

    
      She confessed her feelings in a confession that wasn't quite a confession.
    

    

    
      At this point, even without her saying the words ‘The Chosen One’, I could clearly see what had happened while I was unconscious.
    

    

    
      “Frankfurt.”
    

    

    
      I called her name, looking at her face, which was still not free of gloom.
    

    

    
      […It’s Merculurt.]
    

    

    
      “Do you happen to know this saying? It's popular in the Lower-Dimensional Plane.”
    

    

    
      […What saying?]
    

    

    
      “‘It will be, it won't be’...”
    

    

    
      Her head tilted to the side.
    

    

    
      A sign that she didn't know.
    

    

    
      I shrugged and explained the meaning a bit more simply.
    

    

    
      “It means a guy who’s meant to succeed will succeed no matter what, and a guy who’s meant to fail will fail no matter what.”
    

    

    
      […I understand the meaning itself, but why are you suddenly saying that…….]
    

    

    
      “Which one do you think I am?”
    

    

    
      At my sudden question, Eliya let out a small laugh.
    

    

    
      It seemed she thought I was asking a question with an answer I wanted to hear already decided.
    

    

    
      [Well, you’d be the one who’s meant to succeed…….]
    

    

    
      “Wrong.”
    

    

    
      [……?]
    

    

    
      “The correct answer is ‘the one who 
      must 
      succeed’.”
    

    

    
      Her brow furrowed.
    

    

    
      It seemed this untimely riddle wasn't very welcome.
    

    

    
      But this really was the answer.
    

    

    
      Whether my fate was to be one who succeeds or one who fails, I would only find out at the very end of this second life.
    

    

    
      But what I knew for sure was the fact that I was someone who 
      must
       succeed.
    

    

    
      With so many things I absolutely had to do before I died, I couldn't even die as I pleased.
    

    

    
      I couldn't even fail as I pleased.
    

    

    
      “…So it will happen. Whatever it is. If it’s on my bucket list.”
    

    

    
      …Because it had to.
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      [You have entered the ‘Gateway Zone: Third Gateway’.]
    

    
      [Checking the trial assigned to the ‘Third Gateway’.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      [Trial: Defensive Battle.]
    

    

    
      ■ Overview: Since ancient times, numerous species of Magical Beasts have existed in the Upper Plane, but they were not a significant threat to the natives. This was because the greatest enemies of the Magical Beasts were other Magical Beasts. However, the story changed completely after the Demon King appeared in ancient times and formed the ‘Allied Army of the Demon King’. Now, they no longer antagonize each other. They endlessly expand their forces, strangling the natives of the Upper Plane, and have even occupied the final bastion, the central continent of ‘Eden’. Fend off the endlessly surging Demon King's Army and protect the holy fortress.
    

    
      ■ Clear Condition: Defend the Crusader's Holy Fortress for 24 hours.
    

    
      ■ Difficulty: D
    

    
      ■ Time Limit: 24 hours.
    

    
      ■ Reward: ‘???’
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      Leaving the Boundary of the Gate, I arrived at the stage of the final gateway.
    

    

    
      It was the top of a wall of a solitary castle, standing in the middle of a vast wilderness.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      A solitary castle with a white inner fortress, befitting the name of a holy fortress, and a light gray outer wall.
    

    

    
      The wilderness beyond it.
    

    

    
      The horde of the Demon King's Army, yet unseen but certainly there.
    

    

    
      …This was the battlefield that would mark the end of the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      -…So this is the place.
    

    

    
      -Yahoo!
    

    
      -How much are we going to have to suffer here?
    

    

    
      I wasn't the only one dropped into this space.
    

    

    
      As stated in the system notice, the quest here, unlike in the First and Second Gateways, was a kind of joint quest that everyone had to solve together.
    

    

    
      All the Plane Transcendents from the 131st batch who had entered the Gateway Zone were summoned onto this outer wall.
    

    

    
      The sight of the diverse group of people lined up along the castle wall was quite a spectacle.
    

    

    
      ‘…200 people. More than I thought, but it should be enough.’
    

    

    
      That was the number I roughly estimated.
    

    

    
      And then—
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian’, applauds your bold decisiveness.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', expresses gratitude for the rare spectacle you provided.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', apologizes for the slight doubt they held towards you.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Successor of the Divine Tree', feels an unexplainable sense of pride while looking at you.]
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      The sentences from the Constellations, pouring out their overdue impressions, appeared.
    

    

    
      It seemed the rough formalities for starting the Third Gateway were over.
    

    

    
      [In a moment, the Demon King's Army will advance towards the castle.]
    

    
      [Time Remaining: 00:29:38]
    

    

    
      Before my Regression, I think I spent this given time sharpening my sword.
    

    

    
      Preparing for the horde of Magical Beasts that would be swarming from beyond the castle walls.
    

    

    
      Thinking back on it now, there was nothing more foolish.
    

    

    
      ‘…Not even knowing that the greatest enemy was inside.’
    

    

    
      Because in the end, the Third Gateway concluded without us ever directly clashing with the Magical Beasts outside the walls.
    

    

    
      “Ahem, hmm.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the still unsettled people, I cleared my throat once and took out the Memorize Paper I had purchased in advance through Eliya and tore it.
    

    

    
      Riiip—
    

    

    
      A sentence and a magic circle appeared simultaneously.
    

    

    
      [Using a Memorize Paper.]
    

    
      [Embedded Magic: Megaphone]
    

    
      [Ah, ah—mic test. Can you hear me?]
    

    
      —……!!
    

    

    
      As I made a light sound, a reaction came immediately.
    

    

    
      ‘The performance is pretty good for an E-rank magic circle… Was it drawn recently?’
    

    

    
      The people reflexively turned their gazes at the sudden loud noise.
    

    

    
      Towards them, I simply stated two things.
    

    

    
      [We will gather in the inner fortress for a moment.]
    

    

    
      One was the reason I used this amplification magic.
    

    

    
      There was something to take care of before the Magical Beasts began to swarm in earnest, so the people here needed to gather at least once.
    

    

    
      And the other was.
    

    

    
      [For your information… I’m the one who killed the Cyclops in the Second Gateway. If you don’t want to get killed for acting up, you should all gather.]
    

    

    
      It was a piece of advice in a threatening tone, enough to draw everyone's attention.
    

    

    
      But then……. Grin—
    

    

    
      […is what I almost said.]
    

    

    
      Filled with a joke.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', is agape at your unheard-of sentence structure.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', asks how this is any different from stabbing someone in the gut with a knife and then apologizing, saying they didn't know they would die.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', admires your excellent high-brow gag.]
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      My intention to gather people inside the inner fortress was fairly successful.
    

    

    
      Of course, not everyone gathered.
    

    

    
      There's a saying that if even five people gather, there's bound to be trash, so how could there not be at least one person with a rebellious spirit among 200?
    

    

    
      Though it seemed a few who read the true intention behind my joke remained standing on the outer wall.
    

    

    
      Well, that much didn't matter.
    

    

    
      I never intended to gather everyone from the start.
    

    

    
      ‘…They’re probably among these people.’
    

    

    
      The hastily made wooden interior of the inner fortress, with its ambiguous, rural church-like feel that was neither holy nor not, further heightened the chaotic atmosphere among the people.
    

    

    
      -…I think I’ve seen that guy too. Not the Cyclops, but I saw him kill Orcs.
    

    

    
      -The Rapid Albino Orc…….
    

    

    
      -Ah, fuck, I hate this kind of thing. If he has something to say, he should just say it quickly.
    

    

    
      -Seriously, why am I even here risking my life in the first place?
    

    

    
      -What now…….
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      Thud, thud—
    

    

    
      The people's gazes followed me, urging me to hurry up and speak, but I deliberately moved more leisurely.
    

    

    
      I slowly walked around the crowd and headed for the main gate of the inner fortress.
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      I slowly closed the door.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', watches your actions with interest.]
    

    

    
      Then I went back up to the inner fortress’s dais, lit a cigarette I'd brought with me, and slowly began to speak.
    

    

    
      Flick—
    

    

    
      Phew.
    

    

    
      “Hello. My name is Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      As I opened my mouth, the murmuring voices subsided, and all eyes gathered on me.
    

    

    
      The only light was the natural sunlight streaming through the stained glass, but it was bright enough to examine each person's face.
    

    

    
      After scanning them once, I continued speaking.
    

    

    
      “As I said before, to briefly introduce myself, I am the person who personally hunted the Cyclops in the Second Gateway. As some of you may know, I'm also probably the person who killed the most Orcs in the First Gate.”
    

    

    
      Words that, at first glance, sounded close to boasting.
    

    

    
      No, it was actually a boast meant for them to hear.
    

    

    
      “So, I probably have the most coins among everyone here. I’m also the strongest. In many ways, the conditions for battle are more favorable for me than for you all……”
    

    

    
      A boast intended to elicit a specific reaction.
    

    

    
      And, not long after I started talking, the reaction I was waiting for came out.
    

    

    
      -…So what? Did you call us here just to brag?
    

    

    
      A resentful reaction that suddenly popped out from the crowd.
    

    

    
      That was exactly what I had been waiting for.
    

    

    
      As soon as that reaction came out, I took out a sack I had prepared beforehand and showed it to them.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      And I immediately got to the point.
    

    

    
      “Some of you might think I gathered you all here to brag… but that’s not it.”
    

    

    
      —…….
    

    

    
      “As you have all seen and know, unlike the First and Second Gateways, the Third Gateway is a joint gateway that everyone completes together. No matter how skilled one person is, it's a gateway that's difficult to pass if the whole group doesn't do well. So, with the Coin I have, I bought something similar to a potion that you all can use.”
    

    

    
      Rattle—
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', frowns at your irrational consumption of Coin.]
    

    

    
      As I spoke, I untied the sack, and long flasks, about 5cm in length, poured out onto the dais.
    

    

    
      ‘E-rank Holy Water’, bought in advance at the Boundary of the Gate through Eliya.
    

    

    
      If the doping agent of the Allied Army of the Demon King was ‘Black Olive’, then the doping agent of the Allied Forces of The Order was this Holy Water.
    

    

    
      A special liquid that inherently possesses the property of purifying demonic energy.
    

    

    
      In truth, it was hard to say this Holy Water was particularly effective in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      E-rank Holy Water was a common item that could be bought for about 3 coins, and while it had a slight effect on Magical Beasts, its true purpose was for dealing with demon-type species.
    

    

    
      If I had to say, it was just slightly better than nothing.
    

    

    
      So, Ares's assessment that buying Holy Water in such a large quantity to distribute to people was ‘not rational’ wasn't exactly wrong.
    

    

    
      …But it didn’t matter.
    

    

    
      The Constellations didn't know yet, but this wasn't bought to deal with the Magical Beasts swarming from outside the castle anyway.
    

    

    
      Someone who recognized the Holy Water shouted.
    

    

    
      -Isn’t that… Holy Water? I think I heard an explanation about it from my Acolyte Priest.
    

    

    
      -It is!
    

    

    
      The people's murmuring voices, which had been small whispers, soon grew into a buzz, and it seemed the suspicion towards me among the people had sufficiently subsided.
    

    

    
      After a somewhat decent atmosphere was created, I opened my mouth again.
    

    

    
      “I intend to help you all. That's why I gathered you. However, I don't think I need to help even those who are hostile towards me. It's not like I have an overflowing supply of Holy Water either.”
    

    

    
      -That's right!
    

    

    
      “Therefore, I intend to distribute the Holy Water only to those of you who listened to me and gathered here.”
    

    

    
      And as I picked up a few of the Holy Water flasks that had fallen on the floor and put them back in the sack, I said.
    

    

    
      “Now, line up. One person can’t drink twice.”
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Lining up in a single file from the dais where I stood, the people began to down the Holy Water one by one.
    

    

    
      At first, some people hesitated due to lingering suspicion, but once one person drank it and confirmed the truth through the system, the line to drink proceeded smoothly after that.
    

    

    
      “Next.”
    

    
      “Next.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, next.”
    

    

    
      “Drink it all down.”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    

    
      And so, most of the people drank the Holy Water, and only eight people who stubbornly refused to drink it until the end remained.
    

    

    
      I asked them.
    

    

    
      “May I ask why you aren’t drinking the Holy Water that’s being provided for free?”
    

    

    
      They answered.
    

    

    
      “What reason do we have to trust you and drink that unknown liquid?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… The people before you should have already proven it through their system windows.”
    

    

    
      “We weren't even fully convinced about being dragged to this place called the Gateway Zone in the first place. How are we supposed to know if you can manipulate this so-called system?”
    

    

    
      It was a valid argument.
    

    

    
      “Hmm~.”
    

    

    
      Even I, in my past life, probably wouldn't have drunk it.
    

    

    
      So. 
    

    

    
      Smile—
    

    

    
      “Okay, you pass.”
    

    

    
      I smiled at them and turned my body.
    

    

    
      Then I slowly walked towards the group of people who had already drunk the Holy Water.
    

    

    
      Step— step—
    

    

    
      -Wha… what is it? Why all of a sudden…….
    

    
      -……?
    

    

    
      -Why? We all drank it.
    

    

    
      My suddenly hardened expression. 
    

    

    
      The sudden change in direction. 
    

    

    
      The sudden movement caused the people in my path to become flustered, but I paid them no mind and walked past them.
    

    

    
      And then, I stopped in front of one person.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      “Hmm……?”
    

    

    
      In front of ‘Kim Sia’, who was tilting her head with a nonchalant expression.
    

    

    
      And I grabbed her by the hair and—
    

    

    
      SLAM—!
    

    

    
      Slammed her head straight into the floor.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', widens its eyes at your sudden action.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human Than Anyone', is agape at the unexpected twist.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Successor of the Divine Tree', feels an unexplainable sense of disappointment.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', asks for the reason behind your Ruffian-like behavior.]
    

    

    
      Questions from the Constellations, who couldn't understand the sudden development, rained down, but I paid them no mind and pressed her head harder into the floor.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “Keoheok—!”
    

    

    
      ‘Holy Water’ flowed from the corners of her mouth along with a cough.
    

    

    
      With it came a familiar bitter smell, and I was certain.
    

    

    
      “…The stench of a demon is reeking from your maw.”
    

    

    
      That she was no longer ‘Kim Sia’.
    

    

    
      Meaning.
    

    

    
      “…Auntie Succubus.”
    

    

    
      That this being here was a wicked Succubus wearing the guise of ‘Kim Sia’.
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      2023.09.18.
    

    

    
      Succubus.
    

    

    
      A lowest-rank Demonic Species is said to appear in people's dreams to steal their vitality and bewitch them.
    

    

    
      Depending on their gender, abilities, or lineage, they seemed to call themselves various names like Incubus, Succubus, or Nightmare.
    

    

    
      But on the battlefield, the most common name we used was Succubus.
    

    

    
      When we needed to specify gender, we'd just add female or male to it.
    

    

    
      Anyway, to get to the point, this Succubus had also appeared in the Gateway Zone of the 131st batch before my Regression.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the 131st batch of Hero Candidates was quite famous at the time.
    

    

    
      This was because the series of events that occurred when this Succubus infiltrated the 131st Gateway Zone caused the number of survivors from that batch to drop drastically.
    

    

    
      Even in meetings between Heroes, when I revealed I was from the 131st batch, I would get reactions like, "Oh, really?"
    

    

    
      ‘This is different from my past life. To think… she would use Kim Sia as a host.’
    

    

    
      To briefly explain how the Succubus entered the Gateway Zone, it was as follows.
    

    

    
      The Demon King's Army's strategist, searching for a way to inflict a major blow on the Allied Forces of The Order in the long War against Demons, took note of the phenomenon where low-rank Magical Beasts were forcibly transferred to the Lower-Dimensional Plane whenever a dimensional Rift occurred.
    

    

    
      Normally, it would be impossible for a single entity to interfere with a macro-dimensional phenomenon, but the strategist of the Demon King's Army came up with a brilliant move and succeeded in sending a single Succubus down to the Lower-Dimensional Plane through some method.
    

    

    
      The Succubus that descended to the Lower-Dimensional Plane then parasitized a human body to ascend back to the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      The ultimate scheme of the Demon King's Army was to use that Succubus to destroy the Order's magical device that maintained the Gateway Zone, creating a giant Sinkhole between dimensions.
    

    

    
      Well, in the end, thanks to The Order's swift response, the catastrophe of the Gateway Zone turning into a dimensional Sinkhole didn't happen.
    

    

    
      But in the process, the majority of the 131st batch of Plane Transcendents were caught up in it, causing the survival rate to fall below 10%.
    

    

    
      That was the full story of the ‘131st Batch Succubus Infiltration Incident’ that happened before my Regression.
    

    

    
      -A Succubus?
    

    

    
      -What's a Succubus? Hey, isn't that guy crazy? She looks perfectly fine…….
    

    

    
      -No… why would he do that to a perfectly normal person…….
    

    

    
      -See! I told you, that bastard definitely has something up his…….
    

    

    
      My sudden action threw the crowd into an uproar, but I didn't pay it any mind.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, it would be more accurate to say I couldn't afford to.
    

    

    
      No matter how low-rank it was, a lowly species that lived by parasitizing a human body.
    

    

    
      A Succubus was undeniably a Demonic Species with the blood of demons flowing through it.
    

    

    
      Letting my guard down in front of such a Magical Beast was no different from madness.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      【Ah…….】
    

    

    
      A low sigh escaping from Kim Sia’s throat froze the entire hall.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      It was just a simple sigh, but its impact was immense.
    

    

    
      Everyone in the once-raucous hall clamped their mouths shut, their vision blurring.
    

    

    
      Even I, who had been anticipating it to some extent, almost lost my focus for a moment.
    

    

    
      If I hadn't been circulating the mana in my body beforehand, I might have ended up like those people staring blankly into space.
    

    

    
      【Fucking… annoying.】
    

    

    
      An alluring voice followed.
    

    

    
      The words that came out of her mouth were incredibly vulgar, but the voice itself was so captivating that, for a moment, such thoughts didn't even cross one's mind.
    

    

    
      [Warning! You are being affected by <Trait: Devil's Whisper (★)>.]
    

    
      [Warning! Your mind is being disoriented by powerful demonic energy.]
    

    

    
      *Grit—*
    

    

    
      I deliberately bit my lip to hold onto my senses. 
    

    

    
      Kim Sia's eyes, which had turned purple by now, looked up at me and asked.
    

    

    
      【What are you?】
    

    

    
      “…What about me.”
    

    

    
      【I thought something strange had rolled in, so I even made a mental note of you… but I really didn't expect to be caught by a lowly commoner, not even by those disgusting dogs of the Cross.】
    

    

    
      “…I’m just quick on the uptake.”
    

    

    
      【Ha.】
    

    

    
      Kim Sia… no, it would be more accurate to call her a female Succubus, let out a hollow laugh as if she was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      I didn't know exactly when it started, but for her to have this much control meant there was a high possibility that Kim Sia's personality had been consumed and had disappeared.
    

    

    
      【Cut the crap and talk. I’m keeping you alive right now because I’m curious.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【The moment my interest fades, you die. Surely you don't think you have me under control just because you're holding my hair, right?】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Because that’s so pathetically funny I think I might burst out laughing.】
    

    

    
      The sight of Kim Sia grinning with her head still grabbed was both enchanting and dangerous.
    

    

    
      Femme fatale.
    

    

    
      The descriptor ‘fatal woman’ suited her face perfectly.
    

    

    
      [A large number of Constellations express their disappointment at The Order's inadequate defenses.]
    

    
      [A large number of Constellations are suspicious of the current situation.]
    

    

    
      Certainly, just as she said, although I was restraining Kim Sia's body, it couldn't be said that I had captured this Succubus.
    

    

    
      A Succubus was a parasite that lived in a host; simply put, it was a Magical Beast without a main body.
    

    

    
      ‘Subduing the host’ and ‘subduing the Succubus.’
    

    

    
      There was a vast distance between the two.
    

    

    
      “…Is that so? No matter how I look at it, I seem stronger.”
    

    

    
      As I muttered, feigning ignorance, a mocking reply came back.
    

    

    
      【Of course you'd win. Against this pathetic body. But…….】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【So what? Surely you don't think I'll die just because this woman dies, do you?】
    

    

    
      …Demonic Species are special.
    

    

    
      Among the numerous Magical Beast species that made up the Allied Army of the Demon King, they were by far the most special.
    

    

    
      The reason could be explained very simply.
    

    

    
      ‘The same bloodline as the Demon King.’
    

    

    
      That one sentence explained everything.
    

    

    
      Of course, as a lowest-rank Demonic Species at the very edge of a collateral bloodline, the Succubus was still undeniably a Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a species that could be easily killed just by making it bleed a lot and cutting off its head like a Cyclops.
    

    

    
      The trickiness of a Succubus as a Demonic Species was most prominent in the ambiguity of its very existence.
    

    

    
      【I don't know where you picked up the word Succubus… but you should have studied a bit more. If you act up with half-baked knowledge like yours, you're bound to end up a fool.】
    

    

    
      “…You won’t die?”
    

    

    
      【Ha. I’m speechless. Humans really are a stupid and foolish species. Do you think I'd die? Of course not. You—.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【You fucking idiot.】
    

    

    
      A welcome contempt flowed into my ears.
    

    

    
      [Warning! You are being affected by <Trait: Devil's Whisper (★)>.]
    

    
      [Warning! Your mind is being disoriented by powerful magic.]
    

    

    
      The magic intensified in an instant.
    

    

    
      The strength in my right hand, which was grabbing Kim Sia's hair, drained away without me realizing it.
    

    

    
      Slip—
    

    

    
      【If you really don't believe me, then go ahead and kill me.】
    

    

    
      The Succubus turned her body and looked up at me.
    

    

    
      Then, she raised her right index finger and poked the very center of her own chest, taunting me.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      【Here. Try stabbing it, Mr. Seo U-jin.】
    

    

    
      As if Kim Sia herself were speaking.
    

    

    
      Mimicking her voice.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      With those words, the surroundings fell silent.
    

    

    
      Everyone in the inner fortress had long been bewitched by the Succubus, their minds vacant.
    

    

    
      The Succubus and I.
    

    

    
      The feeling that we were the only two beings in the world continued for a few seconds.
    

    

    
      And at the end of that silence.
    

    

    
      【Of course. There’s no way a mere human could do such a thing…….】
    

    

    
      “I will.”
    

    

    
      I answered her demand.
    

    

    
      [An overwhelmingly powerful mental strength of unknown origin resists the demonic energy.]
    

    
      [<Trait: Devil's Whisper (★)> is neutralized.]
    

    

    
      【……?】
    

    

    
      Her brow furrowed, as if in disbelief.
    

    

    
      【…What did you say?】
    

    

    
      “I said I’d kill you.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      I, too, pulled up the corners of my mouth in the same way she had and drew a dagger from my waist.
    

    

    
      Shing—
    

    

    
      As I drew the blade with a clear metallic sound, the Succubus urgently tried to persuade me.
    

    

    
      【Didn't you hear me? I told you, doing this won't kill me—.】
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Stab—
    

    

    
      I didn't listen to all of it.
    

    

    
      “Keoheok—!”
    

    

    
      The sharp blade of the hunting dagger dug into Kim Sia's chest, and blood spurted from her mouth with a cough.
    

    

    
      Kim Sia's purple-stained eyes returned to their light brown color, and the commotion that had been silenced could be felt from the surroundings once more.
    

    

    
      -Wha-wha-what was that just now…….
    

    

    
      -Hey, over there!!!
    

    

    
      -Crazy…….
    

    

    
      -Kyaaah!
    

    

    
      The people who were probably screaming and pointing at me.
    

    

    
      “Cough…….”
    

    

    
      And Kim Sia, who was coughing up blood and looking up at me with distant eyes.
    

    

    
      As if time that had stopped was flowing again, the world began to regain its colors.
    

    

    
      And, separate from that.
    

    

    
      My world was gradually being dyed purple.
    

    

    
      My once-clear senses grew distant, and my body felt heavy, as if I had lost a lot of blood.
    

    

    
      And the voice of the Succubus echoed in my ears.
    

    

    
      【…I’m surprised. I really am.】
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      【To think you’d stab without a moment's hesitation. I take back what I said about you being a fucking idiot. Not that it changes the fact you’re a lowly commoner.】
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      【…Was feeding everyone Holy Water also part of your plan? With this level of information, either the Constellations or The Order must have interfered… What are you, really?】
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      【Ah, no. Never mind. I can just find out for myself now.】
    

    

    
      Dark spots began to appear in my blurry vision, and soon, it turned completely black.
    

    

    
      [Warning! You have met the activation condition for <Skill: Nightmare (★)>.]
    

    
      [You are falling into the eternal nightmare created by the Succubus.]
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      【…Let's see if you can endure this time, too.】
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      A world of deep purple unfolded before me.
    

    

    
      In its center, I could see the figure of the Succubus with a sensual smile.
    

    

    
      “Welcome. To my world.”
    

    

    
      The sight of her, casually spouting that this was her world after invading someone else's dream, was enough to make me want to vomit.
    

    

    
      But in truth, her expression 'my world' wasn't entirely wrong, as a Succubus could create whatever she desired within the nightmare she concocted.
    

    

    
      “…But this is my dream.”
    

    

    
      “Hoo-hoot. You’re just as cheeky as ever, not knowing your place whether we’re outside or in here.”
    

    

    
      Blinking her signature purple eyes, she slowly approached me.
    

    

    
      “Still… I’ll acknowledge it. For a low-life, you were quite impressive. You’re actually better in some ways than those foolish Hounds of the Cross.”
    

    

    
      As she muttered, tentacle-like protrusions resembling plant roots suddenly shot up from beneath my feet and bound my body.
    

    

    
      “To think you’d stab that woman’s body without a second thought. If it had been those Order bastards, they probably would have held a meeting amongst themselves before just pretending to stab her, muttering something about ‘unavoidable circumstances….’”
    

    

    
      “Is that a compliment?”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Take it as you will. It means you're better than those dogs… so whether that’s a compliment or an insult, it’s up to you.”
    

    

    
      As the distance between us closed, the Succubus's appearance came into view.
    

    

    
      In a word, I could describe her as 'the exact opposite of Eliya.'
    

    

    
      A silver bob that fell to her shoulders.
    

    

    
      Black bat wings.
    

    

    
      Purple eyes.
    

    

    
      And a piece of black cloth that seemed to have lost the original function of clothing, which is 'warmth.'
    

    

    
      It was a classic appearance that could only be described as a 'Succubus.'
    

    

    
      “Oh my, your gaze seems a bit impure.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’m not particularly disappointed.”
    

    

    
      Shaking her head as if it couldn't be helped, she came even closer.
    

    

    
      “No matter how special you are, you’re still human… endlessly greedy, and you repeat the same mistakes.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Appetite, the need for sleep, sexual desire. Aren't humans creatures who go crazy for such fleeting, momentary pleasures?”
    

    

    
      Shrugging, she stood right in front of my nose.
    

    

    
      Squeeze—
    

    

    
      The purple tentacles, which had crept up from my ankles, had now entwined my entire body, even binding both of my arms.
    

    

    
      My arms, naturally spread out to the sides, left me hanging in the air like a sacrifice on a cross.
    

    

    
      I tried pulling my arms with force, but as expected, they wouldn't budge.
    

    

    
      “It’s useless.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You said it yourself. That I’m a Succubus.”
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      “In here, everything goes my way. Time, place, pain, pleasure… and eventually, even your heart.”
    

    

    
      Taking one last step closer, she gently brushed my bangs back with her right hand.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Grip—
    

    

    
      She grabbed my hair, pulled it back, and whispered in my ear.
    

    

    
      【How about it.】
    

    

    
      【Is there a dream you want to have right-now-?】
    

    

    
      To that blatant question that entered my ears along with her breath.
    

    

    
      I couldn't help but spit out an immediate answer.
    

    

    
      “Ge… ah……”
    

    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      “I said get lost, you bitch. You’re disgusting.”
    

    

    
      …is what I said.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      “Wh-What the……”
    

    

    
      The Succubus, her expression one of clear panic, took a step back.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      To borrow her own words, it was surely impossible for a ‘mere low-life’ to resist her at will within her own nightmare.
    

    

    
      “How on earth… I was sure I completely captivated your mind this time……”
    

    

    
      “You said it yourself earlier. That I’m a little different… I guess I am.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      Effortlessly breaking free from the tentacles' grasp, I untied my arms and rolled my shoulders.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The skills and traits a Succubus possessed varied in ability and number depending on the individual.
    

    

    
      But there was one skill and one trait that all Succubi had in common.
    

    

    
      <Trait: Devil's Whisper (★)> and <Skill: Nightmare (★)>.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, <Trait: Devil's Whisper> was a trait that embedded a bewitching function into one's voice, captivating a person's mind.
    

    

    
      And <Skill: Nightmare> was a skill that manifested a nightmare within a human's mindscape, allowing the Succubus to manipulate it at will.
    

    

    
      “I absolutely loathe that attitude of yours.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That disgusting sense of superiority you things have, treating all humans like toys.”
    

    

    
      Snap—
    

    

    
      As I stepped completely free of the tentacles and snapped my fingers, the hideous tentacles now sprouted from beneath the Succubus’s ankles.
    

    

    
      “N-No way—.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the tentacles coil up her legs and bind her body, the Succubus looked almost terrified this time.
    

    

    
      This was probably something she had never experienced in all her time traversing countless human mindscapes.
    

    

    
      To be turned on within the very nightmare she had created.
    

    

    
      “Wh-What in the world are you……”
    

    

    
      “The reason a Succubus can freely unleash a nightmare in a human's dream is because that human fundamentally allows it… having been bewitched by your cunning tongue.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But not me.”
    

    

    
      The mechanism by which a Succubus traversed people's dreams was incredibly simple.
    

    

    
      Through <Skill: Nightmare>, she would create a nightmare (惡夢) in the target's mindscape. When the target's mind broke down within that nightmare, which the Succubus could freely manipulate, she would occupy the shattered void and make them her host. 
    

    

    
      That was the basic survival principle of a Succubus.
    

    

    
      And ironically.
    

    

    
      It was the target themself who handed over the authority to create the nightmare to the Succubus who had infiltrated their mindscape.
    

    

    
      Humans are fundamentally creatures who are tough on the outside, soft on the inside. Even if they somehow endured <Trait: Devil's Whisper> on the outside, they generally became much weaker once a Succubus entered their mindscape directly.
    

    

    
      …But I was different.
    

    

    
      Squeeze—
    

    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    

    
      “Sorry, but I’m a far cry from ordinary.”
    

    

    
      If anything, it would be different outside my mindscape, where my body hadn't fully matured and lacked proper magic resistance.
    

    

    
      But in here, where the experience points I'd accumulated since before my Regression were fully intact, I could never be weak enough to be bewitched by her voice.
    

    

    
      In the first place, I had encountered hundreds of Succubi on the battlefields of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      With all that experience existing purely within me, there was no way I could ever lose to her in here.
    

    

    
      Bound and unable to move, the Succubus suddenly bit her lip hard.
    

    

    
      From her expression, it seemed she had realized something.
    

    

    
      That is—
    

    

    
      “You mean… you deliberately met the activation condition for Nightmare……”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      The fact that I had ‘let myself be hit’ by her skill.
    

    

    
      “For me, this is my home ground.”
    

    

    
      <Skill: Nightmare> was rated as a 1-star skill by The Order's grading system, but in truth, its potential far exceeded a typical 1-star skill when used exclusively on humans.
    

    

    
      The reason it was still rated as 1-star was due to its difficult activation conditions.
    

    

    
      Those conditions could be broadly divided into two.
    

    

    
      One was, ‘direct contact with the existing host.’
    

    

    
      And two was, ‘consent from the new host.’
    

    

    
      “Feeding Holy Water to those around us was to prevent you from entering another host.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Pretending to fall for your half-baked voice was a signal that you could enter my body.”
    

    

    
      And so, to the Succubus hiding in Kim Sia's mindscape, I had set a ‘snare,’ presenting myself as a new host who could satisfy both of those conditions.
    

    

    
      “How can you know so much about Succubi? No, beyond that, how……”
    

    

    
      Her expression of disbelief deepened.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      There were probably more than a few things she couldn't comprehend.
    

    

    
      Enjoying the impressive change in her expression that occurred in such a short time, I snapped my fingers once more.
    

    

    
      “Since this will be your end anyway… I’ll show you something interesting.”
    

    

    
      Snap—
    

    

    
      With that, a rectangular white movie screen appeared above the purple world.
    

    

    
      『…Fufu. I ended up failing after all.』
    

    

    
      The scene that unfolded upon it stained the Succubus's face with an indescribable expression.
    

    

    
      『Well, it doesn’t matter. It hurts my pride a bit to be caught by the Hounds of the Cross, though.』
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      『Tearing apart some of those growing little bastards will be helpful to Him.』
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The one muttering those words on the screen had the exact same face as the Succubus tied up before my eyes.
    

    

    
      And unlike this one, who was perfectly fine, the Succubus on the screen had both her wings torn and her legs cut off, hung on a cross of The Order.
    

    

    
      “This is……”
    

    

    
      “My memory.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, if you want to be precise, you could call it a memory of the ‘past future.’”
    

    

    
      The past future.
    

    

    
      It was, of course, a nonsensical, paradoxical phrase.
    

    

    
      And yet, the Succubus's mouth fell open as if she understood something.
    

    

    
      A low gasp soon followed.
    

    

    
      Ah—
    

    

    
      Helplessness.
    

    

    
      Resentment.
    

    

    
      Despair.
    

    

    
      The very same vacant expression the Succubus had likely seen on others' faces in their mindscapes now appeared on her own.
    

    

    
      Seeing that, a laugh escaped my lips.
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “Looks like you’re in pain.”
    

    

    
      Honestly, it was enjoyable.
    

    

    
      How should I put it?
    

    

    
      It felt like I could understand, just a little, the pleasure Succubi felt while messing with others' minds.
    

    

    
      Of course, some might look at me, feeling pleasure at another's pain, and shudder, asking, ‘How are you any different from a Succubus?’
    

    

    
      It certainly wasn't an emotion a normal human could possess.
    

    

    
      …But, well.
    

    

    
      I couldn't care less about that.
    

    

    
      Because that thing was a Magical Beast that deserved to die anyway.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      I raised my right hand and wrapped it around the dazed creature’s neck.
    

    

    
      “Take care of me.”
    

    

    
      Keoheok—
    

    

    
      Then, watching the Succubus choke out a blocked breath, I muttered lowly.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “This is just the beginning.”
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      A luxurious reception room decorated in gold and white.
    

    

    
      In the chapel of the Order of Priests that oversaw the Gateway Zone, two people were having a conversation.
    

    

    
      The combination of the two people sitting opposite each other was quite peculiar.
    

    

    
      Old and young.
    

    

    
      One was an old man with white hair and a beard, while the other was a blond boy who looked to be about ten years old.
    

    

    
      Both were dressed in priestly vestments. 
    

    

    
      Unlike the old man, whose age and attire suited him well, the blond boy's clothes were ill-fitting, like a child wearing his father's shoes.
    

    

    
      …Still, that much was within the realm of the understandable.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a common combination, but it wasn't an entirely impossible one either.
    

    

    
      “I am ashamed. Lord Button, you’ve come all this way, and we couldn't even hold a proper welcome ceremony for you….”
    

    

    
      “…A welcome ceremony? That’s uncalled for between brothers of the same Order. I am merely following orders from headquarters.”
    

    

    
      “If I had known, I would have prepared some better tea.”
    

    

    
      “…This central black tea is excellent. It’s the one I enjoy the most, anyway.”
    

    

    
      However, there was one most ironic point remaining.
    

    

    
      It was the fact that the old man was treating the boy with the utmost respect.
    

    

    
      Despite it being obvious to anyone that it should be the other way around, their conversation revealed an incomprehensible power dynamic where the blond boy, called ‘Lord Button,’ was the superior, and the old man was the subordinate.
    

    

    
      Clink—
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence.
    

    

    
      The boy, slowly setting down his teacup, got straight to the point with the old man.
    

    

    
      “Normally, I would like to chat a little longer with you, Head Priest… but given the circumstances, I believe I must begin the investigation immediately.”
    

    

    
      At the boy’s words, the Head Priest stroked his white beard once and gave a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      “Haha… I suppose so… of course.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your understanding.”
    

    

    
      “By all means, I’m in your hands, Lord Button.”
    

    

    
      “…I will do my best in the name of the Guardian Cross.”
    

    

    
      “…Then. I will show you the way.”
    

    

    
      The boy carefully climbed down from the chair, his feet not reaching the floor, and followed the Head Priest out of the reception room.
    

    

    
      Creak—
    

    

    
      And paying no mind to his priestly robes that trailed along the floor, he began to walk down the long corridor.
    

    

    
      As they moved, the Head Priest naturally began to explain the outline of the case.
    

    

    
      “You’ve likely read the written report, but since some time has passed during your journey, I will briefly explain the situation again, including subsequent developments.”
    

    

    
      “…Please do.”
    

    

    
      “As you know, we discovered an unusual individual during the 131st Gateway Zone proceedings. His name is ‘Seo U-jin,’ a Plane Transcendent who showed unbelievable performance results right from his passage through the First Gate.”
    

    

    
      The blond boy nodded.
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “Normally, the Order of Priests is forbidden from intervening in individual matters outside of the Gateway Zone’s proceedings… but as you well know, Lord Button, the Demon King's Army’s strategist has been rampant with his tricks lately…”
    

    

    
      “…Indeed.”
    

    

    
      “So I gave headquarters a heads-up. It might have been a groundless fear… but I thought it would be best if you came to see for yourself, Lord Button.”
    

    

    
      “You did well.”
    

    

    
      “…The problem is that another incident occurred in the meantime.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “At the Third Gateway. An attempted murder.”
    

    

    
      The blond boy muttered, repeating the Head Priest’s words.
    

    

    
      “Attempted murder…”
    

    

    
      “And just as I expected, that man, Seo U-jin, was involved in this case as well.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Furthermore, after grasping the circumstances and the Constellations’ testimonies, the involvement of a wicked Succubus was confirmed…”
    

    

    
      Halt—
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      The blond boy’s steps suddenly stopped, and his right hand went up.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “Let’s stop there, Head Priest. I have the case file anyway, so I will uncover the rest of the truth during my own investigation.”
    

    

    
      They had reached the end of the corridor, where a crude wooden door was set.
    

    

    
      “…Understood.”
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      When the Head Priest opened the door, a spiral stone staircase leading down into the darkness was revealed.
    

    

    
      “…Please, uncover the truth of this case.”
    

    

    
      “I will do my best.”
    

    

    
      “…When you go down, one of our Crusaders will be standing guard. If you need anything, you can tell him.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      Having said that, the Head Priest gave a benevolent smile and bowed his head to the blond boy.
    

    

    
      “May the grace of the Guardian Cross always be with you…”
    

    

    
      “I too shall pray that the grace of the Guardian Cross is always with you.”
    

    

    
      After bowing his head in return, the blond boy turned around.
    

    

    
      He slowly began to descend the stairs.
    

    

    
      Step— Step—
    

    

    
      “Seo U-jin… you say…”
    

    

    
      The identity of the blond boy, who muttered while habitually fiddling with his earlobe, was unexpectedly surprising.
    

    

    
      A High Priest of the Guardian Cross Order.
    

    

    
      Inquisitor ‘Leonardo Louis Button.’
    

    

    
      Although he looked for all the world like the ten-year-old son of a noble, he was in fact a high-ranking priest of The Order who had grown up experiencing all the trials and tribulations of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Although he had the appearance of a child due to certain circumstances, his combat abilities and experience were unparalleled even among the High Priests.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the position of ‘Inquisitor’ itself was rare within The Order, and it was a title more revered by the Crusaders fighting on the front lines of the war than even the priests who had received the rank of bishop.
    

    

    
      Leonardo Louis Button was not someone who could be dismissed based on appearance alone.
    

    

    
      “Victory over Demons!”
    

    

    
      “Good work. Please open that door for me.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      Clank— Creeak!
    

    

    
      As the soldier opened the door, Louis pointed up the stairs and said.
    

    

    
      “Go on up and take a break. This won’t take long.”
    

    

    
      “Sir? But Lord Button, I am on guard duty here…”
    

    

    
      Snatch—
    

    

    
      Louis, lightly snatching the keys from the flustered soldier’s waist, spoke in a slightly heavier tone.
    

    

    
      “I am telling you that I require confidentiality for my duties, so I am asking you to leave for a moment.”
    

    

    
      “Ah… Yes. Understood.”
    

    

    
      The soldier fled as if from a scolding that wasn't quite a scolding from Louis.
    

    

    
      After confirming that he had completely left the underground cell, Louis went inside the iron door and locked it.
    

    

    
      Clank—
    

    

    
      Inside the cell, a man was slumped forward, both hands bound in shackles.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Looking at the motionless East Asian man with dark black hair and pale skin, his head bowed low, Louis murmured softly.
    

    

    
      “Open your eyes, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I know. That you’re awake.”
    

    

    
      And at that voice, U-jin’s right eye slowly opened.
    

    

    
      At the same time, with a jangle— of the shackles, U-jin lifted his head and his right palm.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      “…This is the first time we’ve met.”
    

    

    
      “That’s a hurtful thing to say.”
    

    

    
      Louis, thinking U-jin’s ‘long time no see’ was a joke, ignored the follow-up and gave a brief self-introduction.
    

    

    
      “…This priest is named ‘Leonardo Louis Button,’ and I serve the Guardian Cross Order as an ‘Inquisitor.’”
    

    

    
      And he was about to get straight to business.
    

    

    
      “I believe Mr. Seo U-jin knows best why I have come here…”
    

    

    
      “…Sorry, but I haven’t the faintest idea.”
    

    

    
      However, U-jin did not listen to him quietly.
    

    

    
      Seeing that face, feigning ignorance with such composure, an inexplicable anger welled up inside Louis, but he let out a faint sigh and calmly added.
    

    

    
      “…If you don’t know, then I shall explain.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You are the prime suspect in the ‘Succubus Intervention in the Gateway Zone’ case. The Succubus’s intervention itself has already been confirmed through the testimonies of other Plane Transcendents… and circumstantially, the person presumed to be the Succubus’s final host is you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That is why I, an ‘Inquisitor,’ have been dispatched here.”
    

    

    
      As U-jin shrugged once, Louis supplemented his explanation with a faint sigh.
    

    

    
      “It seems you still don’t grasp how serious this is.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In the common sense of the Lower-Dimensional Plane, this is no different from an enemy soldier infiltrating an allied training camp with a forged identity. And a soldier from the enemy leader's personal troops, at that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And you are the most likely candidate.”
    

    

    
      U-jin shrugged once.
    

    

    
      “A spy in boot camp…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Now that’s a spectacular affair.”
    

    

    
      Having said that much, Louis immediately took out a small notebook from his pocket.
    

    

    
      It was his personal notebook, in which he had reorganized an outline of the official case file.
    

    

    
      “An exceptional level of skill shown in the First Gate and Second Gateway. The sudden attempted murder incident in the Third Gateway. And even the change in iris color, a unique symptom of ‘Succubus Transference’ proven by the testimony of others.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There is far too much circumstantial evidence to believe you are the Succubus’s final host.”
    

    

    
      Louis, having briefly summarized U-jin’s record, looked him straight in the eye and asked.
    

    

    
      “So much so that no one would object if I were to brand you a ‘Succubus Host’ right here and now and demand the death penalty.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s just that, to execute a sentence as grave as ‘death,’ The Order’s procedural verification process is mandatory, which is why we are going through this interrogation.”
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had listened to Louis with a nod, met his direct gaze without flinching and opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “…Let me ask you one thing, kiddo.”
    

    

    
      Twitch—
    

    

    
      For a moment, a faint cross-popping vein appeared on Louis's forehead without him realizing it, but he endured it once again with a deep breath—'whoo'—and asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Do you really think so?”
    

    

    
      “…Please be specific with your subject and object.”
    

    
      ‘
    

    
      At Louis’s very Louis-like response, U-jin let out a smirk—'psst'—and, as requested, repeated his question with the subject and object.
    

    

    
      “I mean… do you really think that ‘I’ am the Succubus’s host?”
    

    

    
      “…As I said, based on the various circumstances so far, the most likely suspect presumed by The Order's headquarters is you, Mr. Seo U-jin…”
    

    

    
      Shake-shake—
    

    

    
      At Louis's cliché answer, U-jin cut him off and shook his head.
    

    

    
      And—
    

    

    
      “No, I mean, besides The Order’s opinion.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Leonardo Louis Button.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In your opinion, do you think I’m acting as a minion of the Succubus right now?”
    

    

    
      And the answer that came back to U-jin’s question was.
    

    

    
      An astounding ‘silence.’
    

    

    
      A silence that was neither affirmation nor denial.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      U-jin, who smirked as if he had expected that reaction, shook his hands, making the shackles jangle, and said.
    

    

    
      Jangle—
    

    

    
      “Then let’s start by taking these off me. My wrists hurt.”
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      Generally, sniffing out a Succubus that has infiltrated a human is nearly impossible.
    

    

    
      As long as a Succubus was determined to hide its body within a host, any attempt to distinguish it by appearance was utterly meaningless.
    

    

    
      And unless one directly witnessed the Succubus transference, it didn't leave any particular mana patterns or traces.
    

    

    
      For this reason, even within The Order, cases involving the intervention of a ‘Succubus’ were bound to face difficulties.
    

    

    
      No, it wasn’t just Succubi; all Demonic Species possessed their own unique trickiness.
    

    

    
      When a Demonic Species was involved, it was an arduous task to hope for a resolution through a normal human’s thought process.
    

    

    
      Thus, the Order had long maintained a group of specialists for Greater Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      They were the ‘Inquisitors,’ who identified Demonic Species, and under them, the ‘Exorcists,’ a group specializing in their extermination.
    

    

    
      Only they, the specialists in dealing with Demonic Species, could properly handle cases related to Succubi.
    

    

    
      …And that.
    

    

    
      Was why the Inquisitor, ‘Leonardo Louis Button,’ had come here.
    

    

    
      “Then let’s start by taking these off me. My wrists hurt.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Looking into the eyes of the kid who was contemplating, not answering my question immediately, I was certain.
    

    

    
      He had already made a judgment in his heart.
    

    

    
      ‘Just as I thought.’
    

    

    
      This kid was a veteran who had spent over a hundred years roaming the continent, hunting down nothing but Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      A veteran of Louis’s caliber could probably tell whether someone was possessed by a Succubus or not just by the look in their eyes.
    

    

    
      Besides, while it seemed invisible to the eyes of this moronic Gateway Order of Priests, if one considered the few remaining traces, it should be clear that I wasn't a host being manipulated by the Succubus.
    

    

    
      Even if he sometimes missed the mark on strange things, there was no way that specialist in detecting Demonic Species would miss it.
    

    

    
      Tap—
    

    

    
      Louis, who had been silent, got down from his chair and slowly approached me.
    

    

    
      Then he took out a key and unlocked the shackles on my wrists.
    

    

    
      Clank—
    

    

    
      “…Don’t misunderstand. I haven’t concluded that you are not the Succubus’s host. It is merely for the sake of a smoother conversation during the interview…”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “Such a pretense.”
    

    

    
      At my blunt remark, the cross-popping vein on Louis’s forehead seemed to darken a little, but once again, he endured it.
    

    

    
      Instead, he looked down at his notebook and made a demand.
    

    

    
      “Since I have granted Mr. Seo U-jin’s request first… please cooperate with a few questions.”
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      As if he had written down the questions in advance, the kid immediately opened his mouth and asked.
    

    

    
      “First. You are accused of stabbing the Plane Transcendent ‘Kim Sia’ with a knife. This is despite there being no discernible motive.”
    

    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    

    
      “…What was the reason?”
    

    

    
      Judging by his gaze, he was asking a question he already knew the answer to.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      “You can pretty much figure it out by looking at the wound.”
    

    

    
      I also answered in a way he could roughly understand.
    

    

    
      As expected, when I said that, he interpreted it himself.
    

    

    
      “…Are you saying that the original Succubus host was the Plane Transcendent Kim Sia, and this was a method you devised to extract the Succubus from her body?”
    

    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    

    
      “…And the proof of that is the fact that the blade you stabbed her with stopped 2mm in front of her heart.”
    

    

    
      “Yep.”
    

    

    
      “…And the reason you had the people around you ingest Holy Water beforehand was to prevent the Succubus from moving to another body and causing further harm.”
    

    

    
      “…Right.”
    

    

    
      In truth, it was less about preventing further harm and more because I thought it would be a pain in the ass if the Succubus crawled into someone else… but there seemed no need to argue the point in this atmosphere, so I just gave a rough nod.
    

    

    
      But his ‘jumping to conclusions’ didn't end there.
    

    

    
      “That would mean… Mr. Seo U-jin, you knew the Succubus had hidden inside Kim Sia even before entering the Third Gateway. Since you prepared the Holy Water in advance.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Was it from the Second Gateway?”
    

    

    
      “Uh… well.”
    

    

    
      “…No. To say you noticed in the Second Gateway, your actions were too bold, Mr. Seo U-jin. In my opinion, it is believed you sensed something strange about the Plane Transcendent Kim Sia even before entering the Gateway Zone, back in the Lower-Dimensional Plane… is that correct?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Actually, I thought it was probably during the First Gate.
    

    

    
      The Succubus had definitely blurted out something like, ‘I thought something strange had rolled in, so I even made sure to mark you…’
    

    

    
      In my past life, it had used someone else as a host to enter the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      The explanation that the ‘Succubus’ had taken over Kim Sia’s shell around the time we parted ways at the First Gate fit best.
    

    

    
      …The problem was, I couldn't explain it by bringing up my ‘past life’ without revealing my Regression.
    

    

    
      So I just.
    

    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    

    
      Said yes.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, something like that… She was a bit strange from the start, down below.”
    

    

    
      “For example?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… uh… I don’t know exactly, but she was probably sticking flowers in her hair and talking to strangers. Like a crazy bitch…?”
    

    

    
      “I see… so the clue that you were from the same region fits together like this. The explanation for how the Succubus entered the Gateway Zone, though the method is unknown, also falls into place.”
    

    

    
      Louis nodded with satisfaction, as if all his deductions were correct.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Thinking about how Kim Sia’s personal information would be recorded with distortions in his notebook, I felt a strange sense of apology towards her, but it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      There was no way I could reveal, ‘I knew everything because I’m a Regressor.’
    

    

    
      The explanation he spouted was the most plausible one.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “I will ask the second question.”
    

    

    
      Louis’s expression turned serious, and his eyes met mine.
    

    

    
      “To be honest, I had anticipated things up to this point. There are individuals who are particularly sensitive to Demonic Species, and I believe you, Mr. Seo U-jin, fall into that category.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However, what comes after this is something I cannot explain with my own head. Ultimately, it is because of this part that The Order's headquarters has identified you as the final host of the Succubus.”
    

    

    
      It felt like the previous part was the introduction, and this was the main subject.
    

    

    
      The atmosphere grew heavier.
    

    

    
      The question that followed from the kid was.
    

    

    
      “Where is the Succubus now?”
    

    

    
      He had hit the core of the issue.
    

    

    
      “…Personally, I hope that you are not under the Succubus’s wicked spell. The talent to smell Demonic Species is a very rare ability, even in the Upper Plane.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However, if this part cannot be explained, I have no choice. I will have to proceed with the inquisition process under the assumption that you are the final host.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And the inquisition process… is not conducted with much mercy.”
    

    

    
      An ambiguous addendum that could be a recommendation or a threat.
    

    

    
      Matching that tone exactly, I too gave an ambiguous answer.
    

    

    
      “Well now—”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Since it’s a Succubus, it’s probably in hell, don’t you think? It wouldn’t have gone to heaven.”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence followed.
    

    

    
      Louis’s brow furrowed in disbelief.
    

    

    
      “By that, you mean…”
    

    

    
      Figuring he would just ask again if I left it at that, I added a bit more explanation.
    

    

    
      “If you want to be technical about it, I am the final host of the Succubus.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “The Succubus did move from Kim Sia to me and even entered my mindscape. But—”
    

    

    
      Unable to just change his expression, Louis’s face twisted.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I took care of it there, so I haven't really felt any effects since.”
    

    

    
      “…That is impossible.”
    

    

    
      “Well… if you can’t believe me, there’s nothing I can do.”
    

    

    
      His immediate disbelief was, in fact, only natural.
    

    

    
      Resisting and eliminating a Succubus that had entered one’s mindscape was something only the more experienced members of the Exorcist unit under his command could do.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a light matter that a mere rookie who had just passed the Third Gateway could talk about.
    

    

    
      Louis, seemingly shocked by my words, asked with a hardened expression.
    

    

    
      “Can you be certain of what you just said?”
    

    

    
      “Yep.”
    

    

    
      “…Think a little more before you answer. If there is even a shred of a lie mixed in, you will be immediately indicted by The Order as the final host of the Succubus.”
    

    

    
      “I answered because I didn't need to think.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At my immediate reply, as if he had made a decision.
    

    

    
      Louis pushed aside his priestly vestments and took out a necklace.
    

    

    
      And he muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “Inquisition. I shall execute it.”
    

    

    
      Grin—.
    

    

    
      At the words I had been waiting for, I unknowingly raised the corners of my mouth.
    

    

    
      ‘…Okay.’
    

    

    
      The unique trait granted only to Louis among The Order’s Inquisitors, `<Unique Trait: Inquisitor of the Scales>`.
    

    

    
      Befitting its name, a magical power extended from the cross, forming a golden scale before my eyes.
    

    

    
      “The inquisition is normally used to confirm the sentence of a likely criminal suspect. However, in extremely rare cases, it is used for the opposite.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This Scale is a tool that measures the Demonic Nature within you. To put it simply, it measures how much your inner self favors evil.”
    

    

    
      “That’s amazing.”
    

    

    
      “…Ordinary humans possess about two to three-tenths of Demonic Nature.”
    

    

    
      Louis continued speaking as he slowly walked over.
    

    

    
      “And priests who serve The Order usually have a Demonic Nature of less than one-tenth. However—”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Someone bewitched by a Succubus will show a Demonic Nature of over seven-tenths, even if they are a priest.”
    

    

    
      The kid finally arrived in front of me.
    

    

    
      “Measuring one’s preference for good and evil with numbers… that sounds pretty bogus.”
    

    

    
      “…It is certainly not an easy task to judge an individual’s morality… but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This Scale calculates its data based on a far more complex combination of factors than you think, including hatred for evil, blind faith in good, unconscious representations, memories, and experiences, so you can trust it.”
    

    

    
      “…So you’re saying it’s right, so I should just shut up and follow.”
    

    

    
      “…I did not say to shut up.”
    

    

    
      Smiling at the kid who remained so particular to the end, I raised both my hands.
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At my consent, he immediately brought the cross to my heart.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Tiring—
    

    

    
      [You have been selected as the target of <Unique Trait: Inquisitor of the Scales>.]
    

    
      [Executing psychoanalysis.]
    

    

    
      Along with a floating sensation, as if experiencing an out-of-body experience, the scale in front of my eyes became clearer.
    

    

    
      [Analyzing the comprehensive mental system by synthesizing thoughts, memories, experiences, emotions, ego, actions, and impulses.]
    

    

    
      The bizarre feeling of some transcendent being prying open my head lasted only a moment.
    

    

    
      A message appeared, and the scale, which had been bobbing up and down, grew still.
    

    

    
      […Analysis complete.]
    

    

    
      And then, an astonishing message appeared.
    

    

    
      [Demonic Nature measurement result …1.38%]
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Clatter—
    

    

    
      Louis, who seemed to have seen the same message as I did, unknowingly dropped the cross necklace from his hand.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      I casually caught the necklace and put it back around his neck.
    

    

    
      “Whoops.”
    

    

    
      “No way…”
    

    

    
      “That looks valuable, you shouldn't handle it so carelessly.”
    

    

    
      The kid was speechless, wearing a rare expression I wished I could take a picture of.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      “This value…”
    

    

    
      The Demonic Nature value calculated by Louis’s scale was, to put it simply, a measure of how close one was to the personification of ‘evil,’ which could be called the identity of the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      Just as there is the concept of Original Sin, every human is born with a trace of evil in their hearts.
    

    

    
      That’s why they make mistakes and hesitate over things that are obviously right.
    

    

    
      As he said, the inner nature of a typical human, no matter how good, couldn't drop below a Demonic Nature value of two-tenths.
    

    

    
      Among those who received priestly ordination, the respectable ones were below 10%.
    

    

    
      And in reality, the so-called great high-ranking priests of The Order barely managed to record below 5%.
    

    

    
      Considering that there was almost no one, even among those who had received the rank of bishop, who recorded a Demonic Nature value below 3%, it was clear just how low a value of 1.38% was.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He would know best.
    

    

    
      Since there was a ritual step of measuring Demonic Nature during the sacrament of bishop ordination, he must have witnessed it numerous times himself.
    

    

    
      That there was almost no one with a Demonic Nature this low.
    

    

    
      …Well, of course, there were humans like the Saintess whose Demonic Nature dropped below 1%... but that was a whole different story.
    

    

    
      “How about it. Am I free?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      For the kid who still hadn't recovered from the shock even at my question, I asked once more.
    

    

    
      “I’m free?”
    

    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    

    
      Only then did he let out a low exclamation and barely open his mouth.
    

    

    
      “…There are still some procedural hassles remaining, but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “With a Demonic Nature value of this level, the explanation that you eliminated the Succubus yourself in your mindscape seems plausible.”
    

    

    
      Louis still had a dazed look on his face as he answered.
    

    

    
      I patted his small shoulders and said.
    

    

    
      Pat, pat—
    

    

    
      “These things happen in life. Don’t be too shocked. It’s because you’re still young.”
    

    

    
      “…This priest is one hundred and seventy-nine years old this year…”
    

    

    
      “Don’t nitpick. Just let the small stuff go, kiddo.”
    

    

    
      “…I asked back because it didn’t seem like a small thing.”
    

    

    
      “Whatever.”
    

    

    
      Putting our brief, bickering behind us, I said to him.
    

    

    
      “Hurry up and go take care of that procedural hassle. I’m hungry.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Only then did the kid turn, open the iron door, and bow his head to me with an unnecessarily serious expression.
    

    

    
      “…On behalf of The Order, I apologize. Due to the gravity of the case, the process of confinement and interrogation was mandatory. I ask for your generous understanding.”
    

    

    
      “So stuffy… I get it, so just go already.”
    

    

    
      “…It will take about half a day, as an official notice must be sent from The Order's headquarters to the Gateway Order of Priests. I will personally request it so that you can be exonerated as quickly as possible.”
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      Halt—
    

    

    
      “Ah, and…”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      The kid, who was about to leave, stopped for a moment.
    

    

    
      “After you are formally appointed as a Hero Candidate, there is something I would like to discuss with you separately, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “…Do whatever.”
    

    

    
      “Then…”
    

    

    
      With my nod as the true final signal, the kid left through the iron door.
    

    

    
      Creeak— Clank.
    

    

    
      And only after I was certain he had completely left the cell—
    

    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    

    
      Could I finally let out a breath of relief.
    

    

    
      “I thought I was caught…”
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      Just as Louis had said, after about half a day of waiting, the iron door of the cell opened.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a familiar face came into view.
    

    

    
      “He-Hero-nim!”
    

    

    
      “…Yeah.”
    

    

    
      It was Eliya.
    

    

    
      She came dragging a towel bigger than her own body and hurriedly covered me with it.
    

    

    
      Her eyes looked moist, as if she had been genuinely worried.
    

    

    
      “This… I definitely said there was no way… I should have argued your case more actively. I…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      From her perspective, unaware that everything had happened according to my plan, her reaction was understandable.
    

    

    
      Since the War against Demons was ongoing, the Order was particularly strict with matters related to Demonic Species, enforcing them by military law.
    

    

    
      Unless it was proven by some method that I had not become a thrall of the Succubus.
    

    

    
      I would have at least been imprisoned in the Exorcism Prison ‘Darkest Dungeon,’ and I might have even been executed under the pretext of eliminating the Succubus.
    

    

    
      …She probably imagined me dead a dozen times over in her head.
    

    

    
      Knowing her, a kid who blamed herself for every little thing, she had likely been wracked with guilt during this short time.
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Rumble—
    

    

    
      My stomach, starved from being tied up for days, cried out for food.
    

    

    
      …And with a rather unusual sound.
    

    

    
      Hearing it, Eliya suddenly frowned and pretended to press her ear against my stomach.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “That sound… don’t tell me…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Were you tortured?”
    

    

    
      …Just the fact that Louis had visited was enough for her to start jumping to all sorts of conclusions.
    

    

    
      “No… I wasn’t tortured…”
    

    

    
      “…I’ve heard about it. That during water torture, where they endlessly pour water into your mouth, you can suffer from abdominal bloating and internal injuries from organ damage.”
    

    

    
      “No…”
    

    

    
      “…The Inquisitor went too far. How could he torture a Hero Candidate who just arrived…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Her skill at jumping to conclusions was such that if she hadn’t become a priest, she probably would have joined some conspiracy theory club and babbled on all day.
    

    

    
      Unable to listen to her imagination any longer, I let out a sigh and called the name of the fussing kid.
    

    

    
      “I’ll file a formal complaint about the torture. Still, I heard your innocence was…”
    

    

    
      “Hah… Shurellia.”
    

    

    
      “Ye-Yes?”
    

    

    
      She flinched at the sudden call.
    

    

    
      “That’s enough.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I wasn’t tortured, and my body is fine.”
    

    

    
      The kid, who had been making a scene, finally shut her mouth, realizing her mistake.
    

    

    
      She then looked down at my abdomen and made a fumbling motion with her white-gloved hands.
    

    

    
      “Then that sound just now was…”
    

    

    
      “…It was from being hungry.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence followed.
    

    

    
      Then came a timid, belated retort.
    

    

    
      “…My name is Eliya, not Shurellia.”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      Her typical reaction made me laugh without realizing it.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be because of the familiar banter we hadn't shared in a while.
    

    

    
      And seeing her face after so long.
    

    

    
      It was probably because I was happy to see her.
    

    

    
      “How long have I been locked up in here?”
    

    

    
      “Uh… The award ceremony was the day before yesterday… so it should be exactly the fourth day.”
    

    

    
      “…Let’s go out and grill some pork belly. I’m hungry.”
    

    

    
      “Pork belly?”
    

    

    
      “Yep. Crispy grilled pork belly with white rice.”
    

    

    
      …It had been a while.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    

    
      A red and blue flame flared to life.
    

    

    
      And intense heat rose from the jet-black cast iron.
    

    

    
      But not yet.
    

    

    
      The perfect moment had not yet arrived.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll put it on now, Hero-nim?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    

    
      “Can’t you tell by looking? It’s not ready yet.”
    

    

    
      “…What on earth isn’t ready?”
    

    

    
      ‘If you put the grill on and lit the fire, you should put the meat on…’
    

    

    
      Eliya’s whining murmurs reached my ears, but I paid them no mind and kept my eyes fixed on the cast iron.
    

    

    
      She seemed to be of the opinion that no matter how you cook meat, it all tastes the same, but she really didn't know what she was talking about.
    

    

    
      “For fatty meats like pork belly, the key to cooking is grilling the lean meat to the right texture. You have to cook it quickly over high heat to minimize moisture loss as the proteins contract and to maximize the Maillard reaction that brings out the savory flavor.”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      “Especially with a cast iron pan, it has the advantage of high heat retention, but it also takes a long time to absorb enough heat, so you have to be even more careful.”
    

    

    
      “…Why are you so serious about cooking, anyway?”
    

    

    
      Soon, a white smoke began to rise from the heated cast iron pan.
    

    

    
      This was it.
    

    

    
      I picked up a pre-cut piece of fat trimming with tongs and quickly coated the pan with oil.
    

    

    
      Sizzle—
    

    

    
      The enchanting sound of fat melting in the high heat.
    

    

    
      Before that appetite-whetting sound of rain could fade, I placed the meat on the grill.
    

    

    
      Then, the light drizzle that I heard while coating the pan turned into a downpour, filling the room.
    

    

    
      Sizzle— Sizzzzzle—
    

    

    
      “…This is it. This is the Maillard reaction.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      At that satisfying sound, I couldn’t help but let the corners of my mouth lift.
    

    

    
      “…Maillard this, Maillard that. Why make such a fuss over grilling a piece of meat? You can just eat it.”
    

    

    
      “I’m just a bit serious when it comes to cooking.”
    

    

    
      “…Fine. I get that you’re serious about cooking, but.”
    

    

    
      At that point, Eliya sighed with a look of utter incomprehension and asked.
    

    

    
      “…Why on earth are we grilling meat in another Hero Candidate’s room?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And not in a temporary waiting room, but in a hospital room, of all places.”
    

    

    
      That’s right.
    

    

    
      The place where Eliya and I had set up a cast iron pan to grill meat was the hospital room of Kim Sia, who was hospitalized due to the chest wound I had inflicted.
    

    

    
      At Eliya’s words, Kim Sia gave an awkward laugh and waved her hand.
    

    

    
      “Ahaha… I’m fine.”
    

    

    
      “…I’ll apologize on his behalf, Miss Sia.”
    

    

    
      “No, no! In many ways, I owe Mr. Seo U-jin a lot. And… I was getting hungry, too.”
    

    

    
      The ‘131st Hero Candidate Appointment Ceremony,’ which could be called the finale of the Gateway Zone, had already ended two days ago.
    

    

    
      The Hero Candidates who finished the ceremony had each been assigned a Lair and left, and the only one remaining in the Gateway Order of Priests’ chapel, which was already in the process of wrapping up, was Kim Sia.
    

    

    
      …That was the general pretext.
    

    

    
      That it would be nice for the two outcasts, who couldn't properly participate in the Hero Candidate Appointment Ceremony because they were both involved in the Succubus incident, to have a meal together.
    

    

    
      A plausible explanation that, as the person who stabbed her, it was a moral courtesy for me to visit.
    

    

    
      “Is your wound okay?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes. Thanks to you.”
    

    

    
      “…That sounds a bit strange.”
    

    

    
      She shook her head at my light joke.
    

    

    
      “Ah, no, no. Really! My Acolyte Priest told me. The probability of a Hero Candidate who became a Succubus’s host surviving unscathed is extremely low. It’s almost impossible…”
    

    

    
      “You were lucky.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you again.”
    

    

    
      I shrugged at Kim Sia, who was bowing her head.
    

    

    
      This time, she was the one to ask a question.
    

    

    
      “So… was your matter resolved well?”
    

    

    
      “…Ah. Yes, well. I couldn't eat or sleep properly while I was locked in the cell, but other than that, nothing much happened.”
    

    

    
      “That’s a relief. I was very worried when I heard you were in trouble because of me…”
    

    

    
      With the intervention of the ‘Gateway Order of Priests,’ who had confirmed the appearance of the Succubus, the <Third Gateway: Fortress Siege> was forcibly terminated.
    

    

    
      Considering that the <Second Gateway: The Cyclops’s Vineyard> also didn't proceed properly because I killed the Cyclops, I thought this 131st batch would probably be remembered as the most chaotic Gateway Zone in history.
    

    

    
      Not that I felt any guilt about it.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of the Gateway Order of Priests who had to clean up the mess, it must have been a huge headache, but it was a necessary route to follow my plan.
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      “It’s ready.”
    

    

    
      “…Oh.”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s blatant gulping announced the completion of the painstakingly grilled pork belly.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, Eliya’s and Kim Sia’s gazes turned to the grill.
    

    

    
      Cutting the golden-brown pork belly into bite-sized pieces and carefully transferring them to a plate, I called Eliya’s name.
    

    

    
      “Alright, Mozart.”
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      “…Yes! What should I prepare, Hero-nim?”
    

    

    
      “You’re going to the Head Priest’s office now.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      Her brow furrowed in disbelief.
    

    

    
      “Go and request the ‘Chosen One’ trait to be issued again. From that Head Priest from before.”
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean? It was already rejected last time. No, more importantly, why at this timing of all—.”
    

    

    
      “Just go and see. His reaction will probably be different this time.”
    

    

    
      The kid, who was rolling her eyes as if she had some complaint, proposed a compromise.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll go in 20 minutes.”
    

    

    
      “Now.”
    

    

    
      “…Then just 10 minutes.”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “…Just one bite.”
    

    

    
      “If the trait doesn't get issued because of that, will you take responsibility?”
    

    

    
      Soon, an expression of injustice appeared on her face.
    

    

    
      “Hey, why is that my fault!”
    

    

    
      “It’s your fault if it doesn’t work out because you dawdled when you could have gone right now.”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      She tried to find a way out by asking Kim Sia for backup, but I thoroughly ignored her words and plated the meat.
    

    

    
      —Hero-nim, those priest types have a petty streak, so it’s not like their minds will change just because some time has passed…
    

    

    
      —I’m telling you it won’t work anyway! That Head Priest guy is so…
    

    

    
      —I’ll go after just one bite. One bite…
    

    

    
      And then I added one more comment.
    

    

    
      “…To miss out on the trait like this… How sad.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Last time, he offered it without me even asking, but now my request to have my own acolyte priest stop by the priest’s office right next door is being ignored…”
    

    

    
      Unable to listen anymore, Eliya stood up with a face full of anger.
    

    

    
      “Aargh— I’m going, I’m going! I said I’m going!!!”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “Be careful on your way.”
    

    

    
      Then she flung open the hospital room door and muttered, as if for me to hear.
    

    

    
      “We’ll see… We’ll see if I ever do anything for you first again!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I’m only going to do exactly what I’m told!”
    

    

    
      SLAM—!
    

    

    
      The kid, who had slammed the door with all her emotions, stomped away down the hall.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence flowed by.
    

    

    
      “…Come out.”
    

    

    
      I called to her.
    

    

    
      Kim Sia’s eyes, which had been a shade of brown, turned purple and looked at me.
    

    

    
      A hollow laugh soon burst out.
    

    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…You’re a good actor.”
    

    

    
      “…I believe that’s my line.”
    

    

    
      That was right.
    

    

    
      In front of that kid Louis, I had nonchalantly spouted that I ‘took care of the Succubus.’
    

    

    
      …But I hadn't killed the Succubus.
    

    

    
      “…Is it okay to talk so openly? I feel like those high-and-mighty Constellations would be quite displeased to see this.”
    

    

    
      “Well, we’re out of the Gateway Zone, and that eavesdropping satellite magic won’t be active until I get my medal. It doesn't matter.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Must be nice. Knowing so much.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      And so, I asked the Succubus that was inhabiting Kim Sia’s body.
    

    

    
      “So, about what I said… have you given it some thought?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At that, the kid, whose eyes had been darting around, suddenly looked down.
    

    

    
      To be precise.
    

    

    
      At my left hand holding the plate of pork belly.
    

    

    
      And she made an unexpected proposal.
    

    

    
      “That.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Let’s talk while we eat… It looks delicious.”
    

    

    
      And my answer to her proposal was.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t share a table with demons.”
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      Nom nom—
    

    

    
      Munch munch—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I wondered what I would think watching a demon deliciously eat the food I made… but honestly, I didn't feel much of anything.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was because the demon was just a Succubus possessing a body, and her appearance was that of an ordinary human woman.
    

    

    
      When I thought about the cunning Succubus residing inside her, hatred certainly began to creep up, but I didn't feel that characteristic urge to strangle her to death.
    

    

    
      After finishing the entire plate of meat right there, the Succubus shrugged and asked.
    

    

    
      “Aren't you eating? This is really delicious.”
    

    

    
      “…I told you, I don't share a table with demons.”
    

    

    
      “…Well, alright. How upsetting.”
    

    

    
      “If you're done stuffing your face, get to the point.”
    

    

    
      At my firm prompting, the Succubus finally opened her mouth and got to the main topic.
    

    

    
      “…Your proposal was that, wasn't it? That if I cooperated with you… you would let me live.”
    

    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    

    
      It was just as she said.
    

    

    
      『Gasp... Hah... Heok... Hah...』
    

    

    
      『How is it? Living is better than dying, right?』
    

    

    
      『Hah... Sob... Hah...』
    

    

    
      『…In that sense. I'd like to make you a threat.』
    

    

    
      『Hah... Hah...?』
    

    

    
      『Have you ever thought about being on the ‘good side’? You know... something like repenting.』
    

    

    
      Just before the Succubus's breath gave out, I released my grip on her neck and made a special proposal to the gasping creature.
    

    

    
      That if she helped me, I would let her live.
    

    

    
      For the original me, this would have been impossible.
    

    

    
      In my dictionary, having experienced the cunning of the Demon Species to its very depths through my Regression, words like ‘forgiveness’ or ‘mercy’ didn't exist.
    

    

    
      I would have rather killed her twice.
    

    

    
      I had no intention of letting her go, knowing full well she would betray me.
    

    

    
      …However, the reason I spared her was because the bloodline of that cunning demon was necessary for my plan.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      『I need you.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『To be precise… your ‘Demon's Singularity’.』
    

    

    
      As if to prove that among Magical Beasts, ‘demons’ are different.
    

    

    
      The Demon Species, the bloodline of the Demon King, possessed a unique trait that distinguished them from other Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      It was a troublesome trait of the Demon Species that allowed them to cause disturbances without being recorded in the ‘System Data,’ which could be called the symbol of The Order.
    

    

    
      The ‘Demon's Singularity.’
    

    

    
      This ‘Demon's Singularity,’ which had properties similar to a so-called ‘computer virus,’ could cause errors in The Order's ‘System Data,’ including the ‘Satellite Magic,’ at any desired time without leaving any particular trace.
    

    

    
      That was precisely why I intended to make use of this demon's bloodline, which I would have otherwise chewed up and spit out.
    

    

    
      The existence of the ‘Satellite Magic,’ which allowed the Constellations to constantly observe the Heroes, placed a restriction on me freely using my pre-Regression information.
    

    

    
      Because, at times, I had to escape the eyes of the Constellations to make use of my pre-Regression knowledge.
    

    

    
      Although the Succubus was a low-ranking Demon Species, there was no need to doubt the effectiveness of the trait itself.
    

    

    
      …The fact that a mere low-ranking Demon Species like a Succubus could roam so freely within the Gateway Zone, which could be called The Order's home ground, was proof of that ability.
    

    

    
      Of course, it felt unsettling to use a demon that had likely already devoured several people.
    

    

    
      But it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      My situation wasn't leisurely enough to be swayed by such emotions.
    

    

    
      …If the fate of this world didn't rest in my hands, and if this Regression was entirely my own, I would never have even considered such a nauseating act.
    

    

    
      『…You’re telling me to keep a Demon Species around? Are you serious right now?』
    

    

    
      『I know you’re not pleased, but... it must be done. The fact of your Regression must be delayed as long as possible.』
    

    

    
      『…No, but still.』
    

    

    
      『…I’m begging you, Mr. Seo U-jin.』
    

    

    
      I was the only one who returned, but I was doing this because I knew all too well that my Regression wasn't achieved solely through my own efforts.
    

    

    
      ‘…Anyway. I shouldn't have done it. This damn Regression.’
    

    

    
      Breaking out of the short reminiscence, the Succubus asked a question.
    

    

    
      “…Do you really think I can become good?”
    

    

    
      I laughed at her absurd question and replied.
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…That's why I told you. This isn't a proposal, it's a threat.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The moment you refuse, I'll kill you. What I need isn't you, but your ‘Demon's Singularity’.”
    

    

    
      At my firm answer, the creature lowered her head in thought for a moment before she began to tell her story.
    

    

    
      “…I’ve been on the lucky side.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “From the moment I opened my eyes in the Demon Realm until I came here, I can't count on both hands the number of times I was lucky enough to survive situations where I should have died.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…So this time, I really thought I was going to die. Because you caught me in the middle of the Hounds of the Cross’s headquarters. I thought my tenacious luck had finally run out.”
    

    

    
      “…So what’s your point?”
    

    

    
      Sensing she was taking the long way around, I cut her off once more.
    

    

    
      And only then did she get to the real point.
    

    

    
      “I've given it some thought.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I think I still want to live longer. There are many things I haven't done. And many things I want to do.”
    

    

    
      The quiet confession that followed the simple excuse seemed quite sincere.
    

    

    
      “…Please let me live.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I'll try... being on the good side.”
    

    

    
      It was a strange feeling. To see a demon right in front of me, saying she’d ‘try to be good.’
    

    

    
      Normally, I should have felt even more disgusted by her loathsomeness, but for some reason, it felt sincere, which made me feel even more uneasy.
    

    

    
      Putting that series of emotions aside, I first nodded my head.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      “Then… what should I do first?”
    

    

    
      Having thus concluded our negotiation of sorts, the Succubus dabbed her mouth with a napkin and asked.
    

    

    
      And I gave her her first mission.
    

    

    
      “This.”
    

    

    
      As in.
    

    

    
      “You ate it all. So you grill it.”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      A somewhat trivial one.
    

    

    
      “And do the dishes for the grill and the plate beforehand.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Scrub scrub—
    

    

    
      “…Doing dishes. Why do humans perform such an inefficient act?”
    

    

    
      The Succubus, scrubbing with a scouring pad, asked me with a deep frown.
    

    

    
      “Inefficient? What in the world is more efficient than doing the dishes?”
    

    

    
      “…Can't you just break them and make new ones?”
    

    

    
      “Becoming good isn't that easy.”
    

    

    
      “…I suppose so. Seeing as I already feel like shit.”
    

    

    
      Silence fell again.
    

    

    
      A thought suddenly occurred to me, and I asked her.
    

    

    
      “Come to think of it… I can't keep calling you ‘hey’ or ‘you’. What should I call you?”
    

    

    
      “…Call me whatever you please. You regressed, so you should know anyway. That a mere low-ranking Succubus doesn't have a name.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    

    
      “You called me just fine before. Things like ‘Aunty Succubus,’ or ‘bitch’...”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Just as she said, it's rare for an individual to have a personal name in the world of Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      This was partly because there was little difference in appearance within the same species, and also because a culture where having a name, being a ‘Named,’ implied a certain level of status was established among most Magical Beast species.
    

    

    
      Therefore, unless an individual had received a title or achieved a remarkable result or accomplishment within their species, it was difficult for them to have a name.
    

    

    
      …That applied equally to the Demon Species, the bloodline of the Demon King.
    

    

    
      Excluding the leader of the Succubus species, or a few Named individuals under them who had received titles, it was rare for a Succubus to have a name.
    

    

    
      Moreover, this one was a young Succubus whose single pair of black wings had not even fully matured.
    

    

    
      She certainly couldn't have had a unique name of her own.
    

    

    
      “A name……”
    

    

    
      As I was thinking that a suitable name was needed, a rose bush blooming in the garden outside the window caught my eye.
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      ‘…Not bad.’
    

    

    
      Rattle—
    

    

    
      I slowly got up, opened the window, and muttered.
    

    

    
      “Loxy.”
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      The Succubus's hands, which were washing the dishes, stopped, and she looked back at me.
    

    

    
      And asked.
    

    

    
      “…Loxy?”
    

    

    
      I plucked a rose, channeled a faint stream of magical power into it, and muttered once more.
    

    

    
      “…Loxy Heart.”
    

    

    
      The rose, infused with magical power, turned purple, and her face also colored with a strange expression.
    

    

    
      It was an understandable reaction. 
    

    

    
      For a Magical Beast, receiving a name was, simply put, like receiving a title in the world of martial arts as recognition for one's strength.
    

    

    
      I didn't know if she was deeply moved by a name given by a human and not the Demon King, but it was impossible for a name to be meaningless to the one who received it.
    

    

    
      “Loxy… you say?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      …To tell the truth.
    

    

    
      The name I gave her, ‘Loxy Heart,’ didn't have a very good meaning for her.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, I had no intention of telling her the truth.
    

    

    
      It was a name I came up with because the rose that happened to catch my eye was a rather fitting way to remember the end of a certain fool who was a member of the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      To remember the end of that guy, who, cursed by a Succubus, died with his limbs twisted in grotesque directions, crying out to God as his head snapped back.
    

    

    
      『Lead us not into... ‘cough’— temptation.』
    

    

    
      As a member of the Suicide Squad, he knew the cunning of the Demon Species better than anyone. 
    

    

    
      To remember the end of that foolish bastard who was ultimately played by the hands of a demon.
    

    

    
      『But…….』
    

    

    
      So that I would not forget the true nature of the creatures called demons.
    

    

    
      『Deliver us... from evil.』
    

    

    
      …To remember the purple rose sigil of the Succubus Queen ‘Lilith’ that had been left on his heart.
    

    

    
      It was a name I came up with because ‘Loxy Heart’ seemed rather fitting.
    

    

    
      …That was right.
    

    

    
      For the sake of those who had already been devoured by that demon and lost their bodies, including Kim Sia.
    

    

    
      At the very least, I must not forget the fact that she is a ‘demon’.
    

    

    
      Smile—
    

    

    
      “Loxy Heart……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I like it.”
    

    

    
      …I wonder if she even knows the meaning of the name I gave her.
    

    

    
      The corners of the Succubus's mouth curved as she repeated her own name.
    

    

    
      Plink—
    

    

    
      I placed the now purple rose into an empty vase and said to her.
    

    

    
      “…Hurry up and finish the dishes. Eliya will be back soon.”
    

    

    
      “I will.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Watching Loxy turn back and scrub with the scouring pad, I took out the notebook I had on me.
    

    

    
      And I flipped a few pages from the front and marked it.
    

    

    
      [Bucket List#5]
    

    

    
      『Recruit... the Succubus.』…○
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      “I have already submitted the request.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      Eliya, who had stormed into the Head Priest's office fuming after hearing U-jin's request-that-wasn't-a-request, couldn't believe her ears.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Citing everything from trust to the possibility of him being the Demon King's Army's strategist, the Head Priest had refused her request to issue U-jin the ‘The Chosen One’ trait, yet now he was saying he had already submitted the request to headquarters.
    

    

    
      “Wait… you’ve already submitted the request?”
    

    

    
      As she asked once more, the brush of the Head Priest, who had been drawing a Memorize Paper, stopped.
    

    

    
      “…I do not like to repeat myself, Merculurt.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Eliya wanted to smack the jaw of her superior, who was spitting out such words so nonchalantly as if he didn't even remember refusing her, but she barely managed to suppress the urge and asked calmly.
    

    

    
      “…I don't understand why you refused before when you were going to approve it so easily like this, Head Priest.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps feeling a pang of guilt this time, the Head Priest cleared his throat and answered.
    

    

    
      “Ahem… The macroscopic situation has changed. After Lord Button's visit.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I didn't mention it separately since the official notice from headquarters hasn't arrived yet, but… during the interrogation, Lord Button took out his Scales.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “In other words, a full-fledged inquisition process took place in the prisoner cell where Mr. Seo U-jin was being held.”
    

    

    
      The Head Priest’s words made Eliya's eyes widen.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      The famous Scales of Louis Button were something one couldn't easily see unless a new bishop was being appointed.
    

    

    
      If not for a bishop's ordination ceremony, Louis's Scales were only brought out to confirm the death sentence of a condemned prisoner already prosecuted as a Demonic Species and whose trial had concluded.
    

    

    
      That was how much of an absolute standard they served as.
    

    

    
      So, from Eliya's perspective, she couldn't help but wonder if, contrary to what she knew, U-jin's trial results had turned out poorly.
    

    

    
      …However, from the Head Priest's next words, Eliya could tell that was not the case.
    

    

    
      “And in that process, the Scales sided with Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Lord Button said that his Demonic Nature value was below 10%. As you know, Merculurt, that's a value that could never be achieved if a Demonic Species was hiding inside.”
    

    

    
      “Ah……”
    

    

    
      A faint sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      “…Actually, the request itself wasn't made by our Gateway Priesthood, but by Lord Button himself. He volunteered to be Mr. Seo U-jin's notary.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So the trait issuance itself will likely be reviewed positively. Though I can't easily guarantee it, as it is a highly exceptional case.”
    

    

    
      It went without saying, but the notarization of an Inquisitor was by no means a light matter.
    

    

    
      To begin with, the influence of an Inquisitor within The Order was significant, and the fact that the number of people Louis Button, the ‘Inquisitor of the Scales,’ had personally notarized as ‘good’ during his hundred-plus years in the position could be counted on one hand also added to its weight.
    

    

    
      Eliya couldn't understand why Louis Button was defending U-jin to such an extent, but she could clearly see that the matter concerning U-jin was proceeding more positively than she had thought.
    

    

    
      As in.
    

    

    
      『...Just go. It'll probably be a different reaction this time.』
    

    

    
      It was truly just as U-jin had said.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just how much does this man know?’
    

    

    
      Eliya had no idea where U-jin's unbelievable proficiency and knowledge stemmed from, but she was certain of one thing: it wasn't something an ordinary Plane Transcendent could possess.
    

    

    
      “Since the appointment ceremony is already over, we can't hold another one, but… as soon as the official notice from headquarters arrives, Lord Button has decided to personally bestow the medal as a gesture of apology……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For now, please return and wait.”
    

    

    
      “…I understand.”
    

    

    
      And so, inwardly vowing to uncover his secret(?), Eliya left the Head Priest's office.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      The official notice of exoneration from The Order's headquarters didn't take long.
    

    

    
      After eating the meat Loxy grilled and lying down comfortably in the waiting room I was assigned, I received a request through Eliya to come to the VIP room.
    

    

    
      Without a second thought, I set off.
    

    

    
      It was obvious that this was the ‘award ceremony’ I had been waiting for.
    

    

    
      I walked down the long corridor and opened the door to the VIP room.
    

    

    
      Clank—
    

    

    
      “You've arrived, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “…Please sit here.”
    

    

    
      In the VIP room, Louis and Loxy, who was borrowing Kim Sia's body, were sitting opposite each other.
    

    

    
      …I wonder if he even knew that the one inside that body was the Succubus who had caused all this trouble.
    

    

    
      Louis took my informal reply and naturally guided me to sit next to Loxy.
    

    

    
      Plop—
    

    

    
      As I sat down, Loxy flashed a seductive smile and started teasing me.
    

    

    
      “…Oh my. The man of the hour, Mr. Seo U-jin, has made his appearance.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “As a matter of fact, we were just talking smack about you, Mr. Seo U-jin. Saying, isn't this on the level of someone who's already done the Gateway Zone once before? Fufu.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      I turned my head to look at Louis.
    

    

    
      He answered a question I hadn't even asked.
    

    

    
      “…I said no such thing.”
    

    

    
      “…How very grateful I am.”
    

    

    
      Smile—
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been smiling while looking back and forth between me and Louis, nonchalantly stood up and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Well then, this extra will make her exit now. You two must have things to discuss.”
    

    

    
      “…The coordinates for your Lair will be issued through your assigned Acolyte Priest. It may be a bit cliché, but… I will pray that the grace of the Guardian Cross be with you, Hero Candidate Kim Sia.”
    

    

    
      “Fufu. Yes. Though it probably won't be much help……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well then, I'm off!”
    

    

    
      Click—
    

    

    
      The door to the VIP room closed.
    

    

    
      I immediately got to the point.
    

    

    
      “The medal?”
    

    

    
      “…Let's have some context, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “People in the know shouldn't waste time. Let's get this over with quickly. The rest of the formalities are a waste of time anyway.”
    

    

    
      “…In my opinion, I don't think you should be classified as a person 'in the know'.”
    

    

    
      “There you go again, splitting hairs over nothing.”
    

    

    
      “I still think it's not nothing.”
    

    

    
      Despite his words, Louis rummaged around and took out a small wooden box that was placed on his lower right.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      “Hurry up.”
    

    

    
      “…I'll do it at my own pace, so please do not rush me.”
    

    

    
      Shaking his head as if displeased, Louis slowly broke the seal on the wooden box and began to speak.
    

    

    
      “As you may know, this award ceremony is being conducted as an abbreviated version of the 131st Hero Candidate Appointment Ceremony that took place a few days ago. Normally, it is customary for the Head Priest who oversees the Gateway Priesthood to pin the medal himself, but……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “As a gesture of gratitude and apology for the trouble you experienced due to The Order's mistake, I, your superior in rank, will be pinning the medal.”
    

    

    
      “Stop trying to take credit and just open it.”
    

    

    
      Throb—
    

    

    
      A vein popped on Louis's forehead at my repeated urging.
    

    

    
      He let out a sigh through his nose and opened the box.
    

    

    
      Creaak—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Inside the wooden box was a plain, dark gray medal.
    

    

    
      A small medal, exactly the same shape as the one Kim Sia, who had just left the room, was wearing.
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      As I let out a soft exclamation upon seeing the medal, Louis added a brief explanation.
    

    

    
      “…This medal is called a 'Starless Medal'. It proves that while you are not yet an official Hero of The Order, you have passed through the Gateway Zone and are qualified as a Hero Candidate of The Order.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “The medal has several roles, of course… but the most important one is that it is a medium for the Satellite Magic, Starlink.”
    

    

    
      Satellite Magic.
    

    

    
      It might sound like a difficult term at first, but what it meant was simpler than one might think.
    

    

    
      It was a system established by The Order to maintain trust between Heroes and Constellations, ensuring that a Hero's quest progress was always within the cognitive range of the Constellation governing that region.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was a concept similar to live streaming.
    

    

    
      Through this Satellite Magic, the Constellation that assigned the quest could confirm whether the Hero was diligently carrying it out, and by watching the Hero's performance during the quest, they could use it as a reference for future Exclusive Contracts or designated requests (appointment request).
    

    

    
      …To add one more thing.
    

    

    
      The reason I went so far as to get locked in a cell to recruit the Succubus was ultimately to tamper with this annoying voyeuristic system.
    

    

    
      “…Therefore, once the channel is opened by formally registering the medal, you, Mr. Seo U-jin, will also enter the cognitive range of the Constellation that governs the region you visit… That is the full explanation of this medal.”
    

    

    
      Hup—
    

    

    
      Having finished his explanation of the Satellite Magic, Louis suddenly picked up the medal and got down from his chair.
    

    

    
      He continued what he was saying.
    

    

    
      “…That's what I explained to Ms. Kim Sia, but in truth, this medal has a slight difference from the one she took.”
    

    

    
      “…Yeah. It looks that way to me, too.”
    

    

    
      Just as he said, my medal had exactly one difference from the one she wore.
    

    

    
      The border.
    

    

    
      Unlike the plain border of her medal, the border of my medal was wrapped in a glossy purple decoration.
    

    

    
      And what that meant was simple.
    

    

    
      “…It's an old story, so you may not be aware, Mr. Seo U-jin, but until about 100 years ago, we used to issue a direct trait from The Order called ‘The Chosen One’ to the Hero Candidate who passed the Gateway Zone with the top score.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's a system that was discontinued for certain reasons and is now effectively abolished, but… your unprecedented performance in the 131st Gateway Zone and other various factors aligned well, so we received special permission from The Order's headquarters to issue it.”
    

    

    
      The Chosen One.
    

    

    
      The trait from The Order that I had been waiting for so long had been issued.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “…I'll pin it on you. You can check the ability for yourself.”
    

    

    
      [A new Trait authority has been detected.]
    

    

    
      [A new Trait is being added to the Trait List.]
    

    

    
      [Trait, ‘The Chosen One,’ is now applied.]
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      [A new Trait has been detected.]
    

    

    
      [A new Trait is being added to the Trait List.]
    

    

    
      [Trait, ‘The Chosen One,’ is now applied.]
    

    

    

    
      As Louis pinned the medal on me, a flurry of sentences appeared in the system window along with a clamorous notification sound.
    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Trait List>
    

    
      ■ The Chosen One (★☆☆)
    

    
      [The Chosen One gains Level 3 authority to access The Order's database. You can check targets within your field of vision, with restrictions based on the importance of the information.]
    

    

    
      ■ Slaughterer (★☆☆)
    

    
      [The Slaughterer gains stacks of Slaughter for each consecutive kill. It can stack up to 5 times, increasing attack speed by 10% per stack.]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      The Chosen One.
    

    

    
      This trait, granted only to the most outstanding among the Hero Candidates who passed the Gateway Zone, bestowed the privilege of accessing The Order's database.
    

    

    
      Of course, some might think it was no big deal.
    

    

    
      Being able to access a database wasn't an ability that was instantly impressive like <Trait: Slaughterer>, and frankly speaking, it wasn't a trait that increased combat power.
    

    

    
      However, the records that The Order had accumulated over its long history of the War against Demons were not to be underestimated.
    

    

    
      After all, the most important thing The Order had prioritized during its hundreds of years of fighting the War against Demons was ‘information’.
    

    

    
      The Order's database, built over countless years, contained an immeasurable amount of incredible information, enough to make even ‘piercing the essence of things’ not difficult.
    

    

    
      And it was this <Trait: The Chosen One> that allowed one to access even a fragment of those records.
    

    

    
      There was a reason I had gone so far as to write this trait on my bucket list.
    

    

    
      I immediately met Louis's eyes to test the ability.
    

    

    
      And I murmured.
    

    

    
      “Check.”
    

    

    
      “…Wait a moment, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    

    
      Ding—!
    

    

    

    
      [Do you want to check the information of <Person: Leonardo Louis Button>? Y/N]
    

    

    
      [Target selected.]
    

    

    
      [Searching for viewable records… Complete.]
    

    

    
      [4,431 records can be viewed.]
    

    

    
      [Please specify a related keyword.]
    

    

    
      “What are you do—.”
    

    

    
      “Keyword input. Secret.”
    

    

    
      [Keyword: #Secret]
    

    

    
      [Randomly selecting a viewable record corresponding to the keyword.]
    

    

    
      [#1341. A record related to the reason why Louis Button has the appearance of a young child.]
    

    

    
      “Hoh……”
    

    

    

    
      As I let out a sound of admiration at the sentence that appeared, Louis shot up from his seat and snatched my hand with his small one.
    

    

    
      He then spoke firmly.
    

    

    
      “Stop that at once… That is not what The Order's trait was provided for.”
    

    

    
      …Of course, I wasn't one to stop just because he said so.
    

    

    
      “[#1341]. View information.”
    

    

    
      “You really……!”
    

    

    
      With Louis's deeply flushed face in the background, the system window appeared.
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [#1341]
    

    
      - The reason Leonardo Louis Button has the appearance of a young child is related to his magic characteristics.
    

    

    
      - He transforms his appearance by his own will and can undo it whenever he wishes.
    

    

    
      - The greatest value he gains from transforming his appearance is [Composure].
    

    

    
      <※Additional authority is required to view more information.>
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “Looks like you're not as patient as you seem, are you?”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      When I uttered a remark based on the information, Louis's already red face contorted.
    

    

    
      Grit—
    

    

    
      “…It seems I may have misjudged your Demonic Nature value.”
    

    

    

    
      I raised both my hands and shrugged at the guy who was trembling and grinding his teeth.
    

    

    
      “Hey, I was just. You told me to check it for myself.”
    

    

    
      “This is as far as I let it slide… If you do something like that one more time, I will immediately request a disqualification judgment from The Order.”
    

    

    
      “Heh heh.”
    

    

    
      With a sigh from the guy, who clearly didn't like my laughter.
    

    

    
      “…Let's get up.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There is one last place to visit.”
    

    

    
      We moved from our seats.
    

    

    

    
      *
    

    

    

    
      “This was over 100 years ago, but… originally, the top-scoring Hero Candidate who passed the Gateway Zone was given one more privilege along with the Chosen One trait.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And that is the bestowal of an ‘Artifact’. It's a space that one can normally only enter after being officially ordained as a 1-Star Hero, but this space is opened specially early for The Chosen One.”
    

    

    
      [<Magic Circle: Teleport> is activating.]
    

    

    
      [Verifying usage authority… Inquisitor (Equivalent to a Bishop) ‘Leonardo Louis Button’]
    

    

    
      [Coordinates… Verified.]
    

    

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    

    
      The ‘last place to visit’ Louis mentioned was The Order's treasury, called the <Seventh Door>.
    

    

    
      A blessed repository where unique items from all over the Upper Plane had been collected over a vast amount of time during the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      It was the greatest treasure vault in the Upper Plane, where legendary weapons from myths and legendary elixirs were literally lying around everywhere.
    

    

    
      Thud— Thud—
    

    

    
      The ‘Seventh Door’ we arrived at with Louis had a pristine white background, as if to prove it was a building of The Order, with a total of seven doors lined up on a huge wall.
    

    

    
      The decorations on the doors were all different, but the most striking difference was their color.
    

    

    
      Seven huge doors, distinguished by color like the ranks assigned to each Hero, starting from the left: Bronze, Silver, Gold, Platinum, Diamond… and after them, a white and a black door.
    

    

    
      “Just like Hero ranks, Artifacts also have ranks, and you can think of them as being divided by the same standards as the Hero ranks.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For example, if you, Mr. Seo U-jin, manage to accumulate enough quest merits and succeed in being ordained as a 1-Star Hero, you will get another chance to enter the vault where 1-Star Artifacts are stored… Exceptionally, if your achievements are significant enough to be considered a great contribution to the War against Demons, a higher-ranked vault might be opened.”
    

    

    
      …It wasn't a place I could say I was familiar with, but I had been here before.
    

    

    
      In my past life, I had come in without knowing anything and always picked a dud, but I knew all too well what kind of good artifacts were stored here.
    

    

    
      After scanning all seven doors, I feigned ignorance and pointed to the black and white doors on the far right.
    

    

    
      “…Didn't you say earlier that artifact ranks only go up to 5-Star?”
    

    

    
      “…That is correct.”
    

    

    
      “But there are seven doors? You even said this treasury's name is the Seventh Door. Something doesn't add up.”
    

    

    
      After a moment's hesitation, as if he was thinking, Louis answered.
    

    

    
      “…Those are places where ‘Divine Artifacts’ and ‘Demonic Artifacts’ are stored, not regular artifacts. It's a place where items that cannot be assessed by artifact ranks, unrankable items, are gathered.”
    

    

    
      “Hoh……”
    

    

    
      “…Don't even think about wanting to go inside. I'm not saying this just in case; at your current level, you would literally be crushed to pieces by the pressure of the Divine and Demonic Artifacts the moment you step in… Not that they would open even if you wanted to.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “What, you think I'm a child or something?”
    

    

    
      “…A newly-arrived Hero Candidate is certainly a child in my eyes.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well… I don't think that's something you should be saying.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I mimicked his earlier words back at him.
    

    

    
      Now, as if he was used to it, he turned around and walked directly to the brass-colored door where the 1-Star Artifacts were kept and placed his hand on it.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      The door opened with a creak.
    

    

    
      As the door opened, a long corridor appeared inside.
    

    

    
      “…Just get in.”
    

    

    

    
      *
    

    

    

    
      Although he called it a treasury, the scene that was revealed inside the door was closer to a museum than a warehouse.
    

    

    
      As in.
    

    

    
      A pristine white, endlessly stretching corridor with items placed at regular intervals on the left and right.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… What should I take to make a name for myself?”
    

    

    
      “…The entry and exit records of the Seventh Door are treated as confidential, so no matter what item you choose, Mr. Seo U-jin, no rumors will spread.”
    

    

    
      Glare—
    

    

    
      “…It's just an expression, you inflexible bastard. Don't you know what a joke is? A joke?”
    

    

    
      “This priest considers the weight of words to be quite important, so……”
    

    

    
      “Get lost. I'm not playing with you.”
    

    

    
      Actually.
    

    

    
      There were a few items I had already thought of choosing from here.
    

    

    
      Weapons that were rated as 1-Star artifacts but could display performance beyond that depending on the user or method of use.
    

    

    
      For example, the <Nameless Ninja's Dagger>, which transforms into a unique weapon the moment its user is acknowledged and its name is engraved, exhibiting 1.5 times its performance.
    

    

    
      Or weapons like the <Mountain-Shattering Sword>, which was single-use but could unleash a sword strike powerful enough to destroy a mountain.
    

    

    
      I had been aiming for The Chosen One from the start, so it wouldn't make sense not to have thought about what to take from the Seventh Door.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    

    
      But were the few weapons I had come up with after much deliberation truly the best choice?
    

    

    
      They weren't.
    

    

    
      Having regressed, I knew of a few useful artifacts that would be left around this time, but even I didn't know exactly which artifacts existed here at this precise moment.
    

    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      <Artifact: Weapon>
    

    
      ■ Name: [Mountain-Shattering Sword]
    

    
      ■ Rank: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      ■ Description: [Using the mana contained in the sword, you can unleash a mountain-cleaving sword strike one time. (Note, this weapon is destroyed after the strike is unleashed.)]
    

    
      ■ Special Ability: [Mountain-Shattering Strike]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The Mountain-Shattering Sword. It's a decent item. Its versatility is low, but in a critical situation, it can be considered an extra life.”
    

    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      Even looking at the artifacts I had thought of beforehand, I didn't feel particularly impressed, nor did my hand reach out.
    

    

    
      It felt like something was slightly missing.
    

    

    
      As I passed by a few artifacts I had glanced at, Louis gave a warning.
    

    

    
      “…Normally, a priest cannot interfere with a Hero's artifact selection, but… the entry permit for the ‘Bronze Door’ given to you, Mr. Seo U-jin, is for one hour. Please keep that in mind.”
    

    

    
      “…I know.”
    

    

    
      “You seem to have a good eye… but excessive greed can sometimes bring misfortune. I'm telling you this just in case… you have already passed by many good artifacts.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Thud— Thud—
    

    

    
      Ignoring his words, I continued down the corridor.
    

    

    
      <Large and Giant Bat>, <Old Wizard's Magnifying Glass>, <Beautiful Bare Face Mask>, and so on.
    

    

    
      I passed by many artifacts whose effects I already knew well without even a second glance.
    

    

    
      …The reason I passed those artifacts wasn't very rational.
    

    

    
      It was simply because my hand didn't reach for them.
    

    

    
      The thought that they would only be consumables I'd use for a short while wouldn't leave my mind.
    

    

    
      In truth, even if their performance was solid for a 1-Star item, in the long run after my regression, it felt like no matter which one I chose, it wouldn't make a significant difference.
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      Just as Louis said, this was greed.
    

    

    
      Hoping for something more while I was only in the Bronze Door.
    

    

    
      Baseless greed.
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    

    
      Halt—
    

    

    
      …But sometimes.
    

    

    
      That kind of greed could bring about unexpectedly great fortune.
    

    

    
      “This is……”
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      “…Are you really going with that?”
    

    

    
      “Yep.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Louis, wearing an expression like a constipated puppy, asked me.
    

    

    
      …It was his third time asking.
    

    

    
      When I gave him the same cheerful smile and answer, Louis’s lips twitched hesitantly before he finally spoke as if he had made up his mind.
    

    

    
      “…As I mentioned earlier, it is forbidden for a priest to interfere with a Hero's right to choose an artifact. However, if I may say just one thing……”
    

    

    
      I had a good idea of what he was about to say, so I cut him off.
    

    

    
      “Then don't interfere.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just stay quiet.”
    

    

    
      Haaa—
    

    

    
      Letting out a frustrated sigh, Louis asked.
    

    

    
      “…May I ask why you chose that item?”
    

    

    
      “Can't you tell by looking?”
    

    

    
      “…I have no idea, personally.”
    

    

    
      “It’s pretty.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And… I have a good feeling about it. Like it’s a good fit for me.”
    

    

    
      That was right.
    

    

    
      The artifact I had chosen was a dark red, cross-shaped earring.
    

    

    
      Not a weapon, not armor, but an ‘Accessory’.
    

    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      <Artifact: Accessory>
    

    
      ■ Name: [Red Cross Ring]
    

    
      ■ Rank: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      ■ Description: [Unidentified Artifact. Traces of mana remain.]
    

    
      ■ Special Ability: [-]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    
      “This is my last time interfering, but… choosing an unidentified artifact with no known effects has a very high probability of being the worst possible choice.”
    

    

    
      “…You never know until you try. Who knows? Maybe I’ll be the one to uncover this artifact’s effects.”
    

    

    
      “That is not an artifact whose effects can be manifested simply by carrying it around. It is something whose very reason for existence has now disappeared—.”
    

    

    
      In a momentary burst of frustration, Louis let his words fly before realizing his mistake and sharply inhaling. 
    

    

    
      Hup—
    

    

    
      “Hoh.”
    

    

    
      He took a deep breath and then said to me.
    

    

    
      “…Please pretend you didn't hear that. It was a slip of the tongue.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “I’ll think about it.”
    

    

    
      “…We will now exit.”
    

    

    
      Thud, thud—
    

    

    
      The walk back down the corridor was silent, unlike when we had entered.
    

    

    
      Was he thinking about the reason for my choice?
    

    

    
      Or was he regretting his slip of the tongue?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps he was thinking about something else entirely.
    

    

    
      He continued walking without uttering a single word until we had almost reached the door.
    

    

    
      Then, suddenly.
    

    

    
      I remembered what he had said as we were leaving the underground cell.
    

    

    
      ‘…After you are officially appointed as a Hero Candidate, I would like to speak with you separately, Mr. Seo U-jin.’
    

    

    
      Sure enough.
    

    

    
      “So.”
    

    

    
      Just before we reached the Bronze Door, he turned around and began.
    

    

    
      “Before we leave, I have a proposal for you, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    
      His lips twitched as he hesitated, then he looked up at me and asked.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    
      “Have you ever considered working not as a Hero… but in the ‘Exorcist’ group that I lead?”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      After the award ceremony, a Hero Candidate had two main paths they could choose.
    

    

    
      One was to head to the unique sacred territory of the Constellation they had an exclusive contract with, undergoing various training and having an additional adaptation period to the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      The other was to undertake their first quest.
    

    

    
      The ratio was about 9 to 1.
    

    

    
      Most of those with exclusive contracts headed to their Constellation's sacred territory, while those without contracts or with special circumstances were the only ones who immediately undertook their first quest.
    

    

    
      …And the offer Louis made to me.
    

    

    
      It was a third option that corresponded to neither.
    

    

    
      “The Exorcists take on tasks that ordinary Heroes cannot solve. As specialized personnel of The Order who hunt down the ‘Demonic Species’ that have infiltrated the allied forces, they primarily operate in the shadows.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…For example, the ‘Gateway Zone Succubus intervention’ you experienced is a similar case.”
    

    

    
      Exorcist.
    

    

    
      A group of specialized problem-solvers for The Order, led by an Inquisitor, who resolve incidents involving Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      “…It’s short notice, but if you are interested, you must give me an answer before we leave this place. Due to the nature of their work, Exorcists are, in principle, excluded from Hero activities.”
    

    

    
      “An Exorcist……”
    

    

    
      “If you accept the proposal, Mr. Seo U-jin, your name will be immediately erased from all of The Order’s data… Of course, it’s not a complete erasure, but rather it’s classified as Level 1 Confidential, so there’s a slight difference… It will be placed under such strict secrecy that even most Constellations wouldn't find it unless they were specifically looking, and you would operate under a new identity.”
    

    

    
      …In truth, it was a path I had considered.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Species were the biggest obstacle to the allied forces of The Order achieving victory in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Catch Louis's eye in the Gateway Zone, get scouted as an Exorcist.
    

    

    
      Use the information I brought back through my regression to deal with the Demonic Species in advance.
    

    

    
      It was a completely rational and efficient path, perhaps the safest and lowest-risk route for The Order's allied forces to win the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “Rejected.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …That was precisely why I couldn't choose it.
    

    

    
      What I needed wasn't a ‘safe route’.
    

    

    
      Regardless of the process, the result was what was important to me.
    

    

    
      Whether the process was safe or dangerous didn't hold much meaning in the end.
    

    

    
      The only chance given to the Upper Plane, which was as good as finished, was my ‘Regression’.
    

    

    
      If I failed here, everything would come to nothing and be meaningless.
    

    

    
      …Besides, the ‘things I had to do’ and the ‘victory of The Order’s allied forces’ existed in completely different realms.
    

    

    
      The only things I had to do were the items on the bucket list written in my notebook.
    

    

    
      That list included neither the ‘victory of The Order’s allied forces’ nor joining his Exorcist group.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I had no choice but to refuse Louis's request to join the Exorcists.
    

    

    
      “I have my own plans.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      He gave a bitter smile at my firm refusal, nodded, and turned away.
    

    

    
      And I threw another proposal at his back.
    

    

    
      “…Instead.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Help me out once later.”
    

    

    
      “…Help you? What do you mean by that……”
    

    

    
      “Later, someday, when I'm in a bind, help me out just once. Then I'll think about it too. Joining the Exorcists.”
    

    

    
      He paused for a moment at my words, then replied.
    

    

    
      “…I, too, will think about it.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The Gateway Zone is a space created by The Order to shorten the adaptation period for newly arrived Plane Transcenders to the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Simply put, it’s a kind of ‘tutorial zone’.
    

    

    
      As such, the structure a Hero encounters when they officially arrive in the Upper Plane is not that different from what they experienced in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      A prime example was the ‘Lair’.
    

    

    
      A Lair serves almost the same function as a ‘Dragon’s Lair’ in the general sense, a unique space for a Hero that is assigned to any Hero Candidate who passes through the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was a space like the ‘Boundary of the Gateway’ in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      However, as a space prepared solely for the Hero, a few special rules were applied to the Lair.
    

    

    
      The two biggest of these were the ‘method of entry’ and ‘access authority’.
    

    

    
      Entry to a Lair was only possible through a special ‘Teleport’ magic circle of The Order, installed in each cathedral, and the coordinates of the Lair assigned to each Hero were known only to the Hero and their Acolyte Priest.
    

    

    
      Of course, the coordinates were recorded in The Order's system data for emergency situations, but they were encrypted so they could only be checked in dire circumstances. Thus, even a ‘Bishop’, the highest rank in The Order, could not freely enter a Hero's Lair.
    

    

    
      Even the satellite magic ‘Starlink’, which connects Constellations and Heroes, could not interfere with this space.
    

    

    
      The ‘Lair’ was, true to its name, a space ‘unique’ to the Hero.
    

    

    
      …After finishing my tour of the Seventh Door, I entered the Lair I was assigned for the first time.
    

    

    
      Eliya, who was already waiting, greeted me warmly(?) with a string of curses.
    

    

    
      “…Are you crazy, Hero?”
    

    

    
      “Uh… well, I don't think so.”
    

    

    
      “No. In my opinion, you’re definitely crazy.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Otherwise, there’s no way you would pass up all those artifacts to pick up this good-for-nothing dog bone of an earring you’ve never even seen before.”
    

    

    
      “…Heh heh. Pick up, you say.”
    

    

    
      She was nagging me a bit harshly, but.
    

    

    
      I didn't really have anything to say for myself at the moment.
    

    

    
      From Eliya’s perspective, it was understandable that she couldn't comprehend why I would stubbornly take an unidentified artifact from among so many great ones.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't like I chose this without any thought.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Do you want to check the information of <Artifact: Red Cross Ring>? Y/N]
    

    

    
      [Target selected.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! There is no viewable information.]
    

    

    

    
      Since I couldn't blabber on about how I chose it knowing information that didn't even appear when using 'The Chosen One' trait.
    

    

    
      For now, I had no choice but to silently endure the criticism for not making a rational choice.
    

    

    

    
      — I mean, seriously! With what kind of confidence did you pick such a crappy artifact!
    

    

    
      — You left behind treasures that others might not even get to hold once in their entire lifetime for an earring? An eaaarriing?
    

    

    
      — Are you even listening to me?!
    

    

    

    

    
      Just as I thought Eliya would go on all day if left alone, I cut her off by calling her name.
    

    

    
      “Uh… Phone Case.”
    

    

    
      “…It's ‘Phon Deina’. And who calls someone by their middle name!”
    

    

    
      “First, calm down. Whatever happened, it's in the past, right?”
    

    

    
      Haaa—
    

    

    
      “That's the problem… It's not in the past, it's something we have to bear, that's why I'm like this.”
    

    

    
      “Well, anyway. I had my reasons for doing this, so let's move on.”
    

    

    
      “…Yeah, right.”
    

    

    
      “I’d like you to explain the… quests.”
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s dead-fish eyes, which had been sighing, regained their light at the word ‘quest’.
    

    

    
      “Quests. Quests. Quests are important.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Then, she skillfully snapped her fingers and activated the system.
    

    

    
      Tchak—
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    

    
      [Sharing the system screen of Acolyte Priest, Eliya.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [Quest List]
    

    

    
      - [Subjugate Remnants of the Demonic Cult]
    

    

    
      - [Participate in the Orc Subjugation War]
    

    

    
      - [Collect Fragments of the Northern World Tree]
    

    

    
      - [Explore Uncharted Lands]
    

    

    
      - [Participate in the Southern Murim Defensive War]
    

    

    
      - [Witch Hunt]
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      A simply organized quest list appeared before my eyes.
    

    

    
      “Unlike the trials of the Gateway Zone, which were the same for everyone, from the Upper Plane Hero Candidate stage onward, you have a choice of quests.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “From high-difficulty quests that you practically have to risk your life for, like the ‘Magical Beast Subjugation War’, to ‘odd jobs’ that take place in each Constellation’s sacred territory. Depending on your choice, your future path, risks, and rewards will vary wildly. For example……”
    

    

    
      Eliya rambled on with various explanations about the quests, but her words no longer reached my ears.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      I already knew everything she was saying, and my mind had been elsewhere ever since I found the earring.
    

    

    
      “So, in the early stages, it's safest to choose a hunting mission of moderate difficulty, one that's not too hard and not too easy……”
    

    

    
      “There it is.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Let's do this one, Eliya.”
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [QUEST: Guard the Train]
    

    
      Difficulty: ☆☆☆☆☆
    

    
      Client: <Guardian Cross Order>
    

    
      Quest Details: Board the Guardian Train that traverses the east and west of Murim and protect the cargo.
    

    
      Quest Reward: 100 Guardian Coins
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      At my finger pointing to the quest, Eliya made a face that clearly showed she wasn't pleased.
    

    

    
      “Uh… in my opinion, I think another quest might be better……”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      “It's hard to explain clearly, but… the quest reward is relatively low, and it’s an Order quest, and……”
    

    

    
      The hesitant girl continued as if confessing.
    

    

    
      “To be honest, it feels a bit below the station for the top-ranked candidate's first quest… In fact, this is more of a chore than what you experienced in the Gateway Zone……”
    

    

    
      I could understand.
    

    

    
      Looking only at the quest description, there was nothing special about it.
    

    

    
      And as she said, it was indeed a chore among chores.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “…Let’s do this one.”
    

    

    
      I had planned to take this quest anyway, but the moment I found the red cross earring in the Seventh Door, this became an ‘absolute must’.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s been a while.’
    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #6]
    

    

    
      『Recruit Party Member - J. J』
    

    

    

    
      ‘Jerry.’
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      J. J.
    

    

    
      Jerry Junior.
    

    

    
      From the moment we first met, he and I had a rather ambiguous relationship.
    

    

    
      「Jerry.」
    

    

    
      「…What do you want.」
    

    

    
      「I was just suddenly curious.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「What are we?」
    

    

    

    
      After I threw out a rare question one might ask in a budding romance, he crossed his legs and stroked the arch of his eyebrow.
    

    

    
      A habitual action he often did when lost in thought.
    

    

    
      When I uttered the first word that came to mind.
    

    

    
      「Friends?」
    

    

    
      He shook his head in denial.
    

    

    
      「…I don’t think so. I don’t have friends. Never have.」
    

    

    
      「Fair enough. I’ve never bothered to pick up a souvenir for you when I went somewhere nice either.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「But we’re not enemies.」
    

    

    
      This time, he was the one to offer a word.
    

    

    

    

    
      「An intermittent collaborative relationship based on a mutually complementary business model.」
    

    

    
      …It wasn’t a word.
    

    

    
      I scowled and chided him.
    

    

    
      「You idiot. I know that much. I was asking what you call it.」
    

    

    
      His scornful eyes turned to me.
    

    

    
      「It’s a joke.」
    

    

    
      「…….」
    

    

    
      「…I even exaggerated it, fearing you wouldn’t understand such high-brow humor… As expected, you’re always beneath my expectations.」
    

    

    
      「…And that’s why you don’t have any friends, you corner-dwelling hikikomori bastard.」
    

    

    
      「…Refrain from hate speech. It is an inevitable lifestyle resulting from my racial traits.」
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    

    
      Stroking the arch of his right eyebrow again, he offered a single word.
    

    

    
      「…A partner.」
    

    

    
      This time, it was really a word.
    

    

    
      「That’ll do.」
    

    

    
      And a pretty good one, at that.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      [QUEST: Guard the Train]
    

    
      Difficulty: ☆☆☆☆☆
    

    
      Client: <Guardian Cross Order>
    

    
      Quest Details: Board the Guardian Train that traverses the east and west of Murim (武林) and protect the cargo.
    

    
      Quest Reward: 100 Guardian Coins
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    
      Although Eliya showed her disapproval, I ultimately chose the quest, ‘Guard the Train’.
    

    

    
      The moment I accepted the quest, the starting point for its execution was issued.
    

    

    
      The coordinates for one of The Order’s chapels, located in the eastern part of the Empire, <Murim>, were provided, and I was able to teleport there immediately using the magic circle in the Lair.
    

    

    
      After a short walk, I entered the Guardian Train station, where people were boarding the lined-up train cars one by one.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …I couldn't explain it in detail to Eliya, but my reason for choosing this quest was simpler than she thought.
    

    

    
      ‘…To think I’d be riding this again.’
    

    

    
      This was because, at this point in my past life, this was the very quest I had chosen as my ‘first quest’.
    

    

    
      Now, I was the top-ranked candidate of my class, a rookie Hero Candidate who had even manifested the unprecedented Trait ‘The Chosen One’ and was drawing the attention of numerous Constellations.
    

    

    
      But back then.
    

    

    
      Having barely made it through the Gateway Zone with my life, these were the only kinds of first quests I could choose.
    

    

    
      Zzt— zzt—
    

    

    
      [Ah. Ah. Can you hear me? Hero?]
    

    

    
      “Yeah. Loud and clear.”
    

    

    
      [The teleport… did it work without any issues?]
    

    

    
      Another function of the medal.
    

    

    
      A communication function with my Acolyte Priest, Eliya, who was back in the Lair.
    

    

    
      “…Just arrived. About to board now.”
    

    

    
      …As befitting the name Acolyte Priest, they would typically follow and assist the Hero wherever they went.
    

    

    
      However, it wasn't as if there were no Heroes who operated alone without their Acolyte Priest.
    

    

    
      While the role of an Acolyte Priest was essential, as long as one was sufficiently prepared, that role didn't necessarily have to be performed right by the Hero's side.
    

    

    
      Depending on their disposition, quite a few Heroes enjoyed operating alone.
    

    

    
      The communication function was provided in that context.
    

    

    
      That is, while direct physical assistance would be difficult, the Acolyte Priest's role was structured to make it easier to respond in terms of knowledge or information.
    

    

    
      [I thought it might be better for me to accompany you for your first quest… but honestly, for a quest like ‘Guard the Train’, it seems unnecessary, just as you said, Hero.]
    

    

    
      “…I prefer it this way. Doesn’t this suit you better too?”
    

    

    
      [Well… I am more specialized in using my head than in physical matters.]
    

    

    
      “If it’s good, it’s good. Let’s stick to this method from now on, if possible.”
    

    

    
      […We’ll see. If you end up participating in a quest like a Subjugation War later, I’ll have to be by your side.]
    

    

    
      “Well… we can think about that when the time comes. Anything I need to know beforehand? I’m planning to get some sleep on the train.”
    

    

    
      [Hm. Just a moment.]
    

    

    
      A brief clattering noise came through, and then, as if she had prepared some notes, Eliya began to speak.
    

    

    
      [The Guardian Train you’ll be riding, ‘Bb-6641’, is a transversal train that crosses the empire located in the eastern part of the central continent, ‘Murim’. The Murim Empire itself has the largest territory within The Order's allied forces, excluding the central sacred territory, and since there aren't many trains that cross an entire region, it's one of the Guardian Trains with the longest routes in the alliance.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      […The final destination is ‘Shandong’, a peninsula-shaped region at the eastern edge of Murim… About a century ago, it was the base of a unique internal Murim group called the ‘Demonic Cult’.]
    

    

    
      “The Demonic Cult, huh.”
    

    

    
      The appearance of a familiar term.
    

    

    
      “Now that’s a word that piques my interest.”
    

    

    
      […I know what kind of expectations you might have, but it’s not as grand as you think. They were never a large group to begin with, so they were completely disbanded during Murim’s unification process 100 years ago. Now, it’s just an insignificant garrison area on the edge of the Murim front in the War against Demons.]
    

    

    
      Pfft.
    

    

    
      “An insignificant backwater, you say… Is that so?”
    

    

    
      [Why?]
    

    

    
      “…No reason, it’s just funny. It’s both subtly different from and exactly what I was thinking.”
    

    

    
      [I don’t know what you mean, but… to add a few more words on the matter, the ‘Shandong Peninsula’ is officially under Murim’s jurisdiction, but the Murim Alliance—composed of the Central Government Office, which effectively rules Murim, and the Four Factions and One Clan—has essentially washed its hands of the region.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      […Of course, since it’s still part of the War against Demons front, they are mindful of the military, so you can’t call it a completely ‘lawless zone’. However, due to the lack of direct management, you should assume that most illegal activities within the Murim Empire pass through here.]
    

    

    
      “For example?”
    

    

    
      [Well, for example… black markets that trade slaves… things like that.]
    

    

    
      As if she was saying something she didn't want to, Eliya replied with a reluctant nuance and continued.
    

    

    
      […I’m telling you this just in case, but slavery is officially forbidden by The Order. However, the potential negative consequences of The Order's central authority excessively infringing on the autonomy of its member groups are greater… so they cannot intervene directly.]
    

    

    
      …I knew it well, even without her strained excuses.
    

    

    
      The Upper Plane was vast, inhabited by diverse beings, and home to diverse cultures.
    

    

    
      It was only natural that a culture that had been deeply rooted for a long time would be difficult to eradicate in an instant.
    

    

    
      No matter how much civic consciousness grew and how established the general conventions centered on The Order became, the culture of each region was bound to have inertia.
    

    

    
      Therefore, although The Order issued a prohibition, one of the evil customs that still remained in the shadows was ‘slavery’.
    

    

    
      The slave black markets, which primarily traded in various demi-humans centered on the beastkin, were an extension of that.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was room for improvement.
    

    

    
      The Elves, for example, who were once treated the same as the beastkin today simply for looking different from humans, had succeeded in protecting their race from slavery by joining The Order's allied forces and forming their own faction.
    

    

    
      …But for the beastkin, who were divided into various groups and unable to form a proper faction, complete liberation from slavery was still a long and arduous road.
    

    

    
      [Still, there’s nothing for you to worry about, Hero.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [The Order’s medal carries quite a bit of power. Even in the Shandong Peninsula, which is called a semi-lawless zone, the street thugs within the territory of The Order's allied forces won't be able to touch a Hero Candidate.]
    

    

    
      Just then, a timely announcement urging passengers to board rang out.
    

    

    
      — The train will be departing shortly. All boarding passengers are requested to…
    

    

    
      [Ah. You should get on now.]
    

    

    
      “Yeah, looks like it. I’m turning off the communication for now. I’m sleepy.”
    

    

    
      […If anything happens, tell me right away. I’ll be over here organizing any additional information you might need to know.]
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      I said my goodbyes to Eliya and deactivated the communication function.
    

    

    
      Tiring!
    

    

    
      [Commencing quest, ‘Guard the Train’.]
    

    

    
      [Satellite Magic, Starlink system, is activating.]
    

    

    
      [Hero Candidate, ‘Seo U-jin’, is being linked to the Starlink system.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', enters with a broad grin at the long-awaited link.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge'…….]
    

    

    
      A geometric magic circle was drawn above the medal, and system messages announcing the start of the quest appeared.
    

    

    
      Normally, only the Constellations of the jurisdiction I was in were supposed to participate in the Starlink system.
    

    

    
      However, for Subjugation Wars, border battles, and The Order quests like this one, all Constellations were exceptionally allowed to participate.
    

    

    

    
      [A majority of Constellations question the quest you have chosen.]
    

    

    

    

    
      The reactions of the entering Constellations were as expected.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', is puzzled by your choice.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', smacks his lips at the unexpectedly mild flavor.]
    

    

    
      They showed their disappointment in my choice of a quest that fell short of their expectations.
    

    

    
      [Several Constellations leave your channel.]
    

    

    
      Some Constellations even turned their attention elsewhere, as if there was nothing more to see.
    

    

    
      And this was before the quest had even properly begun.
    

    

    
      …I could understand.
    

    

    
      As Eliya had said, this was a quest of a lower ‘class’.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a key element of the War against Demons; the probability of combat was extremely low.
    

    

    
      It was a cliché quest, devoid of any tension, that seemed hardly worth watching.
    

    

    
      This was probably what Eliya had been worried about. That the interest from the Constellations, which had been driving up my value since the Gateway Zone, would cool down.
    

    

    
      But it didn't matter.
    

    

    
      That's just what Constellations were like.
    

    

    
      …Meaning.
    

    

    
      They were the type to come back as soon as their interest was piqued again.
    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'White Snow Blue Dragon', leaves the channel, disappointed in your choice.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'The Inverted One'…….]
    

    

    

    
      Watching the Constellations leave one by one, I slowly moved my feet and boarded the very front car of the train, which was reserved for Heroes and Hero Candidates.
    

    

    
      And there.
    

    

    
      “Oh my.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The earring suits you well… Master?”
    

    

    
      “…How about we use a more normal title.”
    

    

    
      “Is it that strange? I meant it as in ‘master of the earring’……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Kim Sia (Loxy), who would be carrying out the quest with me, was sitting there.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The main passengers of the Guardian Train were residents of the middle class or higher, belonging to the Order's allied forces in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Of course, the train was originally created for The Order’s Heroes traveling to and from the War against Demons, but Heroes didn’t actually account for a large portion of its use.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Most Heroes, once they settled in a region through an exclusive contract, didn't have much reason to move around.
    

    

    
      And even if they did need to travel, by the time they were officially ordained as Heroes, they would have already arranged for personal means of transportation.
    

    

    
      As a result, the Guardian Train's main functions were as a means of transport for middle-class residents and for transporting war supplies.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      “…There are fewer people than I thought. Is it always like this?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know. Don’t ask me.”
    

    

    
      “…Well, I suppose this is better. It’s better than it being noisy.”
    

    

    
      Loxy and I were the only customers in the car we entered.
    

    

    
      — The train is departing. The train is departing. Passengers inside the cabins are requested to…
    

    

    
      Not long after we sat down, the train’s departure announcement was heard.
    

    

    
      Whirrr—
    

    

    
      Soon, the deep darkness outside the window swept by, and with a gentle sense of floating, the train began to move.
    

    

    
      As it departed, Loxy turned her head to look out the window.
    

    

    
      For some reason, a pleasant smile was on her face.
    

    

    
      Humm~♬
    

    

    
      “…What are you so happy about?”
    

    

    
      “It’s my first time. A train trip.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And a nighttime escape with someone like you, at that. How could I not be thrilled?”
    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', reads the strange atmosphere between the two.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Dog-headed Judge', smells something unusual.]
    

    

    

    
      “…Putting everything else aside, I really don’t think ‘escape’ is the right word.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “But you can’t exactly call it a ‘nighttime quest’, can you? So unromantic.”
    

    

    
      “…Quiet down. It’s time, so just do what you have to do.”
    

    

    
      Her eyes widened into circles.
    

    

    
      “…Already? We just left.”
    

    

    
      “What’s the point in dragging it out? We don’t have time.”
    

    

    
      “No, I mean……”
    

    

    
      She looked like she was about to argue but let out a deep sigh instead. She then lifted her head and met my eyes.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      She slowly reached out her left hand and wrapped it around the back of my neck.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', blinks his eyes at the unexpected development.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'An Immortal More Human than Anyone', grins broadly, confirming that their intuition was correct.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Successor of the Divine Tree', points out that meeting the parents should come first, correcting the order of their progress.]
    

    

    
      Her face drew closer and closer as she slowly pulled my neck towards her.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      With that, the conversation between us stopped.
    

    

    
      The train car fell silent.
    

    

    
      The flood of messages from the Constellations vanished.
    

    

    
      Just as the clattering sound of the train crossing the gaps in the tracks was the only thing that could be heard.
    

    

    
      “…Do we really have to go this far?”
    

    

    
      “…Weren’t you the one who told me to do it well so the Constellations wouldn’t notice?”
    

    

    
      “That’s true. It’s just… I’m not a fan of the genre.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Romance is all I’ve ever done.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      When she finally pulled back, my Meritless Medal was clutched in her right hand.
    

    

    
      Zzt— zzzzt—
    

    

    
      A purple crack, never before seen, had appeared on the geometric magic circle drawn on the Meritless Medal.
    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown error has occurred.]
    

    

    
      [Satellite Magic, Starlink, has been temporarily deactivated.]
    

    

    
      The Demonic Singularity.
    

    

    
      The unique mana of the Demonic Species, which causes errors in the system, had flowed into the satellite magic engraved on the medal.
    

    

    
      It was what I had instructed Loxy to do in advance.
    

    

    
      There was something I had to finish on this train, hidden from the eyes of the Constellations.
    

    

    
      “…I can’t do it for long. It’ll be noticeable… and I can’t keep my hand on it forever.”
    

    

    
      “About how long do I have?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… about. 20 minutes?”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “That’s more than enough.”
    

    

    
      Hearing her answer, I immediately got up from my seat.
    

    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    

    
      “To take care of some business.”
    

    

    
      Thud— thud—
    

    

    
      I gave Loxy a vague answer and left the car.
    

    

    
      Leaving the front car reserved for Hero Candidates, I headed towards the rear cars meant for non-Hero residents.
    

    

    
      …Because that was where my real business was.
    

    

    
      Screech—
    

    

    
      I opened the partition door and checked inside the cabin.
    

    

    
      — …….
    

    

    
      — What’s he staring at…?
    

    

    
      Many people were seated, but the person I was looking for wasn't there.
    

    

    
      Thud— thud—
    

    

    
      I passed through another car to the one behind it.
    

    

    
      Screech—
    

    

    
      Again, the person I was looking for wasn't there.
    

    

    
      I passed through one more car to the one behind it.
    

    

    
      Screech—
    

    

    
      This cabin was empty.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …Except for one man sitting at the far end of the carriage.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      Someone I hadn't seen in a very long time.
    

    

    
      “It’s been a while.”
    

    

    
      Neither a friend nor a colleague.
    

    

    
      “…Partner.”
    

    

    
      …Except for one man with a very familiar face.
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      A black suit and black tie draped over long limbs.
    

    

    
      Neatly slicked-back hair that gave off a subtle air of elegance.
    

    

    
      Skin so white it was pale.
    

    

    
      Deep, dark circles under his eyes.
    

    

    
      And, of course, his signature expressionless poker face.
    

    

    
      The man in black and white, sitting aloof at the end of the car, was undoubtedly J. J.
    

    

    
      “It’s been a while… Partner.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Thud— thud—
    

    

    
      I raised a hand in greeting, then slowly walked over and sat down in the empty seat opposite him.
    

    

    
      He showed no expression whatsoever at my greeting.
    

    

    
      He remained silent.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A long silence stretched between us.
    

    

    
      He then crossed his legs, stroked the arch of his right eyebrow in that characteristic habit of his, and spoke.
    

    

    
      “…Who are you? I’ve chartered every seat in this car.”
    

    

    
      “Seo U-jin. 28 years old. A Hero Candidate from the 131st class.”
    

    

    
      In response to his question, I took out my medal and waved it.
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    

    
      Though there was still no change in his expression or voice, I could see a flicker of interest in his eyes.
    

    

    
      He had clearly recognized it.
    

    

    
      The meaning behind this purple border.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Silence fell again.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't particularly awkward or uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      In my past life, my conversations with him had always been half-filled with silence.
    

    

    
      I was already used to his unique conversational tempo, where he would churn his thoughts, mulling over and over before finally speaking.
    

    

    
      Words spoken at the end of a silence.
    

    

    
      This time, our voices overlapped.
    

    

    
      “I have a proposition for y—”
    

    

    
      “The reason a Hero Candidate would go all the way to the eastern part of Murim is—”
    

    

    
      I yielded the floor to him.
    

    

    
      “You first.”
    

    

    
      “…Very well.”
    

    

    
      He nodded and opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “…The eastern part of Murim is not a suitable place for a newly ascended Hero Candidate. Shandong, in particular, is the frontier of frontiers. It’s not a battlefield bordering the Demon King's Army, nor is it the domain of any renowned Constellation.”
    

    

    
      “Well… so I’ve heard.”
    

    

    
      “…Judging by your reaction, it doesn’t seem like you have business in the east… Did you perhaps take on the Guard the Train quest?”
    

    

    
      “Oh. You knew right away.”
    

    

    
      “…There must have been many other places calling for you, even without needing to take on such a quest.”
    

    

    
      As expected.
    

    

    
      J. J. knew that this purple border signified the top of the class.
    

    

    
      No, perhaps it was only natural.
    

    

    
      If my memory served me right, he had personally seen the last Hero to be issued a purple-bordered medal.
    

    

    
      He had no choice but to know what it meant.
    

    

    
      I feigned ignorance, shrugging as I replied.
    

    

    
      “Well, you’re right… The Guard the Train quest is just for show.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To be honest, the bigger reason I came here was to meet you… Jerry Junior.”
    

    

    
      As I casually mentioned his name.
    

    

    
      Silence ensued once more.
    

    

    
      An ordinary person might have shown a flustered expression, but he maintained his usual poker face.
    

    

    
      The only thing that had changed was.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      The fact that he was once again stroking his eyebrow with the middle finger of his right hand.
    

    

    
      Having finished his thoughts, he asked.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t believe I’ve ever introduced myself.”
    

    

    
      “Ah. Haven’t you?”
    

    

    
      “…I thought you had mistaken me for someone else… but it seems that’s not the case.”
    

    

    
      …This was the crucial part.
    

    

    
      I had to shatter his unique domain, shake him up, and seize the tempo for myself.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I came looking for you, alright.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The owner of the newly rising casino tower in the pleasure city and special economic zone of the Murim Empire’s western region, ‘Sichuan’.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The faceless Boss of the J. J. Family, which ranks third in the Sichuan mafia.”
    

    

    
      “…Are you an assassin? You’ve done quite a bit of research-.”
    

    

    
      I cut him off, pausing for a beat.
    

    

    
      “Jerry ‘D’ Junior.”
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      “…What did you just say?”
    

    

    
      I answered his wavering question, driving the point home.
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Jerry. Dracula. Junior.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “…Is that how I have to say it for you to understand?”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Jerry. Dracula. Junior.
    

    

    
      The moment he heard those three syllables, uttered while pointing at him, his rapidly spinning mind felt as if it had been struck by a hammer and ground to a halt.
    

    

    
      All he could do was.
    

    

    
      ‘Why?’
    

    

    
      ‘Why did that name come out of this wet-behind-the-ears rookie’s mouth?’
    

    

    
      ‘How?’
    

    

    
      ‘When did the 131st class even finish?’
    

    

    
      ‘Was something off from the very beginning?’
    

    

    
      He could only hurl questions into the void that no one would answer.
    

    

    
      His habitual way of thinking, of analyzing situations according to the five Ws and one H, was utterly powerless in this moment.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      The mysterious Hero Candidate named ‘Seo U-jin’ curled his lips into a smile.
    

    

    
      ‘Ah.’
    

    

    
      Jerry finally realized.
    

    

    
      He had, at some point, lost his poker face and was frowning.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ve been completely reeled in.’
    

    

    
      In just a few minutes.
    

    

    
      No, counting only the actual conversation, in less than a minute, he had completely lost the personal tempo he had strictly maintained for decades.
    

    

    
      Amidst a sense of bewilderment he hadn't felt in a long time, all he could do was.
    

    

    
      “…How.”
    

    

    
      Helplessly pose a question to this enigmatic figure, whom he couldn't judge as friend or foe.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. I took care of it beforehand, so those voyeuristic Constellations aren't watching… For now, I’m the only one who knows this fact.”
    

    

    
      “…I think the part where ‘you’ know is precisely the problem.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “A problem only becomes a problem when you make it one.”
    

    

    
      “…Do you know the meaning behind that name?”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      To Jerry’s probing question, U-jin maintained his smile and continued.
    

    

    
      “Count Dracula.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The head of the Vampire Clan who once held the rank of Count in the Demon King's Army, and a traitor to the beastkin. It means you are a direct descendant of that Dracula family.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As U-jin's answer flowed like water, Jerry added with a sense of futility.
    

    

    
      “…For a newly-ascended Hero Candidate, you seem to know far too much.”
    

    

    
      “Well, that may be true… but you know better than anyone. There’s no one in this world without secrets.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just think of it like that.”
    

    

    
      Jerry, or rather ‘Jerry Dracula Junior’, was currently hiding his family name and living under the identity of J. J. within the territory of The Order's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The name ‘Dracula’ was not welcome anywhere.
    

    

    
      “…It seems my secret has just vanished.”
    

    

    
      “Not at all.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It didn’t vanish. It just became a secret between the two of us.”
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      …About a century ago.
    

    

    
      When ‘Count Dracula’, the focal point of the ‘Vampire Clan’, died, the Vampire Clan’s standing within the Demon King's Allied Forces grew increasingly ambiguous.
    

    

    
      The fatal risks of an unjust background—having originally belonged to The Order's Allied Forces—and the absence of a leader.
    

    

    
      Under their pitiful position, which could not be restored unless Count Dracula returned from the dead.
    

    

    
      The Vampire Clan was eventually pushed to the very front lines of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      As with any war.
    

    

    
      The vanguard is always where the most casualties occur.
    

    

    
      After suffering damage on the level of racial annihilation from repeated deployments to the front lines, the Vampire Clan finally met its end at the hands of vampire hunters who despised them and scoured the continent.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of Jerry Dracula, the sole survivor of an exterminated clan, he could neither rely on the Demon King's Army nor could he, after having betrayed them, now extend a hand to The Order's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      In the end, the best method he could choose was to launder his identity and live hidden among ordinary people.
    

    

    
      The new identity thus created for Jerry Dracula Junior.
    

    

    
      Was that of ‘J. J.’, the faceless boss of the ‘J. J. Family’, a casino cartel ranked among the top three in the pleasure city of Sichuan in the western Murim Empire.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Completely cornered, Jerry asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…What do you want? Money?”
    

    

    
      How he found out was no longer important.
    

    

    
      Now that his information had been so perfectly exposed, there was no way to do anything about it, even if he learned how.
    

    

    
      There was only one thing Jerry could do.
    

    

    
      Buy time by meeting his demands.
    

    

    
      …And, though it was a shame, a big shame, to throw away everything he had built, to look for a chance to launder his identity once more.
    

    

    
      That was Jerry’s only move to escape this predicament.
    

    

    
      “Partner.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “An intermittent collaborative relationship based on a mutually complementary business model… is what you called it.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin’s unexpected reply, Jerry’s thoughts once again came to a halt.
    

    

    
      “…Is this a joke?”
    

    

    
      “Do I look like it?”
    

    

    
      “…On the off chance, I considered the possibility that I was failing to understand your high-brow humor.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Sorry, but I don’t think so.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Unfortunately, my situation isn’t leisurely enough to be cracking jokes.”
    

    

    
      “…This is a proposition I cannot understand.”
    

    

    
      …From Jerry’s perspective, it was only natural that he couldn’t accept U-jin’s proposal.
    

    

    
      In this situation, anyone could see that U-jin had him by the throat.
    

    

    
      And it was a powerful weakness, one that meant he would have to at least pretend to die if told to.
    

    

    
      “…A partner, you say.”
    

    

    
      There was no precedent, as the last of them was known to have died out long ago, but if the survival of the last vampire…
    

    

    
      And the fact that he was a direct descendant of the Count Dracula, were to be reported to The Order, Jerry’s mind conjured up two likely outcomes.
    

    

    
      Execution.
    

    

    
      Or imprisonment in an exorcism prison.
    

    

    
      No… he would be lucky if it were one of those.
    

    

    
      If not, an end of being slowly torn to shreds by the horrific hands of vampire hunters would likely be waiting for him.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      …There was no way Jerry could understand the ulterior motive of U-jin, who was demanding a horizontal relationship like a ‘partner’ despite having such a strong grip on his neck.
    

    

    
      “What I need is a ‘partner’ with the same goal. The things I’m planning to do are a bit dangerous, so I can’t work with a subordinate or a friend who might backstab me the moment the situation changes.”
    

    

    
      “…If it’s dangerous work, then I must also decline.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “Why don’t you at least hear me out?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I think it’ll be an offer you can’t refuse.”
    

    

    
      Jerry repeated U-jin’s words.
    

    

    
      “…An offer I can’t refuse.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      As Jerry muttered in a tone of half-acceptance.
    

    

    
      U-jin fiddled with his right earring and said casually.
    

    

    
      “Black Magic.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “To be precise… reviving your Dracula family’s traditional Blood Demon Art. That’s my proposal.”
    

    

    
      Silence—
    

    

    
      Their eyes met, and silence flowed between the two.
    

    

    
      U-jin rolled up the shirt covering his forearm and murmured.
    

    

    
      “…If you get the gist, then bite me here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Don’t make it hurt.”
    

    

    
      Jerry’s brow furrowed once more.
    

    

    
      …It was the second time in decades.
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      Magic in the Upper Plane is largely divided into two categories.
    

    

    
      White Magic and Black Magic.
    

    

    
      At first glance, it might seem like they are divided based on some clear standard of good and evil, but since magic is ultimately just a specific way of utilizing mana, the two are not that different.
    

    

    
      The criterion that separated the two was whether or not the magic was established in ‘The Order’s database’.
    

    

    
      White Magic was the magic of The Order, traditionally established within their database over hundreds of years.
    

    

    
      And Black Magic referred to unique mana utilization techniques that were passed down through the bloodlines of minority races or secretly transmitted, leaving no record in The Order's data.
    

    

    
      The reason Black Magic was called Black Magic was that most of it had been lost or buried in the flow of time.
    

    

    
      This was because, due to the nature of Black Magic being passed down through poor records or memory, the line of succession was very often broken during the long War against Demons.
    

    

    
      …And Jerry’s Vampire Clan was also a group that had passed down its own unique Black Magic for generations.
    

    

    
      “…Do we really have to do this?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “…I’ll say it again, I definitely warned you. I’ve never once succeeded with this Black Magic. In the first place, the reason I’m scraping together money and searching for traces of Black Magic is to preserve the clan—.”
    

    

    
      “That’s enough, just bite me. How many times do I have to tell you? I said I’ll handle it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Seriously, you’re just like a bat-person… so damn cowardly.”
    

    

    
      “…Bats and rats are strictly different.”
    

    

    
      “Shut up. If you say one more word, partner or not, I’m just going to throw you into a dungeon.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      After hesitating for a long time at my command to bite my forearm, Jerry only reluctantly supported my arm after I shouted at him.
    

    

    
      Of course, I could understand why he was reluctant.
    

    

    
      A half-baked Black Magic, operated without a proper Magic Formula, would have twisted the practitioner’s—his—Mana Circuit and inflicted extreme pain.
    

    

    
      By this point, he had probably been sick in bed for weeks at a time from biting a few people in the name of practice.
    

    

    
      …Judging by his deep dark circles and his reaction, it seemed he had been laid up relatively recently, too.
    

    

    
      ‘…Still, he needs to get on with it. We don’t have much time left.’
    

    

    
      The man, who reluctantly brought my forearm to his mouth, sank the fangs hidden inside his mouth into my right forearm.
    

    

    
      Plunge—
    

    

    
      Soon, the unique, cold mana of the Vampire Clan seeped into my veins.
    

    

    
      Along with it, I heard the urgent sound of a system notification.
    

    

    
      Tiring—!
    

    

    
      [An unknown magic is encroaching upon your body.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! Unrecorded magic is interfering with the Mana Circuit.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! The Mana Circuit is changing its structure due to an external influence.]
    

    

    
      [Warning……!]
    

    

    
      Urgent messages popped up one after another.
    

    

    
      But I could afford a relaxed smile.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “…Shall we begin?”
    

    

    
      This cold mana, the system’s warnings.
    

    

    
      And the Black Magic I was about to perform.
    

    

    
      …They were all things I had experienced once before.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Although he was a descendant of the Dracula Family, which formed the cornerstone of the Vampire Clan, Jerry had never been directly taught the family's innate magic by his predecessors.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      He was a half-blood child, abandoned by the family.
    

    

    
      As a half-blood born to his mother, ‘Jamie Dracula’, and a human male, Jerry was cast out of the family before he was even born from his mother’s womb.
    

    

    
      Without any proper protection, he and his mother wandered and hid among humans, but their identities were eventually discovered by a Vampire Hunter.
    

    

    
      At the tender age of seven, he was left all alone.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the only family magic Jerry remembered was what he had seen over his mother’s shoulder as she used it in secret.
    

    

    
      『…The special mana of our Vampire Clan forcibly transforms the target’s Mana Circuit. And… in most cases, since the innate Mana Circuit is fixed, they cannot withstand the distortion and their lives come to an end.』
    

    

    
      『…That’s why the original Blood Demon Art contains a Magic Formula that can compensate for that distortion… That is the part we must restore.』
    

    

    
      『…It should be possible with your body and the information I’ve gathered so far. It’s the first time I’ve seen a human of this type… a body with no limit to its Mana Circuit.』
    

    

    
      The partnership Jerry and I formed in my past life had started from that very point.
    

    

    
      To restore the Dracula Family’s innate magic, which had been lost with the clan’s extermination, by using the characteristic of my Innate Ability that allowed me to flexibly alter my Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      『…We’ve finally succeeded.』
    

    

    
      『Wow. I almost died for real this time.』
    

    

    
      …To get straight to the point, we succeeded.
    

    

    
      Literally, after overcoming several near-death experiences, Jerry and I were able to restore the Dracula Clan’s Black Magic, <Blood Demon Art>, albeit imperfectly.
    

    

    
      『It’s not complete, but… how does it feel for now? Is it still painful?』
    

    

    
      『Well, I don’t feel anything special. My whole body is sore, like I have muscle aches. But other than that.』
    

    

    
      『…Unexpected. In theory, I thought there would be more intense pain.』
    

    

    
      『What, you crazy bastard?』
    

    

    
      『…A joke. For now, let’s test the ability.』
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      Ugh—
    

    

    
      Starting from the forearm where his fangs had touched, thick veins bulged.
    

    

    
      Along with the painful sensation of every blood vessel in my body expanding to twice its size, my muscles twitched erratically.
    

    

    
      I bit down on my molars, swallowing the groan that threatened to escape from the full-body twisting pain.
    

    

    
      I dug my fingernails into the veiny forearm, drawing blood.
    

    

    
      Then I soaked the tip of my index finger in that blood and brought it to my earring.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously.
    

    

    
      Vwiiing—
    

    

    
      [An abnormal reaction is detected from <Artifact: Red Cross Earring (★☆☆☆☆)>.]
    

    

    
      The earring, reacting to the vampire’s blood, began to tremble.
    

    

    
      “That’s……”
    

    

    
      I heard Jerry’s voice, but I didn’t have the leeway to turn my gaze.
    

    

    
      […Warning! An unknown Magic Formula is reacting to your mana.]
    

    

    
      At the same time, I activated my Innate Ability and transformed my Mana Circuit, following the earring’s mana pattern.
    

    

    
      ‘I won’t be able to realize it completely at my current level, but……!’
    

    

    
      [<Innate Ability: Absolute Realization> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [Mana Circuit activation is detected.]
    

    

    
      [Analyzing the Mana Circuit’s pattern…….]
    

    

    
      The incomplete Blood Demon Art, forcibly realized.
    

    

    
      [Forcibly realizing <Skill: ??? (★☆☆)> according to the synchronization rate.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! This is a skill unsuited for the caster’s level.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! This is a skill not recorded in the database. The skill’s effects cannot be determined.]
    

    

    
      Paaat—
    

    

    
      Along with the crimson Magic Circle unique to the Vampire Clan that was drawn above the earring, my already turbulent Mana Circuit began to rage even more fiercely.
    

    

    
      Kududuk—
    

    

    
      The outcry of the Mana Circuit, formed deep within my body, was so loud it felt like it was leaking out through my bones and skin.
    

    

    
      But compared to the weight of the pain felt in that instant, the duration itself wasn’t that long.
    

    

    
      The mysterious mana flowing from the red Magic Circle seeped into my blood vessels, creating a calming effect.
    

    

    
      The Mana Circuit, which had been thrashing about without direction, began to draw a constant pattern according to the rules.
    

    

    
      Pshiii—
    

    

    
      Soon, the flushed red veins all over my body began to contract again, and the muscles that had been tensed to their limit relaxed.
    

    

    
      “Hoo—.”
    

    

    
      As I let out a breath to expel the heat and looked at my reflection in the window.
    

    

    
      Bloodshot eyes and slightly paler skin came into view.
    

    

    
      …It was a success.
    

    

    
      Tiring—!
    

    

    
      [A strange, permanent change has occurred in your Mana Circuit.]
    

    

    
      [A new Trait blossoms.]
    

    

    
      [You have acquired <Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆)>.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Trait List>
    

    

    
      ■The Chosen One (★☆☆)
    

    
      [The Chosen One gains Grade 3 access to The Order's database. You can view targets within your line of sight, with restrictions based on the information's importance.]
    

    

    
      ■Slaughterer (★☆☆)
    

    
      [When the Slaughterer kills entities consecutively, Slaughterer stacks are accumulated. Stacks up to 5 times, increasing attack speed by 10% per stack.]
    

    

    
      ■Half-Vampire (★☆☆)
    

    
      [The Half-Vampire possesses superior regenerative abilities compared to others. This effect increases dramatically when absorbing the blood of a hunted target.]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      Vampire.
    

    

    
      A combat-oriented recovery Trait that had played the most crucial role in defining my fighting style in my past life.
    

    

    
      Because it hadn't manifested completely, it had ‘Half-’ attached to the front, but seeing the Trait sitting proudly in the system window, a smile unknowingly spread across my lips.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      To confirm that the Trait had been properly applied, I raked my fingernails across my forearm, leaving a long gash.
    

    

    
      Jjiiik—
    

    

    
      The skin on my forearm split with an unpleasant sound, gaping open and gushing blood.
    

    

    
      One second.
    

    

    
      Two seconds.
    

    

    
      Three seconds.
    

    

    
      “…The effect is solid.”
    

    

    
      Before five seconds had passed, it began to heal at a rapid pace.
    

    

    
      I looked up to check Jerry’s face.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      ‘…I’m seeing a lot of rare sights today.’
    

    

    
      He was making an utterly indescribable expression.
    

    

    
      A rare expression, one I would have definitely wanted to capture if I had a camera.
    

    

    
      No, in the first place, he was so expressionless that seeing any expression at all was a once-every-few-years event.
    

    

    
      He was definitely surprised.
    

    

    
      “That……”
    

    

    
      His eyes turned to the earring on my ear.
    

    

    
      “As you can see… even this wasn’t enough to fully draw out the Magic Formula engraved on this earring.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This should be proof enough, right?”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      To the now-convinced man, I took off my right earring and handed it to him.
    

    

    
      “…Are you giving this to me?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “…With nothing in return?”
    

    

    
      “…If you really need a reason, we can just call it a symbol of our partnership or a down payment.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Besides, this is an item that needs both pieces to complete the Magic Formula… and I’ve already received something from you.”
    

    

    
      “…I’ll gratefully accept.”
    

    

    
      He said, ‘with nothing in return’.
    

    

    
      But in truth, it was hard to call this a one-sided down payment.
    

    

    
      Even if it was only half-baked, the value of the <Vampire> Trait, which had already vanished from the Upper Plane, was not cheap.
    

    

    
      However, from the perspective of a man who was pouring tens of thousands of Coins into expedition teams and research labs every year to revive his extinct family's Black Magic, it wasn't strange for him to feel that way.
    

    

    
      “Take good care of it. This……”
    

    

    
      Well, whatever the case, from the moment I first saw this at the Seventh Door, I had intended to give one of the earrings to him.
    

    

    
      This.
    

    

    
      “Is a keepsake from your mother.”
    

    

    
      …It was an item that was meant to go to him from the very beginning.
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      “Take good care of it. This… is a keepsake from your mother.”
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean by that? A keepsake……”
    

    

    
      To the man’s immediate question, I just chuckled and shook my head.
    

    

    
      “Trying to get everything out of me on our first meeting?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s not a bad idea, but it looks like it’ll be difficult for me to spare any more time today.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Then I shall hear the story next time.”
    

    

    
      The man nodded, accepting my words.
    

    

    
      “Like I said before, this isn't the complete version. It’s just a crude imitation, forcibly mimicking the Magic Formula engraved on the earring. A much weaker version compared to the original.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It doesn't have the Vassalization Formula that forms a master-servant relationship, and its unique regenerative power is far inferior to the original.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However, if you can fully manifest the Magic Formula in this earring… reviving the original form probably won’t be just a delusion.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      “It is.”
    

    

    
      The man’s gaze drifted into the air as if recalling something.
    

    

    
      I had a rough idea of what he was thinking.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the word ‘revive’ made him think of the original and ultimate form of the Blood Demon Art, that of Count Dracula.
    

    

    
      『…I must carry on his will.』
    

    

    
      …Of his Vampire Brigade, which once served the man called the ‘Immortal Count’ who commanded countless vassals.
    

    

    
      The man’s eyes, which had been lost in thought for a moment, returned to me.
    

    

    
      And he asked.
    

    

    
      “Partner.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…is what you said.”
    

    

    
      “I did.”
    

    

    
      “…What are your conditions?”
    

    

    
      At his question, which was essentially an acceptance, I lightly listed the things to be done.
    

    

    
      “It’s simple. First, we need to continue the work of restoring the Blood Demon Art. We also need to keep the expedition team searching for traces of Black Magic running.”
    

    

    
      “…And.”
    

    

    
      “Continue running the casino. And we also need to analyze the Magic Formula engraved on that earring. Well… I’m sure you’d do that on your own even if I didn’t tell you to.”
    

    

    
      “…Is there nothing else?”
    

    

    
      “There is.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “You just have to do what I tell you to do sometimes. If I ask for money, you give me money. If I tell you to go somewhere, you go.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      The man tilted his head.
    

    

    
      “…I believe I heard you say you needed a partner, not a subordinate.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, that’s right.”
    

    

    
      “…Giving orders without any explanation and calling someone over to do work seems no different from a subordinate.”
    

    

    
      “It’s just your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “…Is it my imagination?”
    

    

    
      “It’s your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed. The man, stroking his eyebrow, retorted again.
    

    

    
      “…No matter how I think about it, this is treatment closer to a ‘subordinate’ than a partner—.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Kuuung—
    

    

    
      With a loud roar from somewhere, the inside of the passenger car shook.
    

    

    
      The tremor was a bit too heavy to be a stone on the tracks.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just one car that was affected; the car ahead, visible through the window, was also tilting at the same angle.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      From afar, from the cars behind, the murmuring of people could be heard, along with.
    

    

    
      Kung—
    

    

    
      An ominous atmosphere that I could feel on my skin.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was clear.
    

    

    
      This was a kind of prelude signaling that the next phase was imminent.
    

    

    
      “Looks like our time is up.”
    

    

    
      “…Do you know something about that impact just now?”
    

    

    
      “If only we had more time, I’d like to explain more, but……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I don’t think that’ll be possible. For now, I’ll give you your first order. Partner.”
    

    

    
      I stretched my still-stiff muscles here and there and said to the man.
    

    

    
      “Run. Right now. To the very front car of the train.”
    

    

    
      “What is that supposed to……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I’m not saying it twice. There’s no time to talk. The train’s going to stop for a moment. You won’t die if you get caught up in it, but… it’s dangerous, isn't it?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even without explicitly saying, ‘It’ll be a problem if you catch the Constellations’ eyes,’ the man could fully understand my words.
    

    

    
      “Okay?”
    

    

    
      “…For now. I shall do as you say.”
    

    

    
      Tap, tap—
    

    

    
      As soon as the man left the car with his characteristic elegant steps.
    

    

    
      The crack on the medal that represented Loxy disappeared, and messages from the Constellations popped up.
    

    

    
      [Satellite Magic, Starlink System, is reactivated.]
    

    

    
      [The name of Hero candidate, ‘Seo U-jin’, is linked to the Starlink System.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Olympus’s Ruffian’, frowns and asks about the conclusion of the incident(?).]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Dog-headed Judge’, asks why this channel isn’t being revealed even after 60 seconds.]
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    
      “Uh, so……”
    

    

    
      Most of the Constellations’ messages were asking what had happened while the satellite magic was down due to an error.
    

    

    
      I had a good idea of what kind of answer they wanted, but unfortunately(?), nothing of the sort had happened, so I averted their attention by pointing out the train window.
    

    

    
      “Sorry. I drew aggro to show you that……”
    

    

    
      And outside that window.
    

    

    
      [A number of Constellations groan at the unexpected situation.]
    

    

    
      A horde of red-skinned Oni was flashing past.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      ‘The Demon King’s Army cannot invade The Order’s territory.’
    

    

    
      This was an absolute fact.
    

    

    
      Throughout the continent, which was the territory of the Church Alliance forces, cathedrals and smaller chapels built by the Order were lined up.
    

    

    
      This was because the most crucial role of these religious buildings was to maintain the protective wards that could immediately detect an invasion by the Demon King’s Army.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the moment the Demon King’s Army invaded The Order’s territory, The Order’s headquarters could confirm it.
    

    

    
      And immediately, Alliance forces would be deployed to the area and a battle would ensue.
    

    

    
      Thus, it was virtually impossible for the Demon King’s Army to suddenly appear in the territory of the Church Alliance, let alone in the middle of it.
    

    

    
      …That is.
    

    

    
      If the invading magical beasts were the ‘Demon King’s Army’.
    

    

    
      Drrrk—
    

    

    
      “Oh my, there you are, Master.”
    

    

    
      “…I told you to fix that title.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I’ll think about it. It’s been about 20 minutes, so I came looking for you… and it seems like something’s happened?”
    

    

    
      “Looks like it.”
    

    

    
      “The shock from a moment ago was probably from an Oni failing to get on the train… Things are getting interesting. Did you know?”
    

    

    
      “Well… more or less?”
    

    

    
      To get straight to the point.
    

    

    
      The ‘Oni’ were not a race belonging to the Demon King’s Army.
    

    

    
      …To be more precise, they once belonged to it, but were now a race that had been expelled from the Demon King’s Army and roamed the continent.
    

    

    
      The circumstances were no different from those of Jerry’s race, the ‘Vampire Clan’.
    

    

    
      When the leader of the belligerent warrior race, the Oni, ‘Baron Shuten’, suddenly disappeared from the Demon King’s Army, the Oni clan fell out of the control of the Demon King’s Army command.
    

    

    
      The Oni, who caused trouble here and there, were officially expelled from the Demon King’s Army.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was called an expulsion, but in reality, from that point on, they were reduced to prey for other magical beast races, and a storm of Oni slaughter blew within the Demon King’s Army.
    

    

    
      The Oni who fled to escape this began to plunder various parts of the continent, each fending for themselves. This was the current fate of the Oni race.
    

    

    
      So, the Oni attacking this train now.
    

    

    
      Were a ‘Band of Magical Beast Bandits’ who had been hiding somewhere in the Murim region and had gathered to target the supplies of the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      …Of course, there was a separate inside story to this as well, but.
    

    

    
      Kuuung—
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Olympus’s Ruffian’, feels intrigued by the rapid development of the situation.]
    

    

    
      With another impact, the train tilted with a lurch.
    

    

    
      Screeeech—!
    

    

    
      The metallic screech of the wheels grinding against the rails uncomfortably pierced my ears.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, it didn't completely topple over, but instead, the voice of a more ferocious creature could be heard from beyond the passenger car.
    

    

    
      —Kuwaaaak!
    

    

    
      The Oni’s characteristic throat-scraping cry rang out, and as full-blown screams erupted, people from the rear cars began to flood into our car.
    

    

    
      “What are you going to do? Are you going to fight? Or……”
    

    

    
      Loxy’s gaze turned towards the cars behind us.
    

    

    
      It was an unspoken message to detach the rear cars.
    

    

    
      The blatant look in her eyes seemed to support the latter option.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      …Of course, her opinion had no bearing on my choice.
    

    

    
      “…I have to fight.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Because it’s something I have to do.”
    

    

    
      Lightly rejecting Loxy’s request, I turned my body.
    

    

    
      And I moved towards the back of the train where the Oni were.
    

    

    
      Pushing against the tide of people, I moved towards the car where the ferocious cries were coming from.
    

    

    
      From behind, I heard Loxy’s dissatisfied voice, let out with a sigh.
    

    

    
      —…I said I’d be good… but I didn’t think I’d be doing such a stupidly good deed so soon.
    

    

    
      …In fact, if we only considered the rational aspects, her suggestion to abandon the rear cars as bait was the right move.
    

    

    
      We hadn't yet confirmed how many Oni had boarded the train, and if the train were to overturn, we would have to fight all the Oni waiting outside.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Oni weren't a particularly strong type of magical beast, as evidenced by their easy disposal by the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      Still, it was a fact that they were a handful for two ordinary Hero candidates to deal with.
    

    

    
      Loxy’s support for the latter option was probably influenced by such calculations.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Tiring—!
    

    

    
      [The opinions of numerous Constellations have aligned, and an Instant Quest is registered.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [QUEST: Oni Eradication]
    

    
      Classification: Instant
    

    
      Difficulty: ☆☆☆☆☆
    

    
      Client: -
    

    
      Details: Hunt 10 or more Oni that have illegally boarded The Order's train.
    

    
      Reward: 100 Guardian Coins
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      On the contrary, this was a good opportunity for me.
    

    

    
      A good chance to test the performance of the Trait I had just obtained from Jerry and to sharpen my body's senses, which I hadn't fully recovered yet.
    

    

    
      —Kwak!
    

    

    
      After pushing through the flood of people and moving about three cars back, a familiar-looking monster, covered in blood, stood on the opposite side of the car.
    

    

    
      A single horn in the center of its head.
    

    
      Red skin.
    

    
      Leather wrapped crudely only around its lower body.
    

    
      A massive build similar to an Orc.
    

    
      And even an iron club held in its right hand.
    

    

    
      It was undoubtedly a No-Star (☆) magical beast. An ‘Oni’.
    

    

    
      “Check basic information.”
    

    

    
      Tiring—!
    

    

    
      [<Trait: The Chosen One (★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    
      [Do you want to check the basic information of <Magical Beast: Oni>? Y/N]
    

    
      [Target selected.]
    

    
      [Checking the basic information of <Magical Beast: Oni>.]
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [Code: #339]
    

    
      Name: [Oni]
    

    
      Classification: [Magical Beast (Humanoid)]
    

    
      Grade: [☆☆☆☆☆]
    

    
      Temperament: [Belligerent] [Solitary] [Tough Body]…….
    

    
      Trait: -
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      Munch, munch—
    

    

    
      Perhaps it had already devoured several people.
    

    

    
      The creature’s face was covered in a liquid redder than its own skin.
    

    

    
      Glance—
    

    

    
      Peeking past the creature, I looked at the car behind it, and the situation there was even more gruesome.
    

    

    
      —Kyaaak!
    

    
      —Sa, sa, sa, save… ugh—.
    

    

    
      It seemed a feast for the Oni was taking place in real-time over there.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was an utterly gruesome scene.
    

    

    
      …And an utterly familiar scene.
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Dog-headed Judge’, flares its nostrils at the metallic smell of blood.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Olympus’s Ruffian’, anticipates your performance this time as well.]
    

    

    
      Paaat—
    

    

    
      The Oni was the one to attack first.
    

    

    
      Raising its iron club over its shoulder, the Oni charged and confidently swung its club diagonally downwards.
    

    

    
      Kwaduk—!
    

    

    
      I raised my left arm to block the club.
    

    

    
      It didn't even last a second before the bone broke.
    

    

    
      My forearm twisted and bent in a grotesque direction.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      Perhaps thinking its attack was successful upon seeing that scene.
    

    

    
      The Oni bastard lifted the corners of its mouth and licked its lips.
    

    

    
      “…Don’t smile. It makes me want to puke.”
    

    

    
      Unable to stand the utterly disgusting sight, I muttered.
    

    

    
      Plunge—
    

    

    
      I pulled a dagger from my waist and accurately stabbed it into the creature’s right carotid artery.
    

    

    
      —Krrruh…?
    

    

    
      As I pulled the blade out along with its questioning cry, the Oni grabbed its neck, from which blood was gushing, and swung its club.
    

    

    
      But in contrast to the first attack that had broken my arm, the swinging club seemed somewhat dazed.
    

    

    
      There was no need to do anything more.
    

    

    
      It wasn't an entity with strange regenerative powers like a Cyclops, and as a regular mob, not a named one, it was a low-level magical beast with no special traits.
    

    

    
      …To be honest, I didn't even need to take that first hit that broke my arm.
    

    

    
      The reason I deliberately took its attack, letting my arm break, was for something else.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      As I placed my hand in the pool of the Oni’s blood on the ground, a system notification popped up.
    

    

    
      Tiring!
    

    

    
      [<Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    
      [Absorbing a large amount of the prey’s blood. Regeneration speed increases dramatically.]
    

    

    
      The change that appeared with the message was astonishing.
    

    

    
      In the time it took to clench and unclench my fist, the bone set itself, and the stretched ligaments contracted.
    

    

    
      It took some time for the severed nerves to recover, leaving a somewhat numb feeling, but its external appearance was completely restored.
    

    

    
      …Ten seconds.
    

    

    
      That was all the time it took.
    

    

    
      My left arm returned to its original state in an instant, or perhaps to an even more perfect one.
    

    

    
      [Numerous Constellations doubt their eyes at your strange regenerative power.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Olympus’s Ruffian’, frowns and asks you the source of your new Trait.]
    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Dog-headed Judge’, detects the scent of a love triangle(?) it has smelled somewhere before.]
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      I was satisfied.
    

    

    
      How should I put it?
    

    

    
      It felt like finding a custom-tailored suit after being forced to wear ill-fitting clothes.
    

    

    
      I could now, albeit imperfectly, use the fighting style I originally employed.
    

    

    
      Drrrk—
    

    

    
      I opened the door to the next car and entered.
    

    

    
      Along with a variety of cries like Kwak!, Urak!, and Hingyak?!, the gazes of the Oni who had boarded the train turned towards me.
    

    

    
      『…Woojin, you bastard. Are you really not going to change that fighting style?』
    

    

    
      『Why? What’s wrong with my fighting style?』
    

    

    
      A memory from the past suddenly surfaced.
    

    

    
      『…In all my life, I’ve never seen someone fight like you. What kind of fighting style has no ‘evasion’?』
    

    

    
      『Hey, you know that four-character idiom you like, gramps? It's called 'Luk-chaeng-gol-dan' (meat-cut-bone-break). It's about cutting flesh and breaking bones.』
    

    

    
      『…You start with at least breaking a bone. You crazy bastard.』
    

    

    
      There was no special reason for sticking to such a fighting style.
    

    

    
      …If I had to give one.
    

    

    
      It was because, with my lacking skills in the early days of my first playthrough when I couldn't even properly use my Innate Ability, a balanced fighting style that appropriately used ‘attack, evasion, and defense’ was virtually impossible.
    

    

    
      That was why I gave up on evasion, which could be somewhat compensated for by the <Vampire> Trait, and chose an attack-focused fighting style.
    

    

    
      『Well… as long as my heart doesn't explode or my head doesn't get smashed, it's fine.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『And even if I look thoughtless, I do dodge attacks that feel like they’ll kill me.』
    

    

    
      *…Fine. Do whatever the hell you want.』
    

    

    
      For the me of back then.
    

    

    
      It was, in its own way, the best choice.
    

    

    
      『…Hey, if you don’t reattach that arm, will a new one grow?』
    

    

    
      『…I don’t know. I’ve never tried.』
    

    

    
      『Should we try it once? I heard that Dracula guy’s head grew back even after it was cut off.』
    

    

    
      『…Has this old man gone senile? You want to go to the police station? Whose body are you trying to experiment on?』
    

    

    
      Vwoong—
    

    

    
      “…I didn’t know back then.”
    

    

    
      The club of the Oni at the very front flew towards my right forearm.
    

    

    
      “That I would fight like this for the rest of my life.”
    

    

    
      I don't bother blocking it.
    

    

    
      Puddeuk—
    

    

    
      My right arm, unable to withstand it, breaks without fail.
    

    

    
      Before the sensation in my right arm disappears completely, I drop the dagger as if losing my grip and catch it with my left hand.
    

    

    
      Before the Oni can retract its club, I dig into its guard and stab at its heart.
    

    

    
      Chwaak—!
    

    

    
      As I wrench the knife out, a fountain of sticky blood covers my face.
    

    

    
      My right arm begins to heal again.
    

    

    
      —Krrrk.
    

    

    
      Before the Oni in the lead can even fall, another iron club flies at me.
    

    

    
      I turn my body towards it.
    

    

    
      My right arm, not yet fully healed, breaks again.
    

    

    
      It doesn't matter.
    

    

    
      This time, I even toss the dagger aside and thrust my bladed hand into the creature’s heart.
    

    

    
      Pasak—
    

    

    
      At the pulpy sensation at my fingertips, I clench my fist, and sticky gore bursts through the gaps between my fingers.
    

    

    
      Again, I get hit.
    

    

    
      Again, I kill.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Except for the senses needed for combat, the other functions of my brain switch to an Off state.
    

    

    
      No stray thoughts arise.
    

    

    
      Only the instinct to kill and the instinct to live intersect vertically, weaving a stage of ‘slaughter’.
    

    

    
      I surrendered my body to that flow and entered a state of selflessness.
    

    

  
    Chapter 32 - Straggler (2): Straggler (2)

    
      The word ‘Regression’ carried a rather incredible specialness.
    

    

    
      Because no matter how ordinary a person was, if the word ‘Regressor’ was attached to their name, they felt like a completely different person.
    

    

    
      To put it simply. An immeasurable gap existed between just ‘Seo U-jin’ and ‘Regressor Seo U-jin’.
    

    

    
      …That difference in feeling was, of course, based on the expectations that ‘Regression’ brings.
    

    

    
      A Regressor would know everything.
    

    

    
      Therefore, they can become the strongest.
    

    

    
      Therefore, they can achieve everything they desire…
    

    

    
      A vague sense of expectation, something like that.
    

    

    
      『Orabeoni.』
    

    

    
      『What is it now.』
    

    

    
      『…Must I have a reason to come see a comrade’s face? I just came by this time. We won’t be able to see each other many more times anyway, so wouldn’t it be sad if you forgot my face?』
    

    

    
      『Sad, my ass. I’m the sadder one. I don’t want to do something as grand as regression either.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…I do it because I have to.』
    

    

    

    
      …But it wasn't something that fell into place so easily.
    

    

    
      As the only Regressor in this world, I knew it best.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Even if you were to give up and bite your tongue now, it is not too late. If it is your position, Orabeoni, I could even take your place myself.』
    

    

    
      『…Can I really do that?』
    

    

    
      『Ah. Speaking of which, here.』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    

    
      『Taffy. Have some.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I brought it for you to eat, Orabeoni. I made it myself.』
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      『…You’ve improved a lot. To think that innocent Cheong-i is even making jokes now.』
    

    

    
      『…It was the first joke of my life.』
    

    

    
      『It shows. It wasn’t funny at all.』
    

    

    

    
      A Regressor certainly returns with all their memories.
    

    

    
      But to say that meant they ‘could do anything’ was a gross oversimplification.
    

    

    
      The memories I brought back were, at the end of the day, memories limited to my ‘past life’.
    

    

    
      Some events with strong independence and inevitability would happen as they were, but the dependent variables created by ‘Seo U-jin’ changing into ‘Regressor Seo U-jin’ were countless.
    

    

    
      The butterfly effect was a given.
    

    

    
      There would be a butterfly effect of the butterfly effect, and the resulting typhoon would surely be enormous enough to overturn the world four or five times over.
    

    

    
      Moreover, I knew for certain.
    

    

    
      That even if I regressed, I couldn't become the strongest.
    

    

    
      That even if I regressed, I couldn't achieve everything I wanted.
    

    

    
      That perhaps, even though I regressed.
    

    

    
      I might not be able to change anything.
    

    

    
      …I even knew all too well that this possibility was not as small as one might think.
    

    

    
      So, a Regressor is nothing special, really.
    

    

    
      They just know a little more.
    

    

    
      Ttak—
    

    

    

    
      『This taffy is good.』
    

    

    
      『…That is a relief. I learned it directly from Master Satgat, but it did not turn out as I wished, so I had some trouble.』
    

    

    
      『I don’t want to do it.』
    

    

    
      『……? What is it you mean?』
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      『…This shitty regression.』
    

    

    
      Just a slightly shittier person.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Stabbing, dodging, getting hit.
    

    

    
      Stabbing again.
    

    

    
      Into the red shackles of infinitely repeating combat, a pure white impurity intruded.
    

    

    
      “Ouch!”
    

    

    
      A voice too thin and familiar to be an Oni's.
    

    

    
      When I came to my senses and looked ahead, instead of the red, burly forearm of an Oni I thought I had grabbed.
    

    

    
      A slender human wrist was there.
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      “…Isn't this a bit much, even for you? Mistaking a human for an Oni.”
    

    

    
      “Loxy……”
    

    

    
      Belatedly coming to my senses, I looked around to see that the Oni who had filled the car were now sprawled on the floor.
    

    

    
      The corpses of the monsters lay motionless, as if they had been like that from the very beginning.
    

    

    
      Only the warm blood pooling on the floor proved that these Oni had once been alive.
    

    

    
      …It seemed I had killed them all.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The dazed feeling had not yet faded.
    

    

    
      It wasn't because of the shock of slaughter or compassion for life.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t due to such lukewarm humanity.
    

    

    
      I had thrown things like that away a long time ago.
    

    

    
      It was more like my completely shut-down brain needed to warm up before it could function properly.
    

    

    
      After a fierce battle, there was always this period of haziness.
    

    

    
      Wiping the bloodstains from around my eyes, I checked the messages that had appeared on the system.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Numerous Constellations feel thrilled by your combat prowess.]
    

    

    
      [A few Constellations question your combat power that has crossed the line.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Olympus’s Ruffian’, feels an inexplicable thrill at your groundbreaking fighting style.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Olympus’s Ruffian’, promises you the title of ‘Ruffian’ and suggests you head to the North.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Dog-headed Judge’, catches a glimpse of a ‘Judge’s’ talent in you.]
    

    

    

    
      Tiring—!
    

    

    
      [You have succeeded in the quest, ‘Oni Eradication (☆)’. The reward will be sent to your Lair.]
    

    

    
      Tiring—!
    

    

    
      [You have failed in the quest, ‘Guardian Train (☆)’.]
    

    

    
      [The participation rights for Satellite Magic will be changed from <All Constellations belonging to The Order> to <Constellations of the jurisdiction>.]
    

    

    
      [All Constellations except those of the relevant jurisdiction will be ejected from the channel.]
    

    

    
      With the failure of the main quest, ‘Guardian Train’, the access rights to the Satellite Magic changed, and the noisy messages from the Constellations fell silent.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Looking out the window, the dark scenery that had been rushing past at high speed had come to a quiet stop.
    

    

    
      As if she realized what I was thinking from my gaze.
    

    

    
      Loxy shrugged and added an explanation.
    

    

    
      “We’ve been abandoned.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Including this car we’re in, the three cars at the rear were detached just like that.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…Anyway, I told you we should’ve just cut them loose, regardless of what you ‘had to do’. You don’t seem like the type to act all nice, but you have this idiotic side to you.”
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, I asked.
    

    

    
      “Is that a compliment?”
    

    

    
      “…Yes. It’s the highest praise. You idiotic human.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had let out the criticism in a slightly smaller voice, wrung out her blood-soaked hair and handed me a piece of paper.
    

    

    
      “Go wash up. My dog gave it to me.”
    

    

    
      “Your dog?”
    

    

    
      “Ah, that. The Acolyte Priest.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I nodded at the strangely fitting descriptor and took the paper.
    

    

    
      It was a Memorize Paper containing Clean magic.
    

    

    
      As I ripped it in half—‘bbuuk’—a magic circle appeared, and a warm stream of water covered my whole body.
    

    

    
      Swaaaa—
    

    

    
      Since my clothes were already soaked in blood, a little warm water wasn’t going to get rid of the red stains.
    

    

    
      But the scent of blood that had been clogging my nose dissipated, relieving some of my fatigue.
    

    

    
      Ukssin—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As if reacting to the warm temperature, nerve endings all over my body screamed as if they were being torn apart.
    

    

    
      It was a complex pain, on a different level from simple muscle soreness.
    

    

    
      Though there was nothing wrong externally, it was a fatal pain felt in an instant as the accumulated agony from nerve damage was experienced all at once during recovery.
    

    

    
      The tips of my fingers on both hands trembled faintly, my muscles twisting of their own accord.
    

    

    
      Budeul-budeul—
    

    

    
      It was a side effect that came from sticking to a fighting style that forsook defense.
    

    

    
      A familiar aftereffect I had experienced countless times in my past life.
    

    

    
      There was no particular solution.
    

    

    
      The pain was in a realm of intensity so high that even strong narcotic painkillers didn't work very well.
    

    

    
      I just had to endure it.
    

    

    
      Still, it wasn't all bad.
    

    

    
      Having experienced the extremity of pain, I had the advantage-that-wasn't-an-advantage of not feeling much from most other pain…
    

    

    
      There was a qualitative difference between ‘healing’ and ‘recovery’, so muscles and bones that broke and reattached like this would gain, albeit slightly, greater durability.
    

    

    
      As I washed off the sticky bits of flesh and clots of blood stuck to my body, the hazy feeling also cleared up considerably.
    

    

    
      Chalbak-chalbak—
    

    

    
      Drrrk—
    

    

    
      As I opened the sliding door to leave the train car, a cold night wind whipped around my wet body.
    

    

    
      The night was as deep as it could get.
    

    

    
      A dead of night where the only remaining light was the starlight.
    

    

    
      That breathtakingly vast darkness reminded me of the weight of the role entrusted to me.
    

    

    
      Huu—
    

    

    
      “…Shall we go.”
    

    

    
      As I muttered while looking somewhere in the dim distance, Loxy stuck her head out and whispered.
    

    

    
      “Where are you going?”
    

    

    
      “…Have to go pick them up. Even if I don’t really like them.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As if she didn't understand, Loxy, frowning deeply, looked ahead.
    

    

    
      “Wouldn’t it be better to just contact that Acolyte Priest? We don’t even know where we are, so where on earth are you planning to go……”
    

    

    
      Seeing is believing.
    

    

    
      I answered her question by pointing a finger at our destination.
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      That is, the severed front cars of the Guardian Train, stopped not too far away.
    

    

    
      Loxy, following my finger with her eyes, soon scrunched up her face and rubbed her eyes.
    

    

    
      “Why is that over there……”
    

    

    
      And looking that way once more, she let out a hollow remark.
    

    

    
      “Don’t tell me that thing stopped?”
    

    

    
      “…They probably aren’t waiting for us. I suppose.”
    

    

    
      “If they were going to abandon us, they should’ve at least run away properly……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…So there really are other idiots out there.”
    

    

    
      “…Right?”
    

    

    
      “So. You’re saying you’re going over there now?”
    

    

    
      …The sentence was a question, but once again, her true feelings were written all over her face.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be a question of whether I really wanted to go there, even after being stabbed in the back.
    

    

    
      Of course, my answer was the same this time.
    

    

    
      “…I have to go. There’s something I have to do there.”
    

    

    
      Ahyu—
    

    

    
      “…Fine, let’s go. Let’s just get it over with.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Loxy, letting out a sigh, listlessly waved her right hand and followed behind me.
    

    

    
      “…Pushover.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Idiot.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Fool.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Moron……”
    

    

    
      “I get it, so stop.”
    

    

    
      …Though the path we followed was not exactly quiet.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      - …I have no excuse.
    

    

    
      - Anyway. You demonic(?) humans. How could you just abandon people and leave?
    

    

    
      - It was an unavoidable choice for the safety of the passengers…….
    

    

    
      - You’re full of shit.
    

    

    
      - …Ye-yes?
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As soon as we arrived at the train, Loxy headed to the front and began to pour a torrent of curses on the conductor, who had his head bowed low.
    

    

    
      Something must have really displeased her, as she was putting all her passion into it, so there seemed to be no need for me to join in. I, for my part, went to find someone.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see, Partner.”
    

    

    
      As I raised a hand, he responded with his characteristic expressionless face.
    

    

    
      “…Did you really know beforehand.”
    

    

    
      “More or less?”
    

    

    
      “…I cannot understand.”
    

    

    
      “The world isn’t filled with only things you can understand.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Jerry shook his head with his usual blank expression.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, it was understandable.
    

    

    
      In the first place, it was rare for a Guardian Train managed by The Order to be stranded like this.
    

    

    
      And a case like this happening because of low-level Magical Beasts like Oni was practically unheard of.
    

    

    
      Thinking normally, it was right that the current situation didn't make sense.
    

    

    
      ‘…That’s because this isn’t a normal case.’
    

    

    
      It was an incident I had passed by without realizing in my past life, but the weight of this ‘Guardian Train Straggler’ case I later looked into was not light.
    

    

    
      That was why I had gone out of my way to come back here.
    

    

    
      “So.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “What happened? You were escaping just fine.”
    

    

    
      Of course, the circumstances of the incident were already summarized in my head.
    

    

    
      I feigned ignorance and asked him.
    

    

    
      “…The engine stopped.”
    

    

    
      “The engine?”
    

    

    
      “An Oni with black horns broke into the engine room where the magic engine is.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “By the time we found the engine room, even the Mana Stones prepared as reserve fuel had all been lost.”
    

    

    
      The Guardian Train is powered by a magic engine.
    

    

    
      And the power source that operates the magic engine is, of course, the ‘Mana Stone’, which can supply and store mana.
    

    

    
      Although it varies slightly depending on the form and quality of processing, Mana Stones are generally used as its fuel.
    

    

    
      That was precisely the reason the Oni had risked their lives to attack the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      To steal the Mana Stones used as fuel for the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      “…The Mana Stones used as fuel for the train are processed goods with low purity and are diluted, so there should be no use for them for a Magical Beast. Strange.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well, I guess they had something that urgent.”
    

    

    
      “…The direction of your empathy is strange.”
    

    

    
      “It’s a joke.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had paused for a moment, suddenly pointed his finger at my medal.
    

    

    
      “With the magic engine broken, communication with The Order was also cut off.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Acolyte Priest. Can you contact him?”
    

    

    
      It was a rational response.
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “First, let’s find out where we are.”
    

    

    

  
    Chapter 33: Straggler (3)

    
      […What?]
    

    

    
      Eliya's reaction after hearing a rough explanation was just as I expected.
    

    

    
      [What did you just say… An Oni attacked the Guardian Train?]
    

    

    
      “Yeah. So now we're stopped in the middle of the tracks.”
    

    

    
      [No, that's ridiculous…….]
    

    

    
      She was at a loss for words, unable to speak for a while.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      It was such an exceptional and absurd incident that she would have been justified in dismissing it as a ridiculous joke.
    

    

    
      Still, as if to prove she hadn't earned her priest title for nothing, she soon came to her senses and asked questions to grasp the situation.
    

    

    
      […Any casualties?]
    

    

    
      “There are a few dead… but this is still a good outcome. At least we can count them.”
    

    

    
      [Oh no… For now… uh, right. The conductor.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [Did something happen to the conductor as well?]
    

    

    
      “No. The conductor is fine. He's kneeling next to me right now.”
    

    

    
      […Kneeling?]
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “…He's being punished. I'm not sure, but it seems he did something wrong.”
    

    

    
      […Well, anyway. That's a relief for now. If the conductor is okay… he should be able to check for simple problems with the magic engine. If it's just an engine cool-down from a physical shock or a misalignment of the tracks, it should be able to restart soon.]
    

    

    
      She seemed to be thinking about the situation quite optimistically.
    

    

    
      Like it was just a simple component failure that happens from time to time.
    

    

    
      Of course, since major problems with the Guardian Train rarely occurred, her optimism wasn't that strange.
    

    

    
      …The problem was that the situation was not normal.
    

    

    
      “But there's one minor problem.”
    

    

    
      […What is it?]
    

    

    
      “Uh…….”
    

    

    
      […?]
    

    

    
      “…It's nothing much. Just that some Oni ran off with all the Mana Stones used for fuel?”
    

    

    
      Her voice stopped again.
    

    

    
      This silence was a little longer.
    

    

    
      “Still, it's a relief it's not broken, right?”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      When I threw out a joke to break the awkward silence that had fallen.
    

    

    
      [How is that a relief, you carefree human!!!]
    

    

    
      Eliya's roar, as if she had boiled and eaten a train's smokestack(?), erupted.
    

    

    
      [I mean… what kind of Oni not only attacks a train but also takes the Mana Stones? Those are low-grade Mana Stones reprocessed for train operation, so their purity is diluted. A Magical Beast shouldn't even be able to handle them.]
    

    

    
      “…Well. They must have their reasons, I guess.”
    

    

    
      [Haa… Is this the time to be worrying about someone else's reasons?]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [Hold on a second.]
    

    

    
      With those last words, I heard a clattering sound, and then the other side of the medal went quiet.
    

    

    
      It seemed she had stepped away to do something.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      I had a rough idea of what she went to do.
    

    

    
      She was probably calculating our exact location, the latitude and longitude of where we were stranded.
    

    

    
      Things like where the nearest town was, whether we could get Mana Stones there, and how long it would take to travel.
    

    

    
      Of course, even if she didn't do anything herself, since The Order manages the Guardian Train, the person in charge would handle it the moment The Order confirmed the problem.
    

    

    
      But depending on the local situation, it could take more time, and The Order's way of handling unexpected incidents like this was to get bogged down in procedures, slowing things down.
    

    

    
      …From Eliya's perspective, who knew their sluggish process better than anyone, it was highly likely she would devise her own response, separate from The Order's.
    

    

    
      And soon, a low mutter was heard from beyond the medal's communication magic circle.
    

    

    
      […No way. That can't be right.]
    

    

    
      After that short mutter, Eliya went quiet again.
    

    

    
      After some more time passed like that, a hollow sigh burst from Eliya's lips.
    

    

    
      […My god. Of all places, in the ‘Kunlun Zone’…….]
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      […I'll give you a brief explanation.]
    

    

    
      [The central continent of the Upper Plane can be broadly divided into two territories. The <Alliance Territory>, which belongs to the Church Alliance, and the <Demon King's Territory>, which belongs to the Demon King's Alliance.]
    

    

    
      “…Right.”
    

    

    
      [However, there are third regions that don't belong to either side. Ambiguous areas where Magical Beasts and humans still coexist. These third regions are called the <Unexplored Lands>.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [If you've listened this far, you can probably guess, but Murim's <Kunlun Zone> also belongs to these 'Unexplored Lands'. It's also the 'only' Unexplored Land that exists within Murim's territory.]
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      It was a place I knew perfectly well, even without needing an explanation.
    

    

    
      Kunlun.
    

    

    
      To add one thing to her words… the Kunlun Zone wasn't an area that could be explained simply by the classification 'Unexplored Land'.
    

    

    
      It was the sanctuary where the Constellation who once belonged to Murim, the ‘Master of the Western Peach Orchard’, had made her abode.
    

    

    
      A place where the orchard of Peaches of Immortality, said to bring eternal youth and longevity, existed.
    

    

    
      Because in the past, this very place, 'Kunlun', was a space that strictly belonged to the territory of the 'Murim Empire'.
    

    

    
      …Though at the present time, she had moved the entire Kunlun mountain range, turning it into a wilderness of Magical Beasts where unsubjugated Magical Beasts from within Murim hid.
    

    

    
      Once, this land of Kunlun was a land that shone more brilliantly than any other land in Murim, a land flowing with milk and honey.
    

    

    
      Kkadeuk—
    

    

    
      […Such bad luck. To be stranded in an Unexplored Land of all the possible transit points in the vast lands of Murim… This is serious.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [There won't be any private homes nearby, and waiting for a rescue team to be dispatched from The Order is too great a risk…….]
    

    

    
      Indeed.
    

    

    
      Just as Eliya said, being unexpectedly stranded in the 'Kunlun Zone' was a pretty big deal.
    

    

    
      It wasn't on the level of the Demon King's Army's territory, the 'Demon King's Territory', where Magical Beasts live, or the battlefields of the War against Demons where combat is ongoing in real-time, but it was a relatively dangerous place since it was where Magical Beasts yet to be subjugated within The Order's territory gathered.
    

    

    
      It was difficult to hope for an immediate rescue team.
    

    

    
      And as the name 'Unexplored Land' suggests, it was an area where not even a chapel of The Order existed, so it was difficult to even grasp the location of specific geographical features.
    

    

    
      For this many unprepared humans to be sprawled out was no different from advertising 'come and get me' to a pack of Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      It was only because it was night that they were less conspicuous; if it were daytime, who knows how many Magical Beast or human corpses would have been buried by now.
    

    

    
      “…How about this, Eliya.”
    

    

    
      …Of course, that didn't mean there was no way out.
    

    

    
      If there were, I wouldn't have come here.
    

    

    
      […Yes?]
    

    

    
      “Anyway, we just need to get fuel and go as far as we can to a place where we can get support, right? It doesn't have to be the Mana Stones the Oni stole.”
    

    

    
      [Well, yes. Even if it's not that far, if we can just get to a place with a chapel of The Order, it wouldn't be difficult to receive emergency support…….]
    

    

    
      Eliya, who seemed to have realized what I was about to say, stopped mid-sentence and urgently asked in a louder voice.
    

    

    
      […Don't tell me, Hero-nim, are you thinking of mining raw Mana Stones from the Magical Beasts of the Kunlun Zone right now?]
    

    

    
      “Oh. As expected, you catch on quick.”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      Hearing my words, Loxy glanced at the conductor, who was holding up both his arms.
    

    

    
      “…I-it's possible. The Mana Stones used in the Guardian Train go through a special processing procedure, but the process is ultimately for optimization… The efficiency will be a bit lower, but we can still run the engine using the raw stones.”
    

    

    
      “…He says it is.”
    

    

    
      “Okay. Then the method is fine. Does anyone here have any objecti—”
    

    

    
      Before I could even finish my sentence, Eliya's shriek—'bbaeaek'—came from beyond the medal.
    

    

    
      [You can't!!!]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [Do you think Mana Stones just pop out of any Magical Beast you beat up? To extract a Mana Stone from a living Magical Beast, it has to be at least a Named-class Magical Beast, and you two Hero candidates are going to hunt a Named-class Magical Beast?]
    

    

    
      Named.
    

    

    
      It's true that their class was lower compared to the Knight-class Magical Beasts belonging to the Demon King's direct knight order, or the titled demons who symbolized each Demon King's Territory as a core force of the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      But compared to ordinary non-named Magical Beasts, a Named Magical Beast was a monster on a whole other level.
    

    

    
      And the very thing that proved this difference was the possession of a Mana Stone within their body.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the role of a Hero in the War against Demons was to deal with Named-class and higher Magical Beasts that couldn't be fought with soldiers' weapons.
    

    

    
      There could be no disagreement about their strength.
    

    

    
      [Even 1-star Heroes who have been officially ordained as Heroes don't make reckless attempts to hunt a Named alone. Especially in a place without The Order's infrastructure properly in place… It's ridiculous talk.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [It would be a much more realistic alternative to just find the Oni that took the Mana Stones…….]
    

    

    
      She was dismissing my opinion of mining a new Mana Stone and suggesting another alternative, but her words were immediately cut off by Jerry.
    

    

    
      “…The Oni that took the Mana Stones had a special appearance, with black horns. Its speed and physical abilities were also distinct from a typical Oni.”
    

    

    
      [No…….]
    

    

    
      “…That Oni is also presumed to be a Magical Beast classified as a Named. Therefore… I don't think there's much of a difference between what you said and that alternative.”
    

    

    
      [Then…….]
    

    

    
      For Eliya, who was no doubt clutching her head even though I couldn't see her, I came to a conclusion around that point.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, the conclusion is set. Whether we find the Oni or find a Named-class Magical Beast, we have to find something before daybreak, right?”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      Eliya, who clearly must have had complaints, also didn't open her mouth this time.
    

    

    
      It was because she too had realized by this point.
    

    

    
      That there was no other particularly good solution besides the one I suggested.
    

    

    
      […For now, then, I'll report this on my end and look for other methods. Prioritize safety… and try what Hero-nim suggested.]
    

    

    
      “Okay. I'm hanging up then.”
    

    

    
      Ttuk—
    

    

    
      After ending the communication magic with Eliya like that, the surroundings fell silent for a moment.
    

    

    
      Jerry broke the silence with a question.
    

    

    
      “…You have something in mind, I assume?”
    

    

    
      And my answer to that was short and concise.
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      Loxy's half-lidded eyes darted between the two of us as she chimed in.
    

    

    
      “…You two get along so well, don't you? Anyone would think I'm the one you just met today.”
    

    

    
      “…It's just your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “It's just your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “……”
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      The place U-jin led the two to after saying he had a plan was none other than the rear of the train cars.
    

    

    
      To be precise.
    

    

    
      Not the three cars that had been disconnected, abandoning U-jin and Loxy, but the tail end of the train that was still properly attached.
    

    

    
      “…Hup—cha.”
    

    

    
      Compared to the crowded front cars, the rear cars were completely empty.
    

    

    
      Just like the car Jerry had been in.
    

    

    
      …It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Unless you were insane, no one would want to stick around in a place where people had died.
    

    

    
      Squish—
    

    

    
      “…Filthy.”
    

    

    
      Jerry muttered after stepping on a lump of meat that was unidentifiable as either human or Oni.
    

    

    
      He rubbed his shoe on the sofa of a nearby undamaged seat to wipe off the splattered flesh and blood.
    

    

    
      Loxy, watching Jerry with a look of fascination, turned to me and asked.
    

    

    
      “Is he a new party member?”
    

    

    
      “Well. Something like that.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm— Since you picked him first, he can’t be an ordinary person……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The vibe he gives off seems pretty similar to my own. Am I right?”
    

    

    
      Looking at the medal's magic circle, which had been changed to only allow the region's supervising Constellation to participate, I thought for a moment before answering.
    

    

    
      “You’re right. He’s a human from the Demon King's Territory who’s going to be our sponsor from now on… No, wait. To be precise, rather than being from the Demon King's Territory……”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      Jerry’s head turned, his gaze fixing on me.
    

    

    
      “…I would appreciate it if you would refrain from misusing information with a person whose trustworthiness has not yet been confirmed. Though I have no idea how you know such things in the first place.”
    

    

    
      “Don't be so uptight. We're going to be eating from the same pot for a while anyway.”
    

    

    
      “…Is this woman trustworthy?”
    

    

    
      At Jerry’s question, Loxy shrugged and answered in my stead.
    

    

    
      “Don’t be so guarded. As you can see, I’m in a position where this one has me on a leash and I have to call him ‘Master’.”
    

    

    
      “That title is something you came up with on your own. Don’t talk as if I made you.”
    

    

    
      “Oh my, Master. Are you angry?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Jerry’s gaze turned back to me.
    

    

    
      For some reason, his subtly twisted eyebrow made my temper flare.
    

    

    
      “…You have a unique taste.”
    

    

    
      “No. Get lost. What the hell are you thinking, you lunatic.”
    

    

    
      At that, Loxy chuckled and muttered.
    

    

    
      “You two really do get along so well.”
    

    

    
      Hwik—
    

    

    
      “I told you, it’s just your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “…I’m pretty sure I already said it was just your imagination earlier.”
    

    

    
      “…That poor imagination of yours must feel so wronged. Always getting blamed for everything.”
    

    

    
      Creak—
    

    

    
      To refocus our attention, which had momentarily strayed, I opened the door to the next car.
    

    

    
      …It didn’t seem like what I was looking for was in this car anyway.
    

    

    
      With a creaking sound, the sliding door between the cars opened, and the next car, drenched in blood, came into view.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A brief silence fell.
    

    

    
      It wasn't for any particular reason.
    

    

    
      ‘Damn… Did I get too into it?’
    

    

    
      It was because of the traces of battle I had left behind.
    

    

    
      “…I didn’t see it properly before since I was just passing through. This is seriously no joke.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      To Loxy’s eyes, it probably just looked like ‘the car where the most fighting happened’, but the point to note here wasn't simply the intensity of the battle.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      Jerry stroked his eyebrow.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Optimization.
    

    

    
      The crucial point was that my fighting style was optimized for the traits of a vampire to an excessive degree.
    

    

    
      Like a berserker who had lost his mind to revenge, never taking a single step back.
    

    

    
      This fighting style, like fighting on the edge of a thousand-foot cliff with one's life on the line, was a combat pattern unique to vampires.
    

    

    
      It was certainly not a fighting style that a novice who had just acquired the trait could pull off.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the flow of battle seen in this car showed a level of perfection that was almost flawless.
    

    

    
      It seemed Loxy's eyes couldn't see that far, but on Jerry's level, having grown up watching vampires fight, he should have been able to read it.
    

    

    
      Jerry's unique habit of rubbing his eyebrow whenever he fell into deep thought proved it.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      I performed first aid before Jerry could fall into deeper thought.
    

    

    
      “I’ll explain everything later, so let's just move on for now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You’ve had plenty of things you didn’t understand before this, anyway.”
    

    

    
      Even if it were to be revealed someday, I couldn't reveal my ‘Regression’ at this point in time.
    

    

    
      It was a trump card that had to be saved for the very, very end.
    

    

    
      I had to let him harbor his unavoidable questions, but the timing of their reveal had to be postponed as much as possible.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Jerry nodded at my request.
    

    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Are there going to be many more situations like this in the future?”
    

    

    
      “Probably.”
    

    

    
      “…You’re a more dangerous partner than I thought.”
    

    

    
      With those words, the conversation ended.
    

    

    
      Loxy, seeming to have noticed the strange atmosphere, also kept her mouth shut, and the mood became slightly more awkward than before.
    

    

    
      In my experience, in cases like this, it was better to just proceed with things quickly to reduce the time for thinking.
    

    

    
      Creak—
    

    

    
      Therefore, I immediately headed to the corner behind the last seat of the second car and lifted the half-broken seat that had fallen backward.
    

    

    
      And in the spot revealed beneath.
    

    

    
      “…Found it. The clue.”
    

    

    
      A severed index finger of an Oni was lying there.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      “So… I get that you found something. But why is this a clue? It just looks like an ordinary Oni finger.”
    

    

    
      As soon as we left the train car with the finger in hand, Loxy asked.
    

    

    
      “Does it look that way to you?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. It doesn't seem special at all……”
    

    

    
      “Ordinary, you say……”
    

    

    
      Tiring—!
    

    

    
      [<Trait: Chosen One(★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [Would you like to check the basic information of the <Unidentified Object>? Y/N]
    

    

    
      [Target selected.]
    

    

    
      [Checking basic information.]
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [Code:#339-B8]
    

    
      Name: [Index Finger of a Certain Mutant Oni]
    

    

    
      Classification: [Magical Beast (Humanoid)]
    

    

    
      Description: An index finger separated from the body of a certain mutant Oni. It contains a dense Earth-attribute mana.
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      To get straight to the point, this was no ordinary object.
    

    

    
      Of course, the standard for ‘ordinary’ could vary wildly depending on the situation and level, but at the very least, this was an object we ‘needed’.
    

    

    
      Unlike Loxy, who hadn't noticed at all, Jerry was staring intently down at the finger I had picked up.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      “…You've encountered it before?”
    

    

    
      “Looks like you’ve got a rough idea.”
    

    

    
      “Indeed. This could be a clue. The bloodstains left in the engine room were because of this.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… I still don't get it, no matter how I look at it.”
    

    

    
      In contrast to Jerry, who had more or less reached a conclusion, Loxy tilted her head and muttered, unable to find anything different no matter how she looked at it.
    

    

    
      Then, after staring at the finger for a moment, she brought it to her nose and sniffed.
    

    

    
      And—
    

    

    
      “Keuk! This thing… Cough—!”
    

    

    
      She immediately recoiled, screwing up her face with a violent cough as if she were about to hack up a lung.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      With a few special exceptions, mana that doesn't circulate is bound to oxidize.
    

    

    
      And the denser the mana, the more intense its foul stench became.
    

    

    
      On top of that, the body of Kim Sia that she inhabited was under the influence of <Trait: Reconnaissance Unit>.
    

    

    
      Regardless of her intention, the intensity of the smell must have felt at least twice as strong.
    

    

    
      I'm not sure about a Named Magical Beast, but it probably smelled something like a cheesecake left in a broken freezer for a month.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “Want another whiff?”
    

    

    
      When I made a motion to offer it to her, Loxy freaked out and covered her nose.
    

    

    
      “Why would I!”
    

    

    
      “Because this is the finger of the Named Oni we're looking for.”
    

    

    
      “What does that have to do with me smelling it……”
    

    

    
      Her expression changed as she stopped mid-sentence, seeming to have guessed my intention.
    

    

    
      “Trait: Reconnaissance Unit.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s a trait exclusively for searching, considered Tier 1 at our level.”
    

    

    
      …The reason I called the finger a clue was because of the trait Loxy possessed.
    

    

    
      To be precise, it was because of the <Trait: Reconnaissance Unit> that ‘Hero candidate Kim Sia’ had.
    

    

    
      The trait ‘Reconnaissance Squad’ was a 1-star trait useful enough to be unrivaled, at least in its search function.
    

    

    
      A Named-class Magical Beast would leave a distinct trace of mana in the first place, and with such a definite physical injury, it was bound to have been dripping mana as it moved.
    

    

    
      Considering that not much time had passed, it was possible to track it just by following the lingering stench if we moved quickly.
    

    

    
      “Hurry up and find it before you forget the smell. Otherwise, you’ll have to smell it again later.”
    

    

    
      “Hey, it’s not like I’m some kind of hound……”
    

    

    
      As if she didn’t like it.
    

    

    
      Loxy let out a small sigh and whined, but she must have really hated the idea of smelling it again, because she immediately closed her eyes right where she stood.
    

    

    
      It was a sort of ritual to maximize the sensitivity of the Reconnaissance Squad Trait.
    

    

    
      And soon, after scrunching up her face and sniffing the air a few times.
    

    

    
      “…This way.”
    

    

    
      She turned her body and pointed in one direction.
    

    

    
      It was the direction from which a faint breeze was blowing.
    

    

    
      “I smell something similar from the opposite direction, but this side is much denser… and… hmm… how should I put this……”
    

    

    
      “Just say whatever comes to mind.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “It’s more shitty.”
    

    

    
      “…Good.”
    

    

    
      “…We might be able to handle this faster than I thought.”
    

    

    
      The direction with the fainter smell was the scent wafting from the mana footprints the target had left behind.
    

    

    
      And the place she described as shitty was most likely the scent wafting from the space where it was currently staying.
    

    

    
      There was no way it could have treated such a wound immediately in these poor, unfamiliar conditions.
    

    

    
      It was probably still gushing blood and mana from the torn wound right now.
    

    

    
      “Lead the way.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Loxy, who swallowed a few gags during the process of reaching our destination, pointed with her index finger as soon as the location became somewhat certain.
    

    

    
      “Ugh… It’s here.”
    

    

    
      “…Are you sure?”
    

    

    
      When I asked again to confirm, she nodded her head repeatedly while pinching her nose.
    

    

    
      “Huuap… This is definitely it. It’s not a smell you can get confused with in the first place.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …Judging by Loxy’s words and her reaction, it was clear that the Oni who took the Mana Stones was here where she pointed.
    

    

    
      Now that the location was certain, all we had to do was go there and take care of business.
    

    

    
      The problem was.
    

    

    
      “…A wasted trip.”
    

    

    
      Hwiiing—
    

    

    
      The problem was that ‘here’ was at the bottom of a sheer canyon with no visible floor.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Through the knowledge from my past life, I knew that ‘he’ was residing in this land of Kunlun at this point in time.
    

    

    
      But I didn't know his exact location.
    

    

    
      ‘To think he was hiding at the bottom of a canyon.’
    

    

    
      Well, considering his circumstances at this point, it wouldn't have been strange for him to be hiding anywhere.
    

    

    
      Still, it was a bit startling for something to happen that was outside my predictable range.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean giving up was an option.
    

    

    
      If it were, I wouldn't have come.
    

    

    
      The reason I chose the 'Train Guardian Request' despite knowing it would fail was because this route was the only point where I could knock out three bucket list items at once.
    

    

    
      Coming all this way just to turn back was a waste of time.
    

    

    
      Now that I had started the job, I had to accomplish all three bucket list items.
    

    

    
      “Huuu… So.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What are you going to do?”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who seemed to have recovered now that the nose-piercing smell had subsided, asked.
    

    

    
      “We’re going.”
    

    

    
      I answered, looking down at the canyon without turning my head.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence followed.
    

    

    
      Jerry asked.
    

    

    
      “…Do you have a plan in mind?”
    

    

    
      “I have a separate plan. A way to get down there safely.”
    

    

    
      “…Unlike before, I have some doubts about this one.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s just your imagination, right? Probably?”
    

    

    
      Loxy, also displeased with my less-than-confident answer, let out a small sigh.
    

    

    
      Haa—
    

    

    
      And she shook her head with a dissatisfied expression.
    

    

    
      “…You know, you’re most unsettling when you make that blank face, right?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…So what is it, that plan?”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering her, I pointed with my fingertip somewhere down in the canyon.
    

    

    
      “Both of you, look over there.”
    

    

    
      “…Over there?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      Loxy, who was a step behind, took a step closer to the cliff, and Jerry also frowned and leaned his body in the direction I was pointing.
    

    

    
      And I.
    

    

    
      “What in the world is even supposed to be there……”
    

    

    
      “…Is it just my imagination that I can't see anything……”
    

    

    
      Push—
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      I hugged both of them from behind and threw our bodies off the cliff.
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      “Are you crazy!!!”
    

    

    
      Loxy screamed in a sharp tone and loud voice she had never used before.
    

    

    
      …Though it was somewhat muffled by the sound of the wind rushing past their ears as they fell, it was still clear enough to pierce through to U-jin's ears.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      From Loxy's perspective, the situation was nothing short of bewildering.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a deep canyon; she had literally never imagined he would jump off a cliff into a chasm so deep its bottom was invisible.
    

    

    
      She did have an uneasy feeling when she saw him staring down the cliff with that characteristic blank expression, a premonition that he was cooking up another absurd plan in his head.
    

    

    
      But still, who could have imagined he would throw his body off the cliff without any warning?
    

    

    
      Loxy's mind went blank, her thoughts a tangled mess.
    

    

    
      She barely managed to regain her senses and began to assess the situation.
    

    

    
      ‘…Unless this man is completely insane, there's no way he'd throw away his own life just to kill me.’
    

    

    
      …It was a miserable thought, even to herself.
    

    

    
      From U-jin's point of view, Loxy's role was, at best, that of a pawn.
    

    

    
      A pawn that could be used and discarded at any time.
    

    

    
      For a man who claimed to have so much to do to throw away his life just to dispose of one such pawn made no sense, no matter how she looked at it.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Loxy wasn't the only one U-jin had grabbed before jumping.
    

    

    
      This man named J. J, with his dark and strange aura, who hadn't even changed his expression amidst this urgent situation, was in the same predicament as her.
    

    

    
      If Loxy's guess was correct, he too seemed to have been caught off guard by this unexpected event.
    

    

    
      ‘…Then that means he has another plan…’
    

    

    
      Another suspicious thing was that the answer, which should have come by now, still hadn't.
    

    

    
      Of course, one could argue that not much time had passed, as Loxy's stream of consciousness was flowing in tenths of a second inside her head.
    

    

    
      But for there to still be no answer in this urgent situation of a vertical drop from a cliff of unfathomable depth had its own meaning.
    

    

    
      Her thoughts reaching that point, Loxy finally came to one conclusion.
    

    

    
      ‘…Satellite Magic.’
    

    

    
      It was to touch the medals that she and U-jin had and activate the ‘Demon's Singularity’.
    

    

    
      Tuk-
    

    

    
      …If there was one snag, it was that with the failure of the 'Train Protection' request, the only Constellations who could intervene in U-jin's channel were those of the 'jurisdictional area'.
    

    

    
      And while they were within the territory of the Murim Empire, the 'Kunlun Zone', known as the Unexplored Lands, had no such jurisdictional Constellation.
    

    

    
      But the situation was too urgent to dwell on such detailed questions.
    

    

    
      Zzt- Zzzzt-
    

    

    
      And so, a purple rift began to form on the geometric magic circle drawn upon the medal.
    

    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown error has occurred.]
    

    

    
      [Satellite Magic, Starlink has been temporarily disabled.]
    

    

    

    

    
      Only then did U-jin reply with a smile.
    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “You're certainly quick on the uptake.”
    

    

    
      “How can you be smiling right now…?!”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Can't exactly cry, can I?”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      She immediately shot back sharply, a sincere anger boiling up from deep within her chest for the first time in a while.
    

    

    
      U-jin didn't wipe the leisurely expression from his face.
    

    

    
      “…So. What's the plan?”
    

    

    
      Jerry, too, threw the question as if he had been waiting for U-jin to speak.
    

    

    
      “The plan is simple.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …And although there was the change of U-jin finally speaking.
    

    

    
      Loxy was still.
    

    

    
      “She's going to fly and take us down there safely.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      She couldn't escape her bewilderment, nor the fact that she was still falling.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Black Wings.
    

    

    
      An authoritative symbol permitted only to the Demonic Species, the Demon King's direct bloodline among the Magical Beasts belonging to the Demon King's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      And a special organ that serves as another criterion for distinguishing between other Magical Beast species and the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      Loxy, belonging to the Demonic Species, was also supposed to have Black Wings.
    

    

    
      “…So. You were a Succubus.”
    

    

    
      “Did I not mention it?”
    

    

    
      “…You did not.”
    

    

    
      “A shame. Well, anyway. She's going to fly us down.”
    

    

    
      Therefore, Loxy too had immediately thought of Black Wings at U-jin's mention of 'flying', but she could only quickly shake her head and declare it impossible.
    

    

    
      “That's ridiculous! I've never flown before in my life. Besides-!”
    

    

    
      “…I know. That you've never flown before.”
    

    

    
      In the process of the Demon King's Army's formation and the solidification of the alliance, the flaunting of Black Wings was officially forbidden.
    

    

    
      The Demon King had outlawed 'flight using Black Wings' in the skies of the Demon King's Territory to prevent unnecessary conflict and division between the Demonic Species and other species of Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the flight function of Black Wings was far inferior in performance compared to the wings of flight-specialized Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      A single pair was hardly efficient.
    

    

    
      Therefore, it was common for most of the Demonic Species, especially the lower-ranking ones, to have no reason to ever bring out their Black Wings.
    

    

    
      U-jin knew this well.
    

    

    
      However, the reason he had jumped off the cliff, trusting in Loxy's Black Wings despite all this, was because U-jin had his own way to compensate for it.
    

    

    
      What U-jin needed to pass this cliff safely was only Loxy's wings; whether Loxy knew how to use them or not was not an important factor at all.
    

    

    
      After all, U-jin himself could just control the Black Wings.
    

    

    
      “Whether you know how to fly or not isn't that important.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Just bring out the wings, and I'll take care of the rest.”
    

    

    
      “No, that's not the problem…”
    

    

    
      “If you really don't get it, then just stay still.”
    

    

    
      As if he could wait no longer, U-jin placed his hand behind Loxy's right ear.
    

    

    
      Pzzzt-
    

    

    
      At the same time, a system message appeared before Loxy's eyes.
    

    

    
      [The inflicted skill, ‘Seal of the Ancient Miko,’ is being affected by external magic.]
    

    
      [An unknown magic is acting on your body.]
    

    

    
      Along with a strange foreign sensation from her back, Loxy's eyes turned purple.
    

    

    
      [Warning! Forced physical transformation is occurring due to an unknown magic!]
    

    

    
      Crrrack-
    

    

    
      Soon, with the gruesome sound of her shoulder blades twisting, a single black wing unfurled from behind Loxy's back.
    

    

    
      And at the same time.
    

    

    
      U-jin realized something was wrong.
    

    

    
      Tilt-
    

    

    
      The pair of wings that should have extended from Loxy's back in response to the magic should have generated lift, slowing their fall.
    

    

    
      But what he felt as the magic took effect was not a balanced sense of flotation, but a drastic imbalance, tilting them sideways.
    

    

    
      Their falling speed did decrease, but in exchange, Loxy and U-jin's bodies lost all direction, spinning round and round in an unstable trajectory.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…A single wing?’
    

    

    
      Loxy's Black Wings, which should have spread out on both sides and started beating, had only extended a left wing, which was now flapping.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a problem with the magic U-jin had wielded.
    

    

    
      No matter how rushed and brief it was.
    

    

    
      There was no way he would fail at such a basic level of magic control.
    

    

    
      By the same token, there was no way the 'Seal of the Ancient Miko' he had planted beforehand would have had an abnormal reaction.
    

    

    
      This was simply Loxy's problem.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just when I thought things were going too smoothly.’
    

    

    
      Whether it had been torn off or if it was a congenital problem, he couldn't guess the reason in this situation, but in any case, Loxy's right wing was missing.
    

    

    
      ‘…Should I have checked beforehand?’
    

    

    
      That was why it hadn't reacted to the magic U-jin sent.
    

    

    
      Naturally, this was outside of U-jin's expectations.
    

    

    
      He had seen Demonic Species with both wings torn off for one reason or another, and he had even torn them off with his own hands before.
    

    

    
      But this was the first time even for him to see a single remaining wing.
    

    

    
      This was worse than having no wings at all.
    

    

    
      Disaster struck immediately.
    

    

    
      Cruunch-
    

    

    
      “Keuk……!”
    

    

    
      At the intersection of their unstable trajectory and the narrowing canyon, one of U-jin's arms hit the wall. The arm twisted at a bizarre angle, and their bodies ricocheted off the cliff to the other side.
    

    

    
      And again.
    

    

    
      THUD-
    

    

    
      This time, it was his back.
    

    

    
      Cough-!
    

    

    
      As if he'd suffered internal injuries from the impact to his back, a mouthful of blood burst from U-jin's mouth.
    

    

    
      Their speed had decreased significantly from the moment the wing opened, but that was only a reduction from the speed of a freefall.
    

    

    
      The impacts U-jin took as they repeatedly hit the cliff walls were each at a fatal level.
    

    

    
      And so, after several impacts back and forth between the two walls.
    

    

    
      Amidst the continuous shaking and dizzying impacts, Loxy gradually lost consciousness.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Cough-
    

    

    
      Coughing up a mouthful of blood mixed with torn pieces of his internal organs, U-jin let out a hollow laugh and looked up at the sky.
    

    

    
      “…Still, I guess we avoided the worst-case scenario.”
    

    

    
      …Contrary to his words, the state of U-jin's body was the worst it could be.
    

    

    
      His right arm, which had taken the first impact during the fall, was bent in a grotesque direction, with white bone protruding from his torn forearm.
    

    

    
      His right ankle was also twisted more than 90 degrees from its normal position.
    

    

    
      And his limbs were the least of his worries.
    

    

    
      Though not visible on the outside, U-jin's insides were broken and ruptured, literally a mangled mess.
    

    

    
      He had only gotten away with this much damage because, just before impact, Jerry had twisted his body underneath to cushion the fall.
    

    

    
      If he had taken the full impact of the vertical fall with his body, even U-jin would not have been able to escape instant death.
    

    

    
      Pat, pat-
    

    

    
      As Jerry lightly dusted himself off and straightened his clothes, U-jin gave him a thumbs-up and said.
    

    

    
      “…Thanks, partner.”
    

    

    
      “…I'll collect the cost for the torn clothes from you later.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “You sure are thorough with your accounting.”
    

    

    
      Unlike U-jin, who had reached a level of mental immunity to pain and shock, Loxy had lost consciousness despite not taking any direct impact.
    

    

    
      She had scrapes and bruises here and there, but they were just that—scratches.
    

    

    
      Looking at her external injuries alone, they were so minor that one could never imagine she had just fallen from a thousand-foot cliff.
    

    

    
      “Ughn……”
    

    

    
      As if to prove she was fine.
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been unconscious for a short while, opened her eyes with a low groan, without any external stimulus.
    

    

    
      Slowly opening her eyes, Loxy naturally checked her own condition before turning her gaze to U-jin.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “You……!”
    

    

    
      Her eyes widened as she murmured, aghast.
    

    

    
      …Though she couldn't manage to say anything more.
    

    

    
      “…This time, it was clearly my mistake. I didn't consider the possibility that you might have a single wing.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don't know the circumstances… but with a single wing, you certainly must not have lived a very smooth life.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that what's important right now?”
    

    

    
      Loxy stepped forward angrily at U-jin's shrug and his apology-slash-situation analysis (?).
    

    

    
      Rummage, rummage-
    

    

    
      “Hold on. Let me just use this Memorize Paper I brought as a temporary measure…”
    

    

    
      And she tried to pull a Memorize Paper engraved with a healing magic circle from her pocket.
    

    

    
      Smack-
    

    

    
      But at that moment, Jerry's left hand snatched Loxy's wrist, stopping her.
    

    

    
      “…That won't be necessary.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “There's no need to go that far.”
    

    

    
      Even with his added words, Loxy furrowed her brow as if she still didn't understand, but U-jin's voice also stopped her.
    

    

    
      “He's right. No need. It's probably just a low-grade item anyway, which won't do much for wounds like these.”
    

    

    
      “…But we can't just leave you like this. No matter how I look at it, you're on the verge of death…”
    

    

    
      “Don't worry, just put it away for now. You'll find out later anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Loxy, looking back and forth between the two men with a thoroughly disgusted expression, as if she couldn't understand at all.
    

    

    
      Finally muttered, 'It's always just me who doesn't know-,' and let out a sigh.
    

    

    
      “Haaah… Then.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What are you going to do? In this worst-case scenario.”
    

    

    
      On the verge of death from the fall.
    

    

    
      An isolated area with no hope of support.
    

    

    
      And the thick stench of Oni from not too far away.
    

    

    
      - Krrwak!
    

    

    
      - Kraaak!
    

    

    
      Plus, their approaching sounds.
    

    

    
      In Loxy's eyes, it was, without a doubt, the worst possible situation.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Surprisingly, from U-jin's perspective, this situation wasn't a bad turn of events at all.
    

    

    
      “There's a way.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I have a mountain of things to do, so I can't just stay sprawled out like this.”
    

    

    
      Because he had avoided both the worst-case scenario (instant death from the fall) and the second-worst (landing defenselessly in an Oni colony).
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    
      “…What do we have to do first?”
    

    

    
      “Well.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “First, I suppose we should grab those living potions coming from over there.”
    

    

    
      “…Potions?”
    

    

    
      …There was plenty of room for the situation to improve.
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      Thud, thud—
    

    

    
      “Ugh. So stiff.”
    

    

    
      I pushed aside the Oni that was cautiously approaching and loosened my recovering shoulder joint.
    

    

    
      I felt a prickly gaze on my back.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “Oh, nothing. Just thinking I worried for nothing. If I’d known you’d recover instantly like a lizard growing its tail back, I would’ve broken your other side too when you were sprawled out…”
    

    

    
      “…That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think? It’s thanks to me that you didn’t get hurt when we fell.”
    

    

    
      “We fell because of you in the first place. If you don’t like it, you can be the Succubus next time.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Her exasperated eyes turned to me.
    

    

    
      I’d thought she was overreacting when she saw me injured, but it seemed she hadn't properly read about my ‘Trait: Half-Vampire’ on the train.
    

    

    
      With most of my memories having evaporated while I focused on the battle, I couldn't have known such fine details either.
    

    

    
      Swaaah—
    

    

    
      The blood that had splattered from killing the Oni reset my twisted ankle and mended the broken bone.
    

    

    
      Of course, even though my exterior appeared fully healed, the internal damage was still accumulating.
    

    

    
      The compounded and accumulated damage from falling several thousand meters was not something that could be compared to taking a few hits from an Oni.
    

    

    
      Even so, my exterior was able to recover quickly because the vampire trait was more effective against physical damage.
    

    

    
      Unlike on the train, where I healed instantly every time I was hit by the Oni, my insides were still in the process of recovery.
    

    

    
      “…It’s incomplete, I see.”
    

    

    
      “Right?”
    

    

    
      “Of course, it’d be absurd to compare it to the original… but it definitely feels slow.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Spoken like the ‘Last Vampire’ he was.
    

    

    
      He was examining my recovering body with great interest.
    

    

    
      I understood.
    

    

    
      It must have been a very long time since he had seen another vampire.
    

    

    
      ‘…His first blood kin.’
    

    

    
      Technically speaking, I would be the first blood kin he had successfully created.
    

    

    
      “…If you don’t mind, I’d like to open up your abdomen to check the recovery state of your internal org—.”
    

    

    
      “I do mind.”
    

    

    
      “…Let’s consider this payment for tearing my clothes earlier. Wouldn’t that be an equivalent exchange?”
    

    

    
      “…How can tearing clothes be the same as tearing open a stomach?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn’t mean we could afford to waste time.
    

    

    
      Fzzt—
    

    

    
      …I couldn’t just leave the satellite magic blocked by the Devil’s Singularity forever.
    

    

    
      Heave-ho—
    

    

    
      I lightly got to my feet and looked down at the sprawled-out Oni.
    

    

    
      ‘…Doesn’t seem too far.’
    

    

    
      The Oni who came to see us were mere soldier Oni, acting as a sort of patrol.
    

    

    
      Considering they arrived so quickly after the noise, the distance to ‘his’ location was clearly not far.
    

    

    
      …It was soon.
    

    

    

    
      『…Don’t make me laugh, brat. I will never trust anyone again. Not even if my father came back from the dead.』
    

    

    

    
      Until I met the reason I came to Kunlun.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s go.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Step, step—
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      As we were walking in the direction the Oni had come from, Loxy, who had been walking in silence, suddenly spoke up.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I have a question.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “This.”
    

    

    
      She took the medal from her waist and asked.
    

    

    
      “From what I heard earlier, this place is classified as ‘unexplored territory’…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Is there really a need to keep this on?”
    

    

    
      It was a valid question.
    

    

    
      Back when we were on the Guardian Train, numerous Constellations were undoubtedly looking down on us from high above.
    

    

    
      But now that we had officially failed the train guardian request, we were no longer on a mission. The only Constellations who could watch us were those in charge of this region.
    

    

    
      And although the Murim Empire’s territory surrounded the area, the Kunlun region was strictly designated by The Order as ‘unexplored territory.’
    

    

    
      In short, it was a region where no ‘jurisdictional Constellation’ existed.
    

    

    
      So, at first glance, her words made sense. There was no reason to use up mana to keep the ‘Devil’s Singularity’ active when no one was watching.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      My answer to her question was ‘Yes.’
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “…Why?”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Although it was highly inefficient, it wasn’t impossible for beings on the level of Constellations to bend the system’s rules and act outside their authority.
    

    

    
      …Just like the Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian' had done to me at the Second Gateway.
    

    

    
      “Just in case some perverted old man decides to force a peek.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Better to prevent it beforehand.”
    

    

    
      Moreover, the guy we were about to meet had a ‘bounty’ on his head.
    

    

    
      Considering the potential repercussions, it was better to be thoroughly prepared like this.
    

    

    
      Loxy still furrowed her brow as if she didn't understand, but she didn’t press further, perhaps realizing she wouldn’t get a straight answer even if she asked more.
    

    

    
      Instead, Jerry spoke up.
    

    

    
      “…Partner.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “…Do you know anything about the Oni?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. I know them well.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “…Probably better than her.”
    

    

    
      I said, glancing back at Loxy.
    

    

    
      Loxy shrugged her shoulders as if confessing.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t know much. They’re not my field of expertise, and the Oni were a nomadic Magical Beast race scattered all over the Demon King’s domain without any central territory.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, cupping her chin with her thumb and forefinger, tilted her head for a moment before adding lightly.
    

    

    
      “Well… their leader was somewhat memorable. What was his name… I think he disappeared right after being granted the title of Baron.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Anyway, if my memory serves me right, the Oni were kicked out of the Demon King’s Allied Forces around that time.”
    

    

    
      “…Still, that’s quite a bit to know.”
    

    

    
      A brief silence fell.
    

    

    
      Step, step—
    

    

    
      Jerry continued his questioning.
    

    

    
      “…Ever since the train, I’ve felt that something was off.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…After thinking about it, I noticed something strange about the Oni.”
    

    

    
      “…Something strange?”
    

    

    
      “The Oni formed a ‘pack’.”
    

    

    
      Loxy flinched at the following sentence.
    

    

    
      “…That’s right. It was so natural that I didn’t notice. I remember them as a strange race that acted individually, even when fleeing, unless they were participating in the War against Demons.”
    

    

    
      She, too, had sensed that something was off.
    

    

    
      The group of Oni that attacked the train.
    

    

    
      And the Oni that had just become my potions.
    

    

    
      They were all moving in groups.
    

    

    
      “…My memory can’t be wrong. The first image that comes to mind when I think of Oni is ‘a moronic race that goes it alone despite having nothing to their name’.”
    

    

    
      “…Right. They’re a race that doesn’t usually stick together because of their fiery tempers that flare up easily.”
    

    

    
      “Then why…” Loxy asked impatiently, her brow deeply furrowed.
    

    

    
      “…As far as I know, there’s only one thing that can unite the unruly Oni into a single, cohesive group.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      And that’s when I cut in to answer.
    

    

    
      “Fear.”
    

    

    
      “…Fear?”
    

    

    
      “A primal fear, imprinted on their DNA, that they feel from birth.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Only that primal fear can compel the Oni into collective action.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Crunch—
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Just in time, a gruesome sound echoed from not too far away.
    

    

    
      It was too sharp to be the sound of crushing flesh.
    

    

    
      And too blunt to be the sound of slicing meat.
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      It was like the sound of chewing through something hard with teeth.
    

    

    
      The only odd thing was that it was too loud for someone chewing on a normal-sized piece of food.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    

    
      —Kuaaaak!
    

    

    

    

    
      There was the scream that came with it.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “How about it?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Wouldn’t that be terrifying enough?”
    

    

    
      The source of the sound was literally right in front of us.
    

    

    
      A scream of agony from beyond the bend in the canyon path.
    

    

    
      The unknown being on the other side crunched a few more times before revealing itself.
    

    

    
      “To fail at such a simple task and let these rats follow you. You're all completely useless.”
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      A low, deep voice, and heavy footsteps.
    

    

    
      Its appearance perfectly matched the atmosphere I had felt from just beyond the wall.
    

    

    
      A massive height that had to be at least five meters.
    

    

    
      Giant horns sprouting from both sides of its head.
    

    

    
      And sharp protrusions, similar in shape to the horns, covering its right arm.
    

    

    
      Even the dark gray iron mace clutched in its right hand.
    

    

    
      It was a fearsome appearance that would make anyone think of the words ‘Oni Chieftain’.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “…Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      It looked exactly as I remembered.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      At the sight of the monster that appeared from behind the cliff, Loxy sank to the ground without realizing it.
    

    

    
      …It wasn’t just because of its ferocious appearance.
    

    

    
      Wandering through the Demon King’s domain, she had seen countless hideous bodies and even more hideous faces.
    

    

    
      The reason she unconsciously felt a sense of draining helplessness was because.
    

    

    
      The information her mind had unconsciously processed at a single glance told her just how strong the being that appeared from behind the wall was.
    

    

    
      ‘…That’s definitely.’
    

    

    
      First of all.
    

    

    
      The monster that appeared from behind the bent wall was holding the head of an Oni in its right hand, and a blackish horn was attached to that Oni’s head.
    

    

    
      If she was correct, that was probably the Mana Stone thief that Jerry and U-jin had mentioned, and the owner of the finger U-jin had found.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      It was a ‘Named-grade Magical Beast’.
    

    

    
      Looking at the current situation.
    

    

    
      The crunching sound from behind the wall just now was clearly the sound of that nameless Named Magical Beast being eaten alive.
    

    

    
      And the strength to hold a Named Magical Beast in one hand and eat it alive was…
    

    

    
      …a level of power that Loxy could not even begin to fathom.
    

    

    
      In addition to that.
    

    

    
      ‘…A Dark Sword.’
    

    

    
      Tucked carelessly into its waistband was a jet-black longsword.
    

    

    
      It was the symbol of a Dark Knight, said to be the Demon King’s own sword.
    

    

    
      The symbolic weapon of the Dark Knights, the Demon King’s direct elite guard who took orders from no one, were loyal only to the Demon King, and faithfully executed only his commands.
    

    

    
      The presence of that black longsword proved that, whatever the case may be now, the monster before her had once been a part of the Demon King’s direct elite guard, the ‘Dark Knights.’
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      …Honestly, even just this was already an astronomical level for Loxy.
    

    

    
      Even if they didn’t possess the influence and power of the Titled Demons.
    

    

    
      A Dark Knight’s personal martial prowess was directly acknowledged by the Demon King, making them a powerful Magical Beast.
    

    

    
      Some Magical Beasts belonging to the Dark Knights even possessed martial strength greater than that of a Baron-rank demon.
    

    

    
      There was no need to further explain their strength.
    

    

    
      …But that wasn’t the end of it.
    

    

    
      ‘…Solo Darkwing.’
    

    

    
      The familiar black wing tattoo engraved on the monster’s left arm.
    

    

    
      It signified that he was a ‘Baron,’ a demon who had been personally granted a title and territory by the Demon King.
    

    

    
      A Titled Demon.
    

    

    
      A high-ranking official of the Demon King’s Allied Forces, whom Loxy had never even properly encountered in her entire life.
    

    

    
      A key power in the War against Demons, a Titled Demon, had just appeared before her, chewing on a Named Magical Beast.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Loxy, who knew the weight of that title all too well, couldn’t help but feel a sense of draining helplessness along with a primal fear for her life.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      …Of course, U-jin, who must have known just as well as Loxy that the monster before them was a Titled Demon and a former Dark Knight, was just spouting such words while casually raising his right hand in greeting.
    

    

    
      ‘…Then this monster is.’
    

    

    
      A history of serving as a Dark Knight, and the status of a demon granted territory and a title by the Demon King.
    

    

    
      An appearance identical to that of an Oni.
    

    

    
      …And the unsavory circumstances of hiding in the Church Alliance’s territory, despite being a Titled Demon, for reasons she couldn't fathom.
    

    

    
      There was no need to wonder who he was anymore.
    

    

    
      As far as Loxy knew.
    

    

    
      There was only one person in this entire vast Upper Plane who fit that description.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Baron of Wrath.’
    

    

    
      As Loxy organized her chaotic thoughts and put the puzzle pieces together one by one.
    

    

    
      She was finally able to recall a forgotten name from the depths of her memory.
    

    

    
      ‘Shuten.’
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #7]
    

    

    
      『Party Member Recruitment - Baron of Wrath, Shuten.』
    

  
    Chapter 37: Baron Shuten (1)

    
      The emotions that arose in the party after encountering Shuten were quite varied.
    

    

    
      Loxy, as if feeling something close to awe at the strength radiating from his appearance, collapsed where she stood.
    

    

    
      In Jerry's case, he furrowed his brow as if things had just gotten annoyingly complicated, sighing as he looked back at me.
    

    

    
      His subtly tilted eyebrows seemed to ask, ‘Do you have something planned this time, too?’
    

    

    
      In response to his gaze, I left him a wink instead of an answer and raised a hand to Shuten.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see, Shu—”
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      Roll, roll—
    

    

    
      …but before I could even finish my friendly greeting, a rather tough reply came back.
    

    

    
      【Don't try any tricks. I'll tear you apart and devour you just like that other bastard.】
    

    

    
      The one who had rolled the Oni's head he was holding as if throwing it, muttered with his characteristically low, ferocious voice and a deeply scowled face.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Whether it was because I found his unchanging demeanor pleasing, a smile unknowingly formed on my lips.
    

    

    
      It was a bit ambiguous to call him a colleague, and there were vague aspects to calling him a friend.
    

    

    
      One way or another, Shuten was the one who had been with me at the very end of my past life.
    

    

    
      ‘…A rival.’
    

    

    
      If the word that defined my relationship with Jerry was ‘partner’, then my relationship with Shuten could be summed up as ‘rival’.
    

    

    
      Of course, we weren't the kind of rivals you see in certain anime, constantly beating each other up.
    

    

    
      It was that we were rivals when it came to ‘hunting Magical Beasts’.
    

    

    
      In our past life, he and I had a common goal.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Although our past was a series of back-and-forths as we competed for superiority, it unfortunately seemed difficult to apply the word ‘rival’ to our current state.
    

    

    
      Right now, I couldn't even properly gauge the power he possessed.
    

    

    
      “I'd like to talk for a bit. There's something I want to propose to you……”
    

    

    
      【I believe I told you.】
    

    

    
      He cut me off again.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—!
    

    

    
      This time, it wasn't just with words.
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he lightly tossed the mace he was holding in my direction.
    

    

    
      …Of course, ‘lightly’ was purely by his standards; for me, it was a fatal attack bordering on the line of life and death.
    

    

    
      【I told you not to try any tricks.】
    

    

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    

    
      I barely managed to move my body out of its trajectory.
    

    

    
      This was only possible because I knew Shuten's habits inside and out and had predicted how he would react.
    

    

    
      Seeing the attack he just launched and then dodging it was impossible at my current level.
    

    

    
      Splat—!
    

    

    
      The Oni's head that had been thrown earlier was grazed by the tip of the mace and burst apart.
    

    

    
      Sticky blood covered the face of the collapsed Loxy and soaked the sleeve of Jerry's suit.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      While being shocked and freaking out by such a grotesque experience would be the normal reaction, ironically, neither of them showed such a common-sense response.
    

    

    
      “…It seems I'll have to throw this suit away.”
    

    

    
      Jerry furrowed his brow slightly, took a handkerchief from his breast pocket, and covered his blood-soaked sleeve.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As for Loxy, whether she had grown somewhat accustomed to such sights, or her brain's circuits simply couldn't keep up with the rapid developments…
    

    

    
      …she turned her head without even flinching and blankly wiped the blood from her face.
    

    

    
      ‘…Definitely.’
    

    

    
      Experiencing it firsthand made me realize it more clearly.
    

    

    
      Shuten's strength was overwhelming.
    

    

    
      To the point where I couldn't even guess how much time it would take to raise my own martial prowess to that level.
    

    

    
      …Well, he was a monster who had lived for over hundreds of years, stagnating in his power, while I was a baby(?) Hero candidate who had just left the Gateway Zone, so the weight of time was heavily skewed.
    

    

    
      But the Upper Plane wasn't a merciful place that would take such things into consideration.
    

    

    
      【You damn insect. You're getting in the way.】
    

    

    
      Once again, the low voice echoed as he raised himself onto his heels.
    

    

    
      Crrrack—
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, the floor beneath his feet screamed and cracked.
    

    

    
      A motion preparing for a direct physical leap.
    

    

    
      ‘…Honestly. Just like someone with the title <Rage>.’
    

    

    
      His temper was so short it was beyond impatient; the development was so fast it felt absurd.
    

    

    
      Normally, a Titled Demon of Baron rank would have a unique sense of leisure stemming from their strength.
    

    

    
      But this guy, as if having no curiosity about the circumstances, tried to kill me straight away.
    

    

    
      ‘…Well, considering the situation, there are parts I can understand.’
    

    

    
      Even I had no confidence I could dodge an attack swung by a Knight-turned-Titled Demon leaping directly at me.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    

    
      Therefore, I spat out a single phrase at the guy rushing towards me.
    

    

    
      “Demon King Hunt.”
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      With that.
    

    

    
      His body, which had vanished from its spot, reappeared right in front of my nose and stopped.
    

    

    
      “…I can help with that.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Grasp—
    

    

    
      Shuten, who had stopped his attack at the mention of the ‘Demon King Hunt’, grabbed U-jin's body with his massive hand.
    

    

    
      【You.】
    

    

    
      And then he lifted U-jin up to his eye level and asked.
    

    

    
      【Who sent you?】
    

    

    
      “…No one sent me, I came because I have some business……”
    

    

    
      Squeeze—
    

    

    
      Was that not the answer he wanted?
    

    

    
      Shuten's grip on U-jin's body tightened as if it would burst his torso at any moment.
    

    

    
      【Don't be ridiculous. Was it that damn Demon King?】
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      At the words ‘damn Demon King’ coming directly from Shuten's mouth, Loxy's body flinched.
    

    

    
      Because it was a rare occurrence.
    

    

    
      No, rather than simply ‘rare’, it was closer to something that could not happen.
    

    

    
      Inside the Demon King's Army, the authority the Demon King held could be called nothing short of absolute.
    

    

    
      Even the Duke-class demons, who were the highest echelon of the demon race and formed a large part of the Demon King's Allied Forces' power, tended to be careful with their words regarding the Demon King.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Shuten wasn't just a Baron-titled demon, but a former ‘Dark Knight’, also known by the moniker ‘The Demon King's Hound’.
    

    

    
      For him, a member of a direct subordinate unit that took orders from no one and pledged loyalty only to the Demon King, to call the Demon King a ‘bastard’ was a situation that was certainly difficult for Loxy to understand based on her common knowledge of the demon world.
    

    

    
      However, from that point, she could at least guess that he hadn't simply ‘gone into hiding of his own free will’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Shuten's face rapidly flushed with rage the moment the Demon King was mentioned.
    

    

    
      U-jin, thinking that if he left him be any longer, Shuten would conclude on his own that he was someone from the ‘Demon King's Army’, shook his head and denied Shuten's question.
    

    

    
      “Don't press me when you know that's not it. If I were from the Demon King's Army, I'd have come with wings, not a medal.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's calm reply, Shuten gestured with his chin and said.
    

    

    
      【…Then how do you explain that over there.】
    

    

    
      The place Shuten pointed to was none other than the direction where Loxy was sitting collapsed, and on Loxy's back was a single Black Wing that had not yet been fully retracted.
    

    

    
      “…Ah, this is……”
    

    

    
      At Shuten's sudden point, Loxy hurriedly tried to retract her wing and make an excuse, but surprisingly, U-jin's explanation for it was simple.
    

    

    
      “…Don't you have them in your faction too? People who switched sides because their ideologies didn't match. Despite appearances, she's decided to be one of the good guys.”
    

    

    
      【…A traitor, then.】
    

    

    
      “Something like that… And more than anything, you should know best.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “That I don't belong to the ‘Demon King's Army’.”
    

    

    
      For a moment, the surroundings fell silent.
    

    

    
      Shuten, after staring directly into U-jin's eyes for a few seconds, released his hand as if tossing him aside and growled threateningly.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      【…You'd better give me a reason to keep you alive, brat.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【If I sense even a hint of a trick, I'll start by chewing up your legs and swallowing them.】
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “Whether you start chewing from my legs or my head, that's up to you.”
    

    

    
      U-jin, who laughed off the threat as if it were familiar, soon sat down on Shuten's mace and began to speak.
    

    

    
      “…Well, I suppose you'll need more of an explanation to be convinced.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “To put it simply, let me introduce myself—”
    

    

    
      U-jin's subsequent introduction contained quite a surprising piece of information.
    

    

    
      “I'm someone who knows you didn't go into hiding from the Demon King's Army on your own, but that you were purged after being framed for plotting a rebellion.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      Had he already guessed it from the earlier mention of the ‘Demon King Hunt’?
    

    

    
      Shuten didn't show a surprised expression from U-jin's very first sentence.
    

    

    
      Rather.
    

    

    
      The one who was surprised was Jerry.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it was a quiet surprise, so much so that no one but himself would have known he was surprised.
    

    

    
      ‘…Rebellion?’
    

    

    
      The reason Jerry was inwardly surprised was simple.
    

    

    
      …It had been quite some time since Jerry was kicked out of his family and since Shuten had vanished, so he didn't know the exact circumstances.
    

    

    
      But he clearly remembered a time when the Demon King's Territory was in an uproar about a Titled Demon emerging from the ‘Knights’ for the first time in a long while.
    

    

    
      He had even been curious just how outstanding that Knight-turned-leader must be to receive a Baron title while leading a subordinate race as stupid and idiotic as the ‘Oni’.
    

    

    
      But in Jerry's memory, the word ‘rebellion’ did not exist.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      In the first place, within the Demon King's Allied Forces, the Demon King's authority and power were absolute.
    

    

    
      Of course, from his position of having been kicked out of his family and looking at it from a step back, it wasn't as if he could scrutinize the entire atmosphere of the Demon King's Allied Forces' territory.
    

    

    
      How should one put it?
    

    

    
      It was something you'd have to call impossible by common sense.
    

    

    
      ‘…A mere Baron?’
    

    

    
      Setting aside his personal martial might, even if a Baron were to subdue the Demon King with force, seizing control of the Demon King's Allied Forces' rule was an unimaginable feat.
    

    

    
      After all, this was the Demon King's Allied Forces, which, along with The Order's Allied Forces, had divided the entire Upper Plane between them.
    

    

    
      Reigning unshakably over such a massive group was not something possible through mere force alone.
    

    

    
      Leadership, political power, charisma, personnel management, social skills, and so on—it was accomplished through the combination of countless invisible elements and factors that couldn't all be listed.
    

    

    
      Therefore, while surprised by U-jin's mention of ‘rebellion’, Jerry couldn't help but inwardly tilt his head in confusion.
    

    

    
      “Also, someone who knows you better than anyone.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “…And finally.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I'm someone who knows how to kill the Demon King.”
    

    

    
      That was it.
    

    

    
      U-jin's self-styled introduction came to an end, and for a moment, the surroundings fell silent.
    

    

    
      Shuten's face, which had been full of rage, had subtly changed.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a clear change in expression that would allow one to read his emotions immediately, but the subtle twitch of the corners of his eyes and mouth proved that some kind of change of heart had occurred.
    

    

    
      Shuten, who was looking into U-jin's eyes for a moment, murmured.
    

    

    
      【…Speak.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【…I will judge afterward. Whether this ‘Demon King Hunt’ is possible or not.】
    

    

    
      And at Shuten's response.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      U-jin's lips curled up as he muttered.
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “…Now we can talk.”
    

  
    Chapter 38: Baron Shuten (2)

    
      ‘…I can’t seem to figure it out.’
    

    

    
      Shuten’s mind was quite complicated as he looked down at the pint-sized human in front of him, who was showing off his bravado by saying he ‘could help hunt the Demon King.’
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      He had no clue as to U-jin’s true identity.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      He could guess his publicly professed status.
    

    

    
      ‘…A Hero candidate.’
    

    

    
      After all, he had spent a long time serving in the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      The number of Heroes he had killed as proof of his merits during his time as a Dark Knight was already countless.
    

    

    
      He could recognize at a glance what the medal on U-jin’s chest meant.
    

    

    
      The problem was the gap between the image of a Hero candidate that Shuten knew and the aura U-jin possessed.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Shuten’s perception of a ‘Hero candidate’ was one of two things.
    

    

    
      One, a moron who tried but had yet to become a Hero.
    

    

    
      The other, a greenhorn who had just arrived and lacked experience.
    

    

    
      However, after just a few words of conversation, Shuten was certain that U-jin was neither a ‘moron’ nor a ‘greenhorn’.
    

    

    
      If he had been either of those, he would have fainted and collapsed the moment their eyes met.
    

    

    
      …This wasn’t simply a matter of being brave.
    

    

    
      When two beings with a significant gap in mana came into contact, a temporary fainting spell in the weaker party was a very common phenomenon in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      A Hero candidate who was neither a moron nor a greenhorn.
    

    

    
      …That definition itself was certain proof that U-jin was no ordinary person.
    

    

    
      Of course, Shuten hadn't let U-jin go just because he was out of the ordinary.
    

    

    
      ‘…It's strange. The half-black wing of the wench he brought along. And that gloomy, dark brat over there, too.’
    

    

    
      There were two main reasons why Shuten had let U-jin go, despite several unsettling aspects.
    

    

    
      One was.
    

    

    
      From the mana he felt upon direct contact with U-jin, he was confident that no matter what variables arose, he could crush the three of them with his own strength.
    

    

    
      The other was.
    

    

    
      【…Speak.】
    

    

    
      He seemed to know about the grudge between himself and the ‘Demon King’, a matter no one else truly knew.
    

    

    
      Whether he could prophesize, or if he possessed some special ability to read minds, Shuten couldn't tell for sure.
    

    

    
      But U-jin, who mentioned the ‘Demon King hunt’ with a nuance that suggested he knew everything, couldn't help but arouse Shuten’s curiosity.
    

    

    
      【…I will judge after that. Whether this ‘Demon King hunt’ is possible or not.】
    

    

    
      At Shuten’s urging to get on with the story, U-jin slowly began to speak.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The Demon King hunt.
    

    

    
      The conclusion to the War against Demons that the Guardian Cross Order so desperately wished for.
    

    

    
      The proper duty of a Hero.
    

    

    
      And the grand objective that I, having regressed with everyone’s wishes, must absolutely achieve.
    

    

    
      Of course, given the target, it wasn't a light matter to discuss as someone who had just set foot in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      But considering the importance of the task, no amount of preparation could be called premature.
    

    

    
      In the end, most of the countless items on my bucket list were preparatory tasks for the grand objective of the ‘Demon King hunt’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      …Coming to meet Shuten was also part of that plan.
    

    

    
      He was the right man for the job, a ‘hunting dog’ to catch the prey known as the Demon King.
    

    

    
      …No.
    

    

    
      To be precise, he was the only one.
    

    

    
      A ferocious beast who was familiar with the geography of the hunting grounds, had a perfect grasp of the prey’s habits.
    

    

    
      And was prepared to lay down its life to sink its teeth into its throat.
    

    

    
      【…Speak. I will judge after that. Whether this ‘Demon King hunt’ is possible or not…….】
    

    

    
      There was no one but Shuten.
    

    

    
      That made it all the more important.
    

    

    
      For the other party members I would recruit, the trap to catch the Demon King, and the weapon to finally finish it off, there were alternative resources even if they were slightly lacking.
    

    

    
      But there was no one, no matter how much I thought about it, who could replace Shuten’s role.
    

    

    
      “…To get straight to the point, I’m going to form a party to hunt the Demon King.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “I’m not just talking about gathering a few people to form an assassination squad for the Demon King, but creating a third organization that can stand shoulder to shoulder with the Demon King's Alliance Army and the Church Alliance Army, which have divided the Upper Plane.”
    

    

    
      Loxy’s and Jerry’s eyes turned to me.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      This was the ‘core of my Regression’, something I had never told even them.
    

    

    
      “The members will probably be diverse. It will mainly be a cradle for the non-mainstream. There will be demons like you who were backstabbed and are now wanted.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “There will be Demonic Species like this one here who was grabbed by the hair by a Hero and forced to defect.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And there will be a somewhat strange Hero candidate like me.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      “And a vampire like that one over there, who has spent his whole life in hiding, will also participate.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      During a brief pause, Jerry’s mumble, ‘I don’t recall agreeing to participate in such a thing…,’ reached my ears.
    

    

    
      I paid it no mind.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, he couldn't abandon me, who held the key to the traditional black magic of the Dracula family.
    

    

    
      …If he didn't want to be bitten to death by a vampire hunter, he couldn't just leave me be, as I was the one who knew he was the last vampire.
    

    

    
      【…That sounds like an excessively grand goal for a mere Hero candidate to discuss.】
    

    

    
      Shuten said after a moment’s pause.
    

    

    
      He wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      The one I told him I would hunt was none other than the Demon King.
    

    

    
      The one who united the Magical Beast species, which had been divided into hundreds of factions and were being defeated one by one by humans.
    

    

    
      The one who built a kingdom of their own.
    

    

    
      And the one who, for thousands of years, had encroached upon the territory of the Upper Plane against the Church Alliance Army, which was backed by the Constellations.
    

    

    
      That ‘Demon King’.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t something he could readily believe just because I spouted some grand ambitions.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it wasn't as if I had come here without a plan.
    

    

    
      “I’m not telling you to join right now.”
    

    

    
      【…What do you mean.】
    

    

    
      “…I’ll prove it first. That I’m not just a mere Hero candidate, but a true Hero who can plunge a sword into the Demon King’s heart.”
    

    

    
      No matter what I showed him at my current level as a Hero candidate, it wouldn't be enough to entice him.
    

    

    
      The Demon King hunt wasn't something that could be discussed with mere tricks or Artifacts.
    

    

    
      To persuade him.
    

    

    
      I had to personally achieve something as difficult as Shuten killing the Demon King.
    

    

    
      So I had to prove it.
    

    

    
      That I could make his hatred for the Demon King, his thirst for revenge, a reality.
    

    

    
      “…Once I leave the Kunlun Zone, I’ll head straight for the ‘Shandong Peninsula’ in eastern Murim. There, I will rebuild an organization called the ‘Demonic Cult’, which once controlled about half of the old Murim Empire.”
    

    

    
      That was also why I had chosen the ‘Shandong Peninsula’ as my first destination.
    

    

    
      I figured a task with the difficulty of ‘rebuilding the Demonic Cult’ would be enough to persuade him.
    

    

    
      “My organization for the Demon King hunt will begin to take shape in earnest, based on that Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      Shuten’s eyes glinted with a peculiar light.
    

    

    
      …It was only natural.
    

    

    
      He probably didn't know much about what the ‘Demonic Cult’ was, but the phrase ‘half of the Murim Empire’ was not something to be taken lightly.
    

    

    
      Murim was a massive nation that reigned as the strongest power in the east of the Church Alliance Army.
    

    

    
      Considering that a typical small or medium-sized nation was usually based on a single Constellation, the number of Constellations it belonged to was not small.
    

    

    
      At the very least, it was certain that this wasn't a matter that could be discussed at the level of a ‘Hero candidate’, no.
    

    

    
      Not even at the level of a single ‘Hero’.
    

    

    
      “If I fail, my words about hunting the Demon King will become the nonsense of a mere Hero candidate.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “But if I succeed, wouldn't it become the ambition of a rather trustworthy fellow?”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence followed after I posed the final question.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      …Honestly, I didn’t think he would refuse.
    

    

    
      Though his words were harsh, his situation wasn't very optimistic.
    

    

    
      As a former demon of the Demon King's Army, his name was on The Order's wanted list, and he was also wanted as a traitor by the Demon King's Alliance Army.
    

    

    
      He probably knew better than anyone.
    

    

    
      That whether it was the Demon King's Alliance Army or the Church Alliance Army.
    

    

    
      There was no place left for him to belong.
    

    

    
      And that no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't kill the Demon King on his own.
    

    

    
      That this was likely the last and only chance for ‘revenge’ he would get.
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence.
    

    

    
      He asked.
    

    

    
      【…Can you do it.】
    

    

    
      Whether that task was truly possible.
    

    

    
      …Honestly, it wasn't something I could easily be confident about in front of him.
    

    

    
      Just like hunting the Demon King, ‘rebuilding the Demonic Cult’ was a task of extreme difficulty.
    

    

    
      But one thing was clear.
    

    

    
      “I have to.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “Because it’s something that must be done.”
    

    

    
      That task.
    

    

    
      I could clearly state that it was something that absolutely had to be done.
    

    

    
      【…An answer to my liking.】
    

    

    
      A faint smile appeared on his lips for the first time as he suddenly raised his left arm and gripped one of the protuberances on his right arm.
    

    

    
      And then—
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Snap-!
    

    

    
      With a sudden squeeze, he tore off the horn-like, thorny protuberance.
    

    

    
      Seeing that, I couldn't help but frown.
    

    

    
      “Hey, you crazy bastard, why did you tear that off?”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Artifact: Consumable>
    

    
      ■Name: [Mana Protuberance]
    

    
      ■Grade: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      ■Description: [A mana crystal that grows from the body of a powerful Oni. Depending on the method of use, it displays efficiency greater than a 1-star Mana Stone.]
    

    
      ■Special Ability: [-]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      I knew very well that each of those protuberances covering his right arm was not a simple ornament, but a treasure on the level of an ‘Artifact’.
    

    

    
      A mana crystal with the highest purity of mana, second only to the Mana Stone within an Oni's body, which sprouted whenever its physical power surpassed a certain threshold.
    

    

    
      Of course, each one wasn't enough to dictate Shuten's overall combat power, but it was akin to a spare reserve of mana that could be used in an emergency.
    

    

    
      Its significance was by no means small.
    

    

    
      Instead of answering my shout, he threw a question back at me.
    

    

    
      【…Do you know? How to use it.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【…I see you do.】
    

    

    
      Before I could even answer, he nodded his head as he pleased.
    

    

    
      He held out the Mana Protuberance to me and muttered.
    

    

    
      【I like your ambition. I don’t know if you have a backer, but your current body is too weak compared to what you’ve said.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【That will inevitably mean it will take longer for me to kill that bastard Demon King.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Take it.】
    

    

    
      A small laugh escaped me at his uncharacteristically long-winded explanation.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Alright. I’ll put it to good use.”
    

    

    
      【…Don’t get any funny ideas. I’ll say it again, I’m not giving it to you for your sake.】
    

    

    
      “I know, I know.”
    

    

    
      As I laughingly accepted the Mana Protuberance, he must have felt embarrassed, as he suddenly reached out his hand again.
    

    

    
      【…On second thought, it seems a bit too much for you. Give it back.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【I’ll just crush it.】
    

    

    
      “No, I said I get it. Why would you crush something you went to the trouble of tearing off? What a waste.”
    

    

    
      Dodging his hand as he tried to take the Mana Protuberance back, I tucked it away.
    

    

    
      It was an unexpected gain.
    

    

    
      I had actually thought about the possibility of him refusing and had come up with a Plan B and C, but it seemed my worries were for naught.
    

    

    
      “Well, anyway.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “So, all I have to do now is prove myself, right?”
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to offer a conventional closing and say my final goodbye.
    

    

    
      A sudden question from Shuten stopped me in my tracks.
    

    

    
      【…Let me ask one more thing.】
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      【About me… no, to be precise, about the grudge between me and the Demon King.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【How did you know?】
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “I was wondering when you’d ask.”
    

    

    
      It was a question I had expected.
    

    

    
      “It’s simple.”
    

    

    
      It was a trivial question from my perspective.
    

    

    
      But for him, it must be a rather important matter.
    

    

    
      “Someone told me.”
    

    

    
      【……?】
    

    

    
      “They’re a bit aggressive and scary-looking, but sometimes have a tsundere-like side.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “A certain big friend.”
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      He couldn't be called a member of the 'Suicide Squad', but Shuten was a guy who stayed with the Suicide Squad until the very end, fighting in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Though he had a more Magical Beast-like appearance than anyone, he fought back-to-back with us, tearing through and devouring the Demon King's Army until the end.
    

    

    
      It was an ambiguous position—too vague to call him a friend or a teammate, but not quite wrong to call him a comrade-in-arms.
    

    

    
      Of course, that's not to say we interacted much.
    

    

    
      His pattern was to stay holed up somewhere out of sight, only appearing when it was time to hunt Magical Beasts. 
    

    

    
      Because of this, most of the Suicide Squad members, who had only heard scattered rumors about him, knew of his existence only as the protagonist of a 'ghost story about a Magical Beast that hunts Magical Beasts'.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      I, who would go out of my way to find his hiding spot and talk to him outside of battle, was pretty much the only link between the Suicide Squad and him.
    

    

    
      …The day I first heard his inner story was one such day.
    

    

    
      A battle had just ended, and I sat down next to him as he was sharpening his sword on a log, far from the barracks.
    

    

    
      Grind— Griiind—
    

    

    

    
      "How many?"
    

    

    

    
      I sat next to him as he sharpened his Dark Sword using a Mana Stone as a whetstone and asked my usual question. An answer came back immediately.
    

    

    

    

    
      "...Eight hundred thirty-one."
    

    

    
      "Oh. I got two more than you."
    

    

    

    
      His head slowly turned.
    

    

    

    

    
      "...Eight of them were Named-grade. I'll be generous and count each as two. That means I got six more than you."
    

    

    
      "Hey. If we're counting like that, I got five Named ones too. And I killed the Baron."
    

    

    
      "...Don't be ridiculous, kid. I was the one who severed three of its limbs. How does that make it your kill?"
    

    

    
      "Because. I'm the one who cut off its head."
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    

    
      "...And I have the proof right here."
    

    

    

    

    
      As I took out the Mana Stone harvested from the Baron's body and held it out, he stared at it for a moment before taking it and muttering quietly.
    

    

    

    
      "...Half of it is rightfully yours, so I'll pay you back later."
    

    

    
      "After you're dead?"
    

    

    
      "...If I die, you can have my Mana Stones. That would be a more accurate calculation."
    

    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    

    

    
      "Of course you would."
    

    

    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed before I asked him.
    

    

    

    
      "What's your story?"
    

    

    
      "...What do you mean?"
    

    

    
      "There has to be a reason. For someone who was once part of the Demon King's Army to be going around thrashing Magical Beasts like this."
    

    

    

    
      From his first appearance, there were many rumors about 'Shuten'.
    

    

    
      An unidentified Magical Beast who would subtly appear whenever the Suicide Squad had a battle, hunt Magical Beasts, and then disappear before the battle was completely over.
    

    

    
      After it was revealed that he was Shuten, a Baron of the Demon King's Army, opinions within the Suicide Squad were divided, with some saying he should be hunted down and tortured, and others that the bud should be nipped.
    

    

    
      It was settled for the time being when the Bamboo Hat Mister, who was the strategist for the Suicide Squad at the time, made the decision to 'wait and see'.
    

    

    
      This ambiguous coexistence, like that of a planet and its satellite, continued for a while.
    

    

    
      And it was on this day that I, the only one who had managed to get him to talk, finally gave in to the prodding of some Suicide Squad members and asked him.
    

    

    
      To my question, 'What's your reason for killing Magical Beasts?', his answer was surprisingly simple.
    

    

    

    
      "Vengeance."
    

    

    

    
      Vengeance.
    

    

    

    
      "...It's because of my desire for vengeance against the one who abandoned me."
    

    

    

    

    
      One of the most potent emotions an intelligent being can possess, another name for 'a hatred that robs you of sleep'.
    

    

    
      …To be honest, it wasn't like I had no idea when I asked.
    

    

    
      There were only a few possible reasons one could think of for a guy who acted as the Demon King's hound to turn his sword against the Demon King.
    

    

    
      And the Bamboo Hat Mister, who seemed to know a thing or two, had hinted as much.
    

    

    

    
      "...Well, I heard the gist of it. That you were kicked out of the Demon King's Army."
    

    

    

    
      However, what I was curious about were the details.
    

    

    
      It was hard to imagine a reason for a guy who was recognized within the Demon King's Allied Forces and even received a title to be kicked out.
    

    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, he opened his mouth and asked.
    

    

    
      "How much do you know about me?"
    

    

    
      Sensing he was about to tell me, I quickly wracked my brain and answered.
    

    

    
      "Well, you're one of 'Japan's Three Great Evil Demons' who raised hell on the archipelago..."
    

    

    
      To briefly touch on this.
    

    

    
      …The existence of the 'Hero' alone was proof, but the barrier between the Upper Plane and the Lower-Dimensional Plane was not perfect.
    

    

    
      Because of this, traces of the Upper Plane remained in the Lower-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      And these traces gathered to form the 'myths', 'folktales', and 'legends' passed down in various regions around the world.
    

    

    
      Of course, due to the difficulty of proof, apocryphal tales arose, and not a few parts were passed down with the context cut out or distorted.
    

    

    
      The myths passed down from antiquity, now treated as 'scientific fiction' in modern times, were often actual history from the Upper Plane, or records of special beings who ascended to the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      And 'Shuten', befitting his high status as a Baron in the Demon King's Army, had also left a clear legend and name in the Lower-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      'Japan's Three Great Evil Demons'
    

    

    
      Among the countless yōkai and strange beings that plagued the archipelago, the three great monsters said to have been the most long-lasting and notorious.
    

    

    
      'Sutoku Tengu, the White-Faced Golden-Haired Nine-Tailed Fox, and... Shuten-dōji.'
    

    

    
      One of those evil demons was this very guy.
    

    

    
      The villain from the legend, known as the chieftain of the Oni who lived on Mount Ōe, committing evil acts like cannibalism and kidnapping, before being tricked by a Japanese warrior and beheaded.
    

    

    
      That was about all I knew of Shuten's story at the time.
    

    

    

    
      "...Chieftain of the Oni?"
    

    

    
      "...You know less than I thought."
    

    

    
      "Wouldn't it be weirder if I knew the details? I even had to study to know this much. For today."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      Shuten, who had been staring at the ground in silence, soon put down the sword he was sharpening and held up a single finger.
    

    

    

    
      "...What, you want another Mana Stone?"
    

    

    

    

    
      I asked jokingly at his sudden action, but he shook his head and answered.
    

    

    

    

    
      "...The Oni race has a certain mystical ability."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "Cannibalism. To put it simply, it's an ability that makes one stronger each time they devour another Oni."
    

    

    
      And then, with a bitter expression, he began his story.
    

    

    
      "...Of course, not every individual possesses this ability. Only special individuals among the Oni, called 'Dōji', are born with it. I, too, was born with this ability from birth."
    

    

    
      "...You're scarier than I thought."
    

    

    
      "Don't worry. It's an ability that doesn't apply to humans anyway."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "...They don't taste good anyway."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "Well, anyway. Originally, there were a few more of these special individuals called 'Dōji'. Though I was the strongest among them, just the same."
    

    

    

    
      His following explanation was a part I was already familiar with.
    

    

    
      Before coming here, a mythology geek who was a member of the Suicide Squad had talked my ear off about the legend of 'Japan's Three Great Evil Demons, Shuten-dōji'.
    

    

    
      The story he'd recited contained the exact same details.
    

    

    
      "...I thought all Oni were beings I had to devour, but I found that I got along surprisingly well with a fellow named 'Ibaraki-dōji'."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "That's when I thought. If I'm the strongest anyway, is there really a need to devour more... or so I thought."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "Gathering the Dōji and Oni and settling down on Mount Ōe was ultimately because of that thought."
    

    

    
      "...That was a foolish thing to do."
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      "Yes. It was a foolish thing to do. I gathered a bunch of bastards who were just waiting for a chance to backstab me all in one place."
    

    

    

    
      From here on, the story differed from the legend I'd heard from the geek.
    

    

    

    
      "...They brought a human, saying he was verified, so I trusted them. Because the ones I trusted most vied to vouch for him."
    

    

    

    

    
      The great monster, Shuten-dōji, who had driven the archipelago into terror.
    

    

    
      In the legend, it was recorded that a certain Japanese warrior defeated him, but the reality was a little different.
    

    

    
      The reason that warrior was able to safely enter Shuten's castle and feed him the potent poison called 'Shinbenkidokushu' was all thanks to Shuten's four Dōji subordinates.
    

    

    
      Because they had joined the warrior's scheme.
    

    

    

    
      "So. You got backstabbed, barely escaped with your life, hid, and then got your revenge... is it some kind of cliché development like that?"
    

    

    
      "...No."
    

    

    
      "...?"
    

    

    
      "I tore them all apart and devoured them right there on the spot."
    

    

    
      "...Huh."
    

    

    
      "Didn't I tell you? I was the strongest."
    

    

    

    
      This part was different, too.
    

    

    
      In the legend, it's said that Shuten was beheaded by the warrior.
    

    

    

    
      "On the spot, I devoured all four of those Dōji bastards, handed the warrior Ibaraki's head, and ordered him. Told him to say it was my head."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "Right after that, I crossed over from the archipelago to the central continent."
    

    

    
      He had said that, on the contrary, he had butchered and devoured the four Dōji on the spot.
    

    

    
      Unlike that bastard Jerry, who lied as easily as he breathed, Shuten inherently hated lying, so there was no chance it was a lie.
    

    

    
      "Back then, I was at a point where I couldn't stand it if I wasn't fighting something."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "I traveled around meeting the many strong individuals that didn't exist on the archipelago. Looking for an opponent stronger than me."
    

    

    
      The development was roughly predictable, but I asked anyway.
    

    

    
      "...And then you met the Demon King and went to serve under him?"
    

    

    
      "...That's right."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "That was my second foolish act."
    

    

    

    

    
      Because a question arose in my mind.
    

    

    
      "That's strange."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "...Normally, right after getting backstabbed so spectacularly, you wouldn't be able to trust anyone, let alone feel skeptical."
    

    

    
      I'd heard it as a joke before.
    

    

    
      The story that 'anyone who has spoken to the Demon King even once cannot help but follow him.'
    

    

    
      But even so, Shuten's situation was too extreme.
    

    

    
      After being backstabbed and having everything he'd built his entire life—his 'subordinates' and his 'pack'—denied, trusting someone was not as easy as one might think.
    

    

    
      To my question, Shuten replied with an even more bitter smile.
    

    

    
      "...That's why I said it was my second foolish act."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      He paused for a moment, then looked down at his right arm as if reminiscing and continued.
    

    

    
      "These protrusions weren't the only thing I gained from devouring the four Dōji."
    

    

    
      "...!"
    

    

    
      "I gained the ability to see through lies."
    

    

    
      I didn't know it at the time, but he said that was also why he only spoke to me among the many members of the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      Because, at least when he encountered me during battle, I wasn't someone who spouted lies.
    

    

    
      "From my perspective at the time, the Demon King was quite special."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "He was the first opponent to ever defeat me."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "To me, who had never once stepped down from the position of the strong, he made me understand for the first time what it felt like to be the weak. And..."
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      His gaze now turned to the 'Dark Sword' he had received from the Demon King.
    

    

    

    
      "...After leaving the archipelago, the Demon King was the first one to tell me he needed me, without a hint of falsehood."
    

    

    
      "..."
    

    

    
      "For me back then, that was enough."
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      "Though in the end, I ended up like this, an abandoned hound."
    

    

    
      "...You really are an illiterate simpleton."
    

    

    

    
      The end result of Shuten's decision to follow the Demon King was simple and miserable.
    

    

    
      In the early days, when the Demon King was busy expanding the power of the Demon King's Allied Forces, he needed Shuten.
    

    

    
      But once the expansion of power was more or less complete and it was time to solidify that foundation, he was no longer needed.
    

    

    
      Countless Titled Demons who had knelt before Shuten's outstanding combat skills joined the Demon King's Allied Forces, but the grudges remaining in their hearts became an obstacle to the Demon King's work of consolidation.
    

    

    
      Shuten's military might was a waste, of course, but it's always far easier to discard a single piece than to move the hearts of the many.
    

    

    
      And so, Shuten.
    

    

    
      Was abandoned by the Demon King.
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      ‘So you harbor a grudge after being used and discarded by the Demon King… I can roughly understand that.’
    

    

    
      '…'
    

    

    
      'In the end, the fact that your goal is also to take the Demon King's head doesn't change.'
    

    

    
      After hearing Shuten's whole story, I broached the topic I had been holding back.
    

    

    
      'So…'
    

    

    
      To be honest, this was the real reason I had sought him out.
    

    

    
      Not to say that hearing the full story of ‘why he was following the Suicide Squad and hunting Magical Beasts’ wasn’t important.
    

    

    
      That was from the Suicide Squad's perspective; for me, personally, this was the more important matter.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    

    
      'Any thoughts on joining the Suicide Squad?'
    

    

    
      '…?'
    

    

    
      'Well, it’s not something I’ve agreed upon with the others, of course, but I figured it wouldn’t be impossible if I pushed for it.'
    

    

    
      '…'
    

    

    
      'I may not look it, but I have a bit of pull.'
    

    

    

    
      An offer to become a member of the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      This was what I had wanted to say to him.
    

    

    
      Since we'd be fighting the Demon King's Army continuously anyway, and our goals were the same, I thought it would be better for him to join rather than follow the Suicide Squad from this ambiguous distance.
    

    

    
      Unlike those detestable ‘Magical Beasts’ and ‘demons’ I knew.
    

    

    
      He was pretty much the only one who fulfilled the rights and duties of a sentient being.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it would be a bit awkward at first, but many of the guys in the Suicide Squad were warm-hearted, so I thought at least a few of them could become friends with him.
    

    

    
      But Shuten immediately rejected my proposal.
    

    

    

    
      '…It is not a place where I can belong.'
    

    

    
      '…'
    

    

    
      A clean refusal, without any additional remarks.
    

    

    
      It was such a firm and resolute rejection that it made the one who asked feel awkward.
    

    

    
      But I didn’t have an ability like ‘Lie Detection’ as he did.
    

    

    
      Therefore, to confirm his true feelings, I offered again.
    

    

    

    
      'We’re going to be fighting together from now on anyway. Why not just join when I’m offering?'
    

    

    
      '…No.'
    

    

    
      …I was taught that if you’re Korean, you should ask at least three times.
    

    

    
      So I asked one last time.
    

    

    
      No, I was about to ask.
    

    

    
      'Still, you’ve known me for quite a while, so you can trust me, right? Just trust me and—'
    

    

    

    
      But my final offer was cut short.
    

    

    
      By the answer he spat out before I could even finish.
    

    

    
      'Pfft—'
    

    

    

    

    
      '…Don’t make me laugh, brat.'
    

    

    
      '…'
    

    

    
      'I will never trust anyone again. Not even if my own father came back from the dead.'
    

    

    

    
      At the bitter, almost resentful sneer that settled on his face then.
    

    

    
      '…'
    

    

    
      I couldn’t finish my invitation.
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    

    
      “Who told you?”
    

    

    
      【…?】
    

    

    
      “A certain big friend. Looked a bit aggressive and scary, but sometimes had a tsundere-like side.”
    

    

    
      After my rather blunt answer, Shuten stared into my eyes for a moment, then, as if confirming I wasn’t lying, he nodded lightly and muttered.
    

    

    
      【…It doesn’t seem to be a lie. Which means you have a backer I don’t know about.】
    

    

    
      'Pfft—'
    

    

    
      I said it thinking he might understand.
    

    

    
      But judging by his expression, it seemed he couldn't even dream of it.
    

    

    
      That the ‘aggressive, scary-looking friend with a tsundere-like side’ I mentioned was Shuten himself.
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      【Well, that doesn’t matter. In any case, if you, brat, can prove yourself, I will contribute to this ‘Demon King Hunt’ plan you speak of.】
    

    

    
      “…Okay.”
    

    

    
      【…You’d better succeed, brat. You have to at least be worth the price of my mana.】
    

    

    
      …For now, this much was a success.
    

    

    
      Of course, the point at which he would actually join the party would be after I succeeded in the ‘Reconstruction of the Demonic Cult’ and proved my potential.
    

    

    
      If I failed at the ‘Reconstruction of the Demonic Cult’ from the get-go, executing the plan for the Demon King Hunt would be impossible.
    

    

    
      It would be arrogant to guarantee success in a task of such difficulty, but there was no need to worry about failure from the start.
    

    

    
      '…'
    

    

    
      I paused my thoughts and looked over the members.
    

    

    
      A one-winged Demonic Species who sided with the Hero.
    

    

    
      The last survivor of the exterminated vampire race.
    

    

    
      A deposed baron, abandoned by the Demon King and now a wanted man.
    

    

    
      And a regressed Hero candidate.
    

    

    
      'Pfft—'
    

    

    
      It was, literally, a ‘laughable hodgepodge’.
    

    

    
      Each title was so weighty that it occurred to me that I might be the most normal one in this party.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that I hadn’t thought about it while making my bucket list, but seeing them all gathered together made me laugh in spite of myself.
    

    

    
      ‘…Things are working out pretty well.’
    

    

    
      Most of the reason for my laughter was the absurdity of the combination itself.
    

    

    
      But a sliver of ‘relief’ also occupied a corner of it.
    

    

    
      In terms of the entire bucket list, this was, in fact, still just the ‘very beginning’.
    

    

    
      But isn’t there a saying that a good start is half the battle?
    

    

    
      Since the start was good, I had a feeling that things would continue to go well.
    

    

    
      “…Partner.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had been silently listening to my conversation with Shuten, spoke up as if he had something to say.
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      “…There is a part I am not pleased with.”
    

    

    
      I replied to him as he spoke, rubbing his brow.
    

    

    
      “If it’s about not telling you about the Demon King Hunt beforehand, I apologize. Just let that much slide.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “It’s a minor detail. You probably guessed it anyway. That I wouldn’t be taking the path of an ordinary Hero candidate…”
    

    

    
      “…That is not it.”
    

    

    
      Cutting off my attempt to brush it aside, Jerry shook his head and brought up a rather unexpected topic.
    

    

    
      “…It is about the ‘Demonic Cult’ you mentioned.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “I know quite a bit about it. I did not witness the era when the Demonic Cult reigned, but ever since the Great War of Righteousness and Evil in Murim about 100 years ago, I have been visiting the Shandong Peninsula annually for personal reasons.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “My reason for boarding the Guardian Train this time was also to visit the Shandong Peninsula.”
    

    

    
      …It was a more important question than I’d thought.
    

    

    
      I thought he was going to continue his earlier nitpicking, but commendably, it seemed he wanted to talk about the upcoming plan.
    

    

    
      “…I have investigated it separately before. To see if the ‘remnants of the Demonic Cult’ truly exist as the rumors say.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “I employed several reliable informants and spent no small sum.”
    

    

    
      As if counting money.
    

    

    
      He folded and unfolded his fingers a few times and muttered in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “Eight thousand eight hundred and twenty-two coins… plus value-added tax, and other additional costs, it seems to have cost roughly over ten thousand coins.”
    

    

    
      “…That’s a needlessly precise calculation.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s just your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “In any case. From what I confirmed, there was one insignificant old man living while hiding his past as a member of the Demonic Cult, but there were no groups on the Shandong Peninsula that could be called remnants.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      That was something I didn’t know.
    

    

    
      I knew that at this point in time, Jerry visited the Shandong Peninsula for some reason, and that’s why I was able to time it to get on the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      ‘…I never thought he’d have taken a separate interest in the Demonic Cult and investigated it.’
    

    

    
      Periodically visiting the Shandong Peninsula and having an interest in the ‘Demonic Cult’ were two different matters.
    

    

    
      “…The part I was not pleased with was this.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “…I am not saying I will back out now after receiving everything just because I heard about the ‘Demon King Hunt’, but I refuse to partake in a pointless waste of time where the ends don’t justify the means.”
    

    

    
      …The rumor that remnants of the Demonic Cult existed was a persistent piece of lore in Murim that hadn’t died down for over 100 years.
    

    

    
      Of course, given the time that had passed, most people thought it couldn’t be true, and indeed, for over 100 years, nothing like a ‘Demonic Cult Uprising’ had ever occurred.
    

    

    
      The impression the Great War of Righteousness and Evil left on the Murim empire was so great that it was a sort of ‘conspiracy theory’ that would pop up whenever it was about to be forgotten.
    

    

    
      Knowing Jerry’s personality, he wouldn’t have been careless with his information gathering, and as could be inferred from the cost, he had probably hired the top experts in the field.
    

    

    
      Since nothing came of it, from his perspective, he must have concluded that the rumors of ‘Demonic Cult remnants’ were just a ‘conspiracy theory’ of old geezers in the back rooms.
    

    

    
      ‘…Commendable.’
    

    

    
      …And for him to question something he had already concluded.
    

    

    
      'Ssk—'
    

    

    
      “…You must have something else in mind, right?”
    

    

    
      It was rarer than one might think.
    

    

    
      The question he just asked was certainly a single sentence, but its meaning was not so light.
    

    

    
      It meant that he valued the unknown, intrinsic worth of his ‘partner, Seo U-jin’ more than the information he had spent a whopping ten thousand coins to obtain.
    

    

    
      'Grin—'
    

    

    
      “Of course. A ‘Demon King Hunt’ isn’t something you can do just by gathering numbers with guts alone.”
    

    

    
      After my immediate reply, he remained silent for a moment, then nodded and murmured.
    

    

    
      “…I understand. I will proceed with that in mind for now.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Not bad.
    

    

    
      Like Shuten, the life he had lived was far from smooth.
    

    

    
      I had thought that from the series of exceptional actions I would show in a short time, his doubt and trust would be evenly balanced.
    

    

    
      But it seemed the scales in his mind had tipped further toward trust than I had expected.
    

    

    
      ‘…Nice.’
    

    

    
      …Things were going well.
    

    

    
      Things.
    

    

    
      Were going too well.
    

    

    
      '‘…''
    

    

    
      Suddenly, I felt a chill.
    

    

    
      Like cold water trickling down the back of my neck in the middle of winter, an unpleasant shiver ran down my spine.
    

    

    
      '‘It’s good, but…''
    

    

    
      If someone asked why I had a bad feeling when things were going so well, I would have nothing to say.
    

    

    
      Because I couldn’t pinpoint any concrete reason for this unsettling chill either.
    

    

    
      …If I had to pick one thing.
    

    

    
      Intuition.
    

    

    
      Countless experiences accumulated over a long time of treading the line between life and death were sounding an alarm for an unknown reason.
    

    

    
      'Hosadama'.
    

    

    
      I never particularly liked that irresponsible four-character idiom that Bamboo Hat Mister used to recite, ‘Good things are always met with obstacles.’
    

    

    
      …But I had rarely ever thought it was wrong.
    

    

    
      Whenever my subconscious, steeped in such long experience, sounded a groundless alarm like this, without fail, ‘misfortune’ would appear.
    

    

    
      And just like always, this time too.
    

    

    
      【Well now.】
    

    

    
      My bad premonition came true.
    

    

    
      【A Demon King Hunt… now that sounds interesting.】
    

    

    
      From behind me, where it had been quiet, a new voice suddenly cut in.
    

    

    
      “…!!!”
    

    

    
      …It was a rather familiar voice.
    

    

    
      At the same time, it was a chilling voice.
    

    

    
      A voice I couldn’t understand why I was hearing here.
    

    

    
      A voice that should never have been heard.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      The current strategist of the Demon King's Allied Forces, who was giving The Order a hard time.
    

    

    
      The one who had last received the Trait, ‘The Chosen One’, before me.
    

    

    
      A traitor to The Order's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      A titan who ranked within the top 10 of the Demon King's Army's peerage.
    

    

    
      ‘Isaac, the Count of Chaos.’
    

    

    
      【Mind if I join in?】
    

    

    
      …It was his voice.
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      【What an interesting combination.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Along with the chillingly muttered voice, Loxy’s choked gasps could be heard.
    

    

    
      Gahk—
    

    

    
      【A wanted, has-been Baron, one crazy Succubus… and an extinct vampire race.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【And on top of that, a new Hero candidate.】
    

    

    
      Though his tone was full of playfulness.
    

    

    
      To those listening, there was no voice more chilling.
    

    

    
      Because among the Titled Demons of the Demon King's Allied Forces—a group said to have gathered only the best of the best from all the strange beings in the world—this man was the most unpredictable and the most capricious.
    

    

    
      【It’s been a while, hasn’t it? J.J.】
    

    

    
      “…Why are you here, Isaac.”
    

    

    
      【Well now. Do I really have to tell you that?】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Rather, I’m the one who wants to ask. How did you manage to hide so thoroughly?】
    

    

    
      Aside from our first encounter, Jerry’s eyes, which had never once wavered, were now shaking.
    

    

    
      It wasn't strange.
    

    

    
      Even the flow of mana in my body, which had remained steadfast before Shuten’s immense demonic power, had been violently fluctuating from the moment I faced this man.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      【…Oh? What’s this?】
    

    

    
      “Keuk-!”
    

    

    
      The young man with white hair and white clothes was holding Loxy up by her neck.
    

    

    
      He looked at me and smiled as if amused.
    

    

    
      【Keke- This new junior of mine is quite different. I was curious when I heard those bastards from The Order had chosen a new ‘Chosen One’.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Well. To talk about something like a ‘Demon King Hunt’, you’d need to have at least this much capability.】
    

    

    
      As I looked directly at his characteristic, crazed smile, the reality of the current situation became a little clearer.
    

    

    
      ‘…Dammit.’
    

    

    
      I thought things were going too well.
    

    

    
      …An incident had occurred.
    

    

    
      A major incident, at that, one that was completely impossible to handle.
    

    

    
      He was someone I absolutely should not have met at this point in time.
    

    

    
      So much so that I would have to change the entire plan I had originally conceived.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      Even setting aside the deviation from the plan, my immediate survival in front of this man was uncertain.
    

    

    
      He was a person of such an unpredictable nature that even with my Regression, my knowledge from before couldn't offer any significant help.
    

    

    
      【Junior, by any chance, do you know who I am?】
    

    

    
      It was a difficult question to answer rashly, but I couldn't feign ignorance or put on a clumsy act in front of him.
    

    

    
      Because the moment his interest waned would likely be the moment my head was separated from my neck.
    

    

    
      “…Isaac.”
    

    

    
      Isaac, the Count of Chaos.
    

    

    
      Also known as Isaac the Betrayer.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      By his most familiar name.
    

    

    
      “…Einstein.”
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      After hearing my answer, ‘Isaac Einstein’ let go of Loxy’s neck and turned his body.
    

    

    
      【Well, well.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【It’s been a really long time since I’ve heard that name.】
    

    

    
      Smile-
    

    

    
      【Keke- You’re fun, Junior. I like you a lot.】
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Einstein.
    

    

    
      If you asked people living in the 21st century to name a scientist they knew, nine out of ten would say his name, a testament to his popularity.
    

    

    
      A genius scientist who had a profound impact on the scientific community by publishing the 'Theory of Relativity,' a pillar of modern physics.
    

    

    
      Anyone who mentioned his name would likely recall the comical photo of an old man with white hair sticking his tongue out.
    

    

    
      But in truth, the person in that photo was not the true protagonist of the name ‘Einstein’.
    

    

    
      He was just ‘Albert,’ his assistant, who stole ‘Isaac Einstein’s’ research records and paraded them around as his own.
    

    

    
      【…I had a real headache back then. Because of that old assistant bastard.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【He copied my hair, my clothes. And even my name.】
    

    

    
      In fact, his debut itself was something that defied common sense.
    

    

    
      A 25-year-old mediocrity who had failed the entrance exam for the German Federal Polytechnic rose to stardom overnight by publishing four papers in a single year—the kind of papers that top physicists of the time would be lucky to publish once in their lifetime.
    

    

    
      The physics community lauded this unbelievable event as the ‘Miracle Year,’ packaging it as the brilliant debut of the 21st century’s greatest genius physicist, Albert Einstein.
    

    

    
      In reality, this was just one facet of a modern scientific community riddled with falsehoods.
    

    

    
      ‘…Imitation Rumor.’
    

    

    
      While not widely known to the public, there was a rumor that circulated discreetly among the upper echelons of the scientific community.
    

    

    
      That there was a transcendent boy genius who hid himself in the shadows, away from public attention, conducting all sorts of legal and illegal experimental research and producing hundreds of research findings a year.
    

    

    
      And that most of the scientists who published papers under their own names in the modern scientific world were merely presenting the research of that shadow genius on his behalf.
    

    

    
      It was such an absurd rumor that anyone who heard it would scoff, ‘Bullshit, how is that even possible?’
    

    

    
      To get straight to the point.
    

    

    
      That rumor was true.
    

    

    
      The ‘Theory of Relativity’ and ‘Quantum Mechanics,’ which divided the schools of modern physics and were called its two great pillars, both came from the mind of a single person.
    

    

    
      …That is to say.
    

    

    
      From the mind of this ‘real genius’ standing before my eyes.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “…For you to come here on your own two feet. You must have a death wish.”
    

    

    
      As Shuten picked up his mace and muttered, Einstein’s sneer fell upon him.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      【And you think you can kill me?】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Don’t get too cocky. I’m the one who’s letting you live, when I could have killed you long ago.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【You’re not a cunning type like that J.J. over there. Did you really think I let you be because I didn’t know you were here?】
    

    

    
      Shuten might have been expected to seethe with anger at the blatant mockery, but he didn't move rashly.
    

    

    
      In terms of seniority within the Demon King's Army, Shuten, who had served the Demon King since the early days of the Demon King's Allied Forces, was far ahead.
    

    

    
      But as long as he was within the confines of the Demon King's Allied Forces, it was impossible to overcome the difference in rank.
    

    

    
      Baron and Count.
    

    

    
      Moreover, if Shuten was called the ‘Demon King’s Hunting Dog,’ the other was the strategist of the Demon King's Allied Forces, who had been delegated some direct authority by the Demon King and was called the ‘Demon King’s Limbs.’
    

    

    
      It was a funny way to put it, but in terms of status, he was on a completely different level than a ‘mere Baron.’
    

    

    
      【I kept you around because you seemed like a useful pawn, but you shouldn’t overstep your bounds without knowing your place. No, you shouldn’t.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It seemed he had been continuously observing Shuten’s movements.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In truth, that much was within my range of expectations.
    

    

    
      As he himself said, if he had truly wanted to find him, a man of Einstein's caliber was not someone who would fail to find Shuten just because he ran away.
    

    

    
      However, the problem here was that he had shown up ‘in person.’
    

    

    
      Because there was a world of difference between a top-tier Count-level figure ‘observing’ and ‘visiting in person.’
    

    

    
      Especially since Isaac was famous for being a homebody who rarely left his laboratory.
    

    

    
      For me, this made his visit feel all the more significant.
    

    

    
      Clap-
    

    

    
      【Ah. By the way.】
    

    

    
      Suddenly clapping his hands together, Einstein then bent down and pulled on Loxy’s wing.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      【Is this also our junior’s handiwork?】
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      【You picked her up in the Gateway Zone, right?】
    

    

    
      I nodded my head instead of answering.
    

    

    
      【…It’s strange. Those Succubus bitches might be rude, but they have their own principles. How on earth did you win her over?】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【No, more importantly. How in the world did you get her out of there? The Constellation folks and The Order bastards must have been raising hell…….】
    

    

    
      Wobble, wobble-
    

    

    
      Einstein, who had been pulling Loxy’s wing and shaking her back and forth to examine her, suddenly stopped and brought his head close to the back of Loxy’s right ear.
    

    

    
      【…So this is it?】
    

    

    
      Then, as if he had confirmed the ‘Ancient Priestess's Seal’ I had engraved, he beamed a huge smile and looked at me.
    

    

    
      【Wow. Our junior never disappoints me. I’m happy. I’m thrilled.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Keke- I wonder how long it’s been since I’ve felt this kind of fun.】
    

    

    
      …Every intelligent being that leads a life needs a driving force.
    

    

    
      And each life has its own motivation.
    

    

    
      For some, it might be a sense of conquest; for others, self-efficacy; and for yet others, a sense of accomplishment.
    

    

    
      And in the case of this man, Einstein, it was ‘curiosity.’
    

    

    
      『…What? You ask why I switched from The Order's Allied Forces to the Demon King's Army?』
    

    

    
      『It’s obvious, isn’t it? With a transcendent substance like Mana, they kept nagging, saying you can’t do this because people will get hurt, you can’t do that because people will die, you can’t even handle monsters carelessly. At that rate, the Demon King's Army, which lets you use the dead as test subjects right away, is much better.』
    

    

    
      …His reason for joining the Demon King's Army was the absurdly simple desire ‘to satisfy his own experimental urges.’
    

    

    
      There was no need for further explanation as to how much this man lived for his curiosity.
    

    

    
      ‘…Will it work?’
    

    

    
      …By the same token, my only way to survive this clear deathtrap was to use his curiosity.
    

    

    
      A curiosity that would make him hesitant to kill me right away.
    

    

    
      That was the goal I had to achieve.
    

    

    
      【Junior.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【What’s your identity? I hate to admit it, but I don’t think even I could pull something like this off right after arriving.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Seducing a Succubus stuffed into the Gateway Zone, finding this J.J. who was so good at hiding from me, and then finding a has-been Baron hiding in the Unexplored Lands to talk of a ‘Demon King Hunt’.】
    

    

    
      Logically, it was an impossible feat.
    

    

    
      Normally, a Hero candidate at this stage would be a fledgling who hadn't properly grasped not only the War against Demons but also the confrontational relationship between The Order and the Demon King that permeated the entire Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      These were things that would be dismissed as impossible even for a seasoned, official Hero.
    

    

    
      Talent aside, there was no way to explain such actions from a Hero candidate who had just arrived a few days ago.
    

    

    
      But the cards were already on the table.
    

    

    
      【You must have a backer, right?】
    

    

    
      To him who asked about my identity, I upped the ante with my reply.
    

    

    
      “I don’t. Something like a backer.”
    

    

    
      【You don’t?】
    

    

    
      Einstein’s head tilted to the side.
    

    

    
      Then, soon after.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      【Aah.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【You have one but can’t tell me. Is that it?】
    

    

    
      “…Well, that’s for the curious one to figure out for themselves.”
    

    

    
      【Keke- That’s my junior. You’re fun. The more I see, the more I like you.】
    

    

    
      With a laugh, Einstein swept back his white hair once, then suddenly snapped his fingers and muttered.
    

    

    
      Snap-
    

    

    
      【Then prove it.】
    

    

    
      With his finger snap, strands of mana burst forth from the empty air.
    

    

    
      They were cut into uniform lengths and soon twisted together to form a long chain.
    

    

    
      ‘…Mana Chain.’
    

    

    
      The smoothly manifested mana chain moved without a moment's delay, wrapping around the fallen Loxy's neck. 
    

    

    
      Pulling the chain taut, Einstein looked at me and spoke.
    

    

    
      【Whether you have the skills to talk about a ‘Demon King Hunt’ even without a backer.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【I’ll see for myself and judge.】
    

    

    
      Gahk—
    

    

    
      A mouthful of blood burst from Loxy’s lips.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      【This much is fine, right? I’m wasting my own time listening to you. If it turns out to be a lie, I’ll have to break at least one of the toys my junior worked so hard to make. Only then would it be worth my while.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Besides, I was her original owner.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Right?】
    

    

    
      It wasn't exactly a threat.
    

    

    
      Einstein truly thought of Loxy as nothing more and nothing less than a toy.
    

    

    
      No, in the first place, that's how he categorized most living beings weaker than himself.
    

    

    
      Toys that brought a moment of interest.
    

    

    
      And trash that was uninteresting from the start, or whose novelty had worn off.
    

    

    
      “…Fine.”
    

    

    
      …It was the same for me.
    

    

    
      Just because there wasn't a chain around my neck didn't mean my treatment was all that different from Loxy's.
    

    

    
      From Einstein’s perspective.
    

    

    
      I too was a toy that could be relegated to trash the moment his interest faded.
    

    

    
      【Alright then.】
    

    

    
      And so, I.
    

    

    
      I had to assert the meaning of my existence to him.
    

    

    
      I had to prove that I wasn't a toy to be played with for a moment and then discarded, but a playmate who could provide continuous interest.
    

    

    
      【Then, reaaady—.】
    

    

    
      That was the only path to survival I could see right now.
    

    

    
      【Start!】
    

    

    
      With Einstein’s signal to begin, a familiar and heavy gust of wind rushed in from behind.
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      “Dodge!!!”
    

    

    
      Even before Shuten’s urgent voice telling me to get out of the way pierced my ears.
    

    

    
      My body had already sensed the abnormality and reacted.
    

    

    
      Whoosh-
    

    

    
      In an instant, my back bent at a near 90-degree angle, and Shuten’s thick mace cut horizontally through the air before my eyes.
    

    

    
      There was no direct contact, but the sharp wind from the mace’s spikes sliced a thin gash across my forehead.
    

    

    
      Before I could even right myself, the second blow came.
    

    

    
      Woong-
    

    

    
      A black shadow instantly covered my entire body.
    

    

    
      Shuten’s wide sole stomped down vertically through the same space his mace had just cut horizontally.
    

    

    
      CRACK-
    

    

    
      I dodged this one, too.
    

    

    
      I managed to roll to the side just before his foot could crush my body.
    

    

    
      …It was strange to accept it so naturally, without any questions.
    

    

    
      Both why Shuten was attacking me, and how I was able to dodge his attacks.
    

    

    
      Of course, that question didn’t last long.
    

    

    
      ‘…Darkwing.’
    

    

    
      The fierce pulsation of the Darkwing crest on Shuten’s forearm and Einstein’s subsequent murmuring explained both things.
    

    

    
      【Kekeke- Let’s see what you’ve got.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【Whether our dear junior is just a puppet with a fancy title, or if he actually has the guts to pull off something like a ‘Demon King Hunt’.】
    

    

    
      “…Being… controlled… forced…”
    

    

    
      …The chain of command in the Demon King's Allied Forces is vertical and absolute.
    

    

    
      It was only natural for ordinary Magical Beasts to obey the lord of the Demon King’s Territory, who was the head of their race.
    

    

    
      And even the Titled Demons who reigned as lords of each territory could not refuse an order from the Demon King, the commander of the army.
    

    

    
      What allowed this giant organization, which now stood as one of the two great powers of the Upper Plane alongside The Order's Allied Forces, to maintain this absolute hierarchy was…
    

    

    
      None other than the Demon King’s authority, <Domination>.
    

    

    
      The best evidence for the existence of this authority called ‘Domination’ was the ‘Darkwing’ crest pulsating on Shuten’s forearm.
    

    

    
      Every Titled Demon who received that crest and bore it on their body was forced to obey the Demon King’s commands.
    

    

    
      “Kugh— Isaac, you bastard……”
    

    

    
      Of course, this didn’t mean the Demon King had directly intervened in this situation and ordered Shuten.
    

    

    
      Even the Demon King couldn't exert his authority all the way from the distant Demon King’s Palace to the territory of The Order's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      The one who had activated Shuten’s Darkwing crest now was Einstein.
    

    

    
      As the army’s strategist, he had been delegated a portion of the Demon King’s authority, allowing him to partially activate the power of ‘Domination’.
    

    

    
      【…For an old has-been, you’ve got too much fight left in you. Should I have beaten you down a bit first?】
    

    

    
      The reason I was able to dodge Shuten’s attacks was in the same vein.
    

    

    
      Since the order didn’t come directly from the Demon King, Shuten was resisting Einstein’s compulsion, at least partially.
    

    

    
      If he had attacked with his full intent, I would have died instantly, unable to even dodge the first strike.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      ‘…Just when I thought things were going too well.’
    

    

    
      Good things attract demons.
    

    

    
      That detestable and irresponsible truth of life had proven itself right once again.
    

    

    
      …In fact, I knew better than anyone.
    

    

    
      That good and bad luck in life don't arrive according to my convenience.
    

    

    
      They had always come and gone as they pleased.
    

    

    
      It was a familiar occurrence, so I didn't feel much resentment or regret.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      …Although a small laugh did escape at the absurdity of it, as if I had expected this to happen all along.
    

    

    
      Woong-
    

    

    
      Shuten’s attack flew at me again.
    

    

    
      This time, his elbow swung horizontally.
    

    

    
      Shuten's voice, which had given me a brief warning with sound, was no longer heard, and the Darkwing crest on his forearm began to pulsate even faster.
    

    

    
      BANG-!
    

    

    
      I tilted my body, avoiding a direct hit, but the heavy wind pressure sent my whole body staggering.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      I stabbed the thorny spike he had given me into the ground to barely regain my balance and slipped between his legs.
    

    

    
      Without a moment's delay, the mace flew at me, and thick veins bulged on the leg I had pinned to the floor.
    

    

    
      Every exchange in the ensuing battle was a truly dangerous moment.
    

    

    
      The difference in physical power between him and me was a gap so vast that the phrase ‘a graze would mean instant death’ was a perfect fit.
    

    

    
      Grind-
    

    

    
      In reality, I was taking damage from the wind pressure alone.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the successive violent movements had taken their toll.
    

    

    
      Along with a sharp pain in my ribs, a clump of blood spurted from my mouth.
    

    

    
      It seemed my internal organs, not yet recovered from the shock of the fall, had been damaged again.
    

    

    
      I forced down the blood surging up my throat. A metallic taste filled my mouth, and Einstein’s disappointed murmur reached my ears.
    

    

    
      【Hmm…… Well. It’s not bad, but…….】
    

    

    
      His face said that while it wasn't disappointing, it didn't quite meet his expectations.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Though not something to be judged at the level of a Hero candidate, they were attacks slow enough for any talented 1-star Hero to react to.
    

    

    
      …Catching Einstein’s eye was not as easy as it sounded.
    

    

    
      He himself was an exceptional genius, so he wouldn't even glance at someone who was merely at the level of a prodigy, just a little faster than others.
    

    

    
      【…It’s just not bad.】
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      …Of course, that didn't mean I had done nothing during these several exchanges.
    

    

    
      Ting-!
    

    

    
      [<Innate Ability: Absolute Embodiment> is activated.]
    

    
      [Activation of the Mana Circuit is detected.]
    

    
      [Analyzing the Mana Circuit’s pattern…….]
    

    

    
      On the contrary, while dodging Shuten’s attacks, I had been preparing something that would surely capture his attention.
    

    

    
      Fwaaa-
    

    

    
      [<Skill: Mana Chain (★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    
      Dodging his attack, I grasped the clumps of mana I had scattered as if in passing and meticulously wove the mana pattern.
    

    

    
      A mass of pure mana appeared in the air.
    

    

    
      Along with the message, I shaped those masses of mana, twisting them into several rings.
    

    

    
      Compared to the sturdy Mana Chains Einstein had created, it was nothing more than a crude lump of magic.
    

    

    
      Still, the shabby Mana Chain I had managed to produce wrapped around Shuten’s body.
    

    

    
      And I drove one end of that Mana Chain into the top of Shuten’s foot and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…This will sting a bit.”
    

    

    
      In truth, at my current level, it was impossible to wound Shuten’s body, which had been hardened over eons.
    

    

    
      It wasn't my Mana Chain that was piercing his body.
    

    

    
      The thorny spike from Shuten attached to the end of my Mana Chain pierced the top of his foot and pinned it to the floor.
    

    

    
      [<Skill: Mana Chain (★☆☆)> is linked to the body of <Baron: Shuten>.]
    

    
      [Temporarily deactivates the target’s Mana Circuit.]
    

    

    
      【That…….】
    

    

    
      An irrepressible smile twitched on Einstein’s lips.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      In reality, ‘Mana Chain’ was not a skill I should have been able to use at my level.
    

    

    
      Though it didn’t require much mana for the complexity of its pattern, it was a skill that demanded an absurd level of mana control—simultaneously manipulating multiple mana clumps while maintaining their transformed shape.
    

    

    
      Among 1-star skills, it was a high-level skill renowned as the ‘most difficult.’
    

    

    
      The fact that Shuten was caught by my meager magic was for a similar reason.
    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Skill Description>
    

    
      ■ Name: [Mana Chain (★☆☆)]
    

    
      ■ Type: [Common]
    

    
      ■ Description: [Twists mana released from the body to form a chain made of pure magical energy. (The Mana Chain cannot be broken by physical force.)]
    

    
      ■ Special Note: [This is a forcibly manifested skill. The skill's output is reduced.]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      The Mana Chain was, quite literally, a magical substance made of pure mana rings.
    

    

    
      There were only two ways to break this magical substance.
    

    

    
      Either forcibly overwhelm the caster’s mana.
    

    

    
      Or, reverse-engineer the mana pattern to dismantle the skill itself.
    

    

    
      …Of course, there was no way a demon of Shuten’s caliber couldn't overwhelm my pathetic Mana Chain.
    

    

    
      “…Just bear with the sting. I’ll kiss it better later.”
    

    

    
      For now, Shuten was on my side.
    

    

    
      No matter how much of the <Authority: Domination> Einstein had been delegated by the Demon King, forcing someone to ‘use their mana’ was several times more difficult than forcing an action.
    

    

    
      As long as Shuten didn’t have a sudden change of heart, that crude Mana Chain of mine would not be broken.
    

    

    
      Around that time—
    

    

    
      【Kehah-!】
    

    

    
      Einstein couldn’t hold it in any longer and burst out laughing.
    

    

    
      【Wait… what is this?】
    

    

    
      With his lips pulled back in a grin that perfectly fit the expression ‘grinning from ear to ear,’ Einstein ran a hand through his hair—a characteristic gesture he made when pleased—and asked me.
    

    

    
      【Junior, how in the world did you use Mana Chain… no, don’t tell me you just copied it after seeing it once?】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【…That’s not exactly an easy thing to do.】
    

    

    
      …To be precise, it wasn’t just ‘not easy’; it was impossible.
    

    

    
      Strictly speaking, I hadn’t properly executed a true Mana Chain either.
    

    

    
      ‘…A success for now, I guess.’
    

    

    
      This was the best I could do in the current situation, and his reaction wasn't bad.
    

    

    
      Although he wasn't as stingy with his emotions as that Jerry fellow, it wasn't easy to see Einstein’s face light up that much.
    

    

    
      Right now, Einstein's mind was probably racing with all sorts of questions.
    

    

    
      Who the hell was I, and where did I come from?
    

    

    
      Could I really succeed in a Demon King Hunt?
    

    

    
      Was copying the Mana Chain purely a result of my own talent?
    

    

    
      And so on.
    

    

    
      I had laid out a full 8-course banquet of bait to stimulate his perverted curiosity.
    

    

    
      His brain must be flooding with dopamine as if he’d just taken a hit.
    

    

    
      …The important part started now.
    

    

    
      I had an inkling that he probably wouldn't kill me now that he'd found an interesting playmate.
    

    

    
      But in truth, even I couldn’t predict where the sum of all those question marks would lead.
    

    

    
      Forcibly suppressing a sliver of anxiety, I nonchalantly stood up.
    

    

    
      And that trivial movement.
    

    

    
      Splash-
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Was the biggest mistake I had made here.
    

    

    
      [<Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    
      [A small amount of blood imbued with powerful magic is absorbed. Regeneration speed increases explosively.]
    

    

    
      The foot I used to stand up landed in a pool of blood.
    

    

    
      The blood that had flowed from the top of Shuten’s foot had pooled beneath me.
    

    

    
      Along with the system notification, blood-red magic enveloped my entire body.
    

    

    
      In an instant, not just my external wounds, but even my internal organs, which had been barely functioning, squirmed and returned to their original shape.
    

    

    
      【…Oh?】
    

    

    
      Watching this miracle.
    

    

    
      Einstein’s eyes sparkled, and his head tilted to one side.
    

    

    
      【That.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      【That bizarre activation condition and regenerative ability.】
    

    

    
      Tilting his head so far it looked like it might snap, Einstein muttered with a radiant face, as if he had just discovered a gold mine.
    

    

    
      【…The Immortal Count, Dracula.】
    

    

    
      The moment I saw that expression.
    

    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    

    
      For the first time since coming to the Upper Plane, I had a sincere thought.
    

    

    
      Which was.
    

    

    
      “…I’m so fucked.”
    

    

    
      …This was really, truly, fucked.
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      With a soft sigh, Jerry muttered.
    

    

    
      “…I had a feeling this would happen, so I stayed put.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I should have just intervened earlier.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Jerry's muttering, Einstein burst out laughing and turned his head.
    

    

    
      Kekeke-
    

    

    
      “Isn't this a bit disappointing, J.J.?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If there's anyone who wishes for the revival of the vampire race more than you, it would probably be me.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You should have told me there was such a happy occasion. I would've bought a cake on the way.”
    

    

    
      Chwa-reu-reuk-
    

    

    
      As he laughed, countless mana chains shot out from Einstein's outstretched hand.
    

    

    
      The chains, splitting into numerous branches, rushed forward and naturally bound my limbs.
    

    

    

    
      [Warning! Your Mana Circuit is being deactivated due to external mana intervention!]
    

    

    
      [Warning! The mana concentration in your body is decreasing significantly.]
    

    

    
      [Warning…!]
    

    

    

    

    
      Countless system window messages warned me of the danger.
    

    

    
      But there was nothing I could do.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, there was no way there could be.
    

    

    
      Some brilliant move to escape this situation.
    

    

    
      Grind—
    

    

    
      As the mana chains tightened around my limbs, a suffocating pressure seized me, and my body collapsed with a powerful sense of exhaustion.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      ‘…Dammit.’
    

    

    
      It was a fatal mistake.
    

    

    
      To have shown him my vampire Trait.
    

    

    
      ‘…I should have hidden this, no matter what.’
    

    

    
      I was too complacent.
    

    

    
      I should have considered every possibility, at least until I was completely out of his grasp.
    

    

    
      The moment I breathed a sigh of relief, thinking I had drawn his attention away, was far too soon.
    

    

    
      “A sample of a new vampire race... Since I've received such a wonderful gift, I feel like I should give something in return...”
    

    

    
      Cupping his chin and tilting his head this way and that, Einstein snapped his fingers and exclaimed.
    

    

    
      “Ah, right! I'll just let you go, J.J. Playing hide-and-seek with you was quite fun. Try running away again. I'll be 'it' one more time. Kekeke-.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Einstein laughed as he looked at the silent Jerry.
    

    

    
      ‘At this rate... am I headed for the White House…?’
    

    

    
      Despite holding the high rank of Count, Einstein, as a Court Count, was not granted a separate territory.
    

    

    
      Instead, he resided in Top Hill, a direct territory of the Demon King, and primarily lived in his laboratory there. 
    

    

    
      That lab, built with an entirely white exterior, was infamous for its wickedness even within the Demon King's domain, a place overflowing with all sorts of harm.
    

    

    
      A laboratory that most Magical Beasts in the Demon King's Allied Forces, and even demons with titles, avoided.
    

    

    
      <White House>.
    

    

    
      It was known to be filled with the highest-level experimental equipment in the Upper Plane and to contain biological experiment samples of every living creature in the world—a place that any living being, let alone a Magical Beast, couldn't help but feel uneasy about.
    

    

    
      …And one of the few biological experiment samples that didn't exist in his White House was a sample of the vampire race, which was known to be extinct.
    

    

    
      …To be precise, it would be more accurate to say it was a sample that no longer existed after Jerry escaped from there.
    

    

    
      “Kekeke-, Junior.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Aren't you curious too, Junior? Just how incredible the limits of that ability are. Let's go together.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I'm also curious about your brilliant 'Demon King Hunt' plan... But a 'new sample' is a bit hard to resist. As it is, I've been running out of samples worth experimenting on lately.”
    

    

    
      In his eyes, I seemed to no longer be an 'interesting Hero candidate', but merely a 'sample of the vampire race'.
    

    

    
      What they call a 'state of seeing red'.
    

    

    
      Escaping from the grasp of an 'Isaac Einstein' whose eyes had gone wild over a new sample was more than impossible.
    

    

    
      My mind went blank, and I couldn't think of any countermeasures.
    

    

    
      Crrreeak—
    

    

    
      The mana chains tightened their grip on my whole body, and the little mana I had left to resist with completely subsided.
    

    

    
      I turned my head and scanned my surroundings.
    

    

    
      Shuten, now tightly bound by Einstein's sturdy mana chains instead of my own crude ones.
    

    

    
      Loxy, collapsed on the ground with a rope around her neck, just as she was at the beginning.
    

    

    
      And Jerry, who seemed to be deep in thought, looking back and forth between Einstein and me.
    

    

    
      …No matter how much I looked around, I couldn't see any variable that could turn the situation around.
    

    

    
      ‘...If I'm dragged away like this, I'll probably…’
    

    

    
      …spend the rest of my life trapped in a solution of unknown composition, my memories gone, repeating a cycle of my limbs being severed and regenerating. That was the high probability.
    

    

    
      I wasn't particularly afraid.
    

    

    
      Rather than that.
    

    

    
      The thought of how the grand Regression, carrying everyone's hopes, could end so pathetically just made a hollow laugh escape my lips.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Just like that.
    

    

    
      As I watched Einstein pull on the chains.
    

    

    
      At the very moment I was about to helplessly accept the situation I could do nothing about.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Come hither~!
    

    

    

    
      “Hmm…?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, from somewhere beyond the darkness, a voice was heard.
    

    

    
      ‘…?’
    

    

    
      For a moment, the surroundings fell silent.
    

    

    
      Everyone's gaze in the area moved toward the darkness behind us.
    

    

    
      Swish, swish—
    

    

    
      The appearance of a mysterious figure, impossible to identify as friend or foe.
    

    

    
      The area was steeped in tension.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Soon after, hearing the familiar footsteps and seeing the familiar silhouette emerge from beyond the soaking darkness, I couldn't help but let out a smile.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      ‘…To think things would work out like this.’
    

    

    
      Hearing my quiet laugh, Jerry asked softly.
    

    

    
      “…An acquaintance?”
    

    

    
      …Of course I know him.
    

    

    
      There was no need to get a closer look to be sure.
    

    

    
      Just by the appearance of the shadow cast in the darkness and the sound of his distinctive footsteps, I could tell who he was.
    

    

    
      The long pole slung over his shoulder.
    

    

    
      The reddish-brown rags, patched up here and there.
    

    

    
      The sharply grown beard.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    

    
      - Ahem… Is no one there? I said, come hither.
    

    

    
      And, as always, that distinctive bamboo hat perched on his head.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…A nosy, talkative,”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “a gentleman who loves to wander around.”
    

    

    
      …It was the Bamboo Hat Mister.
    

    

    
      “It seems you're in need of a little help.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What do you say… do you need some?”
    

    

    
      Lightly—
    

    

    
      The Bamboo Hat Mister, who had nonchalantly inserted himself into the scene, asked as he lightly hopped onto the head of the mana-chain-bound Shuten.
    

    

    
      Shuten's response to that was simple.
    

    

    
      “I don't know about help… but get off me first.”
    

    

    
      “Hoho, I'll just borrow it for a moment. This head of yours is nice and wide, perfect for sitting on.”
    

    

    
      It seemed Shuten had sized up the situation and figured out that the Bamboo Hat Mister was an ally.
    

    

    
      Grind—
    

    

    
      “…I don't know who the hell you are. But you'd better get down while I'm asking nicely.”
    

    

    
      “Hoh hoh. Those don't sound like very nice words to me…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Alright, if you ask me nicely, I'll get down without another word. Go on, try it. Some nice words.”
    

    

    
      It seemed Shuten didn't trust him one bit.
    

    

    
      Well… that was understandable.
    

    

    
      His unique, blunt way of speaking.
    

    

    
      His unusual appearance.
    

    

    
      His lighthearted demeanor.
    

    

    
      Judging by his looks alone, which seemed more suited to a street beggar than someone who could turn this situation around, it would have been stranger to trust him at first sight.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      However, as one of the people who knew the Bamboo Hat Mister better than anyone, I could declare with certainty.
    

    

    
      That limited to this current situation, the Bamboo Hat Mister was someone who could be more helpful than anyone else in the world.
    

    

    
      No, perhaps he was the only person in the entire Upper Plane who could be of help.
    

    

    
      “Ah, right. Let's start with introductions. It seems most of you are new faces.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A pleasure to meet you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I am the 'Wandering Poet', Kim Satgat.”
    

    

    
      Kim Satgat.
    

    

    
      His name was one that any Korean who had gone through the mandatory elementary and middle school curriculum would know.
    

    

    
      The image his name evoked was quite strong, and he was even included in the historical children's song '100 Great People Who Glorified the Nation', a song on par with the national anthem.
    

    

    
      So, even if one didn't know the details of his life or his achievements, they were bound to have heard his name at least once throughout their history classes in elementary, middle, and high school.
    

    

    
      But surprisingly.
    

    

    
      His name was far more famous in the Upper Plane than in the Lower-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      In the Lower-Dimensional Plane, Kim Satgat's fame was limited to the single nation of South Korea.
    

    

    
      But here, the fame of the unique Hero with the moniker 'Wandering Poet' was something that could be called 'pan-continental'.
    

    

    
      “…The Wandering Poet.”
    

    

    
      Jerry's low mutter proved that fact.
    

    

    
      “Hoh hoh. It seems that gloomy-looking friend over there knows me.”
    

    

    
      “…I know you as a Hero belonging to the Beggars' Sect. Is that correct?”
    

    

    
      “Correct. I was just passing through on a personal request.”
    

    

    
      “…A coincidence.”
    

    

    
      “Call it a fortuitous encounter. It's only a little, but my own sacrifice was involved.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Hoh hoh—
    

    

    
      A 1-star Hero with an Exclusive Contract with the Beggars' Sect, one of the great sects of the Murim Empire.
    

    

    
      That was the official position of the 'Wandering Poet, Kim Satgat' in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      While it was certainly amazing enough to have passed the Hero candidate period, had his achievements recognized, and been officially appointed as a 1-star Hero…
    

    

    
      …the reason the Bamboo Hat Mister was famous in the Upper Plane wasn't simply because he was a 1-star Hero.
    

    

    
      “…My, my. What special day is it today? Look who it is.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Kekeke- It's been a while, Mister Satgat. Has it been about 50 years?”
    

    

    
      ‘…He was the promising talent who competed with this guy for the top spot.’
    

    

    
      Isaac Einstein.
    

    

    
      This man, who should have been the last 'Chosen One' and who was giving The Order the most trouble in the recent battles of the War against Demons, was originally a Hero candidate from the same generation as the Bamboo Hat Mister.
    

    

    
      The one who received 'The Chosen One' Trait as the most promising candidate of that generation was Einstein, now acting as the strategist for the Demon King's Army, and the next most promising candidate was none other than the Bamboo Hat Mister.
    

    

    
      …Ironically, that was also the reason why the Bamboo Hat Mister was one of the most famous among the 1-star Heroes.
    

    

    
      From people's perspective, it seemed utterly strange that while a strategist for the Demon King's Army had emerged from his generation, the man who had competed with him for the top spot was stuck as a mere 1-star Hero, doing odd jobs in a remote corner of the eastern continent.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      From my perspective, knowing some of the details behind it, the Bamboo Hat Mister seemed the more impressive one.
    

    

    
      “I haven't seen you once since your betrayal. So it's probably been longer than that.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    

    
      “Well, be that as it may…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So you're the one, eh? The top of this year's class they've been chattering my ear off about.”
    

    

    
      Judging by the way he spoke so openly, it seemed this gentleman had come with some knowledge of the situation.
    

    

    
      …It wasn't strange.
    

    

    
      He belonged to Murim's greatest information network.
    

    

    
      The Beggars' Sect.
    

    

    
      He was bound to have heard the rumors about the rookie 'Chosen One' who was the talk among the Constellations, no matter how much he closed his ears.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      …in the first place, the fact that he'd barged in here calling it a 'fortuitous encounter' without any logical reason meant that someone had whispered in his ear.
    

    

    
      ‘…And I have a pretty good idea who it was.’
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “…I'd heard about you beforehand. But seeing you in person like this, it feels quite new.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I never thought there'd be another fellow to wear that purple border besides you.”
    

    

    
      Gazing at 'The Chosen One' insignia, the Bamboo Hat Mister sent a melancholic look, as if reminiscing about the old days.
    

    

    
      And toward him, Isaac scratched the back of his head and muttered.
    

    

    
      “Ahh, well... But Mister Satgat, are you interested in this junior here too?”
    

    

    
      “Well, for now. It seems so.”
    

    

    
      “What to do... I just called dibs on him? Even for you, Mister Satgat, it's a bit much to ask me to give this one up.”
    

    

    
      Isaac replied with a genuinely troubled expression.
    

    

    
      “Hoh hoh…… Still, I can't just see people in distress and walk away.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This is a kind of fate, too. As a senior from the same hometown, shouldn't I help out my juniors?”
    

    

    
      He chuckled, ho ho, and lifted his bamboo hat with the end of his pole, meeting my eyes.
    

    

    
      “We're in a foreign land. We Koreans have to stick together.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “School ties, regional ties, blood ties. Am I wrong?”
    

  
    Chapter 44: Ill-fated Encounter (4)

    
      ‘…What an ill-fated encounter .’
    

    

    
      Kim Satgat, looking down at U-jin and Einstein from atop Shuten's head, puffed on a long pipe he'd lit at some point and recalled a distant memory.
    

    

    
      『Are you really not going to come with me? No matter how I look at it, you're the only one who's caught my eye, Satgat-hyeongssi.』
    

    

    
      『…Isaac, I'm not sure where you're asking me to go. But I've already decided where I belong. It's too late to back out now.』
    

    

    
      『Hmm. Besides you, hyeongssi, the rest are all just vermin… Well, can't be helped.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I'll go alone. If you change your mind later, come find me. You'll always be welcome, Satgat-hyeongssi.』
    

    

    
      That was the last conversation Kim Satgat had with ‘Isaac Einstein’ during his time as a Hero.
    

    

    
      After that conversation, which took place after Isaac was officially ordained as a Hero.
    

    

    
      The news he heard of Isaac no longer held the title of ‘Hero’, but unfamiliar ones like ‘Demon King's Army’ or ‘Traitor’.
    

    

    
      As they were once the closest of companions, various emotions flickered in Kim Satgat's gaze as he looked at Isaac.
    

    

    
      Huuu-
    

    

    
      Exhaling his regrets along with a puff of hazy smoke, Kim Satgat then turned to look at U-jin's face to his right.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      There was a resemblance.
    

    

    
      Top of the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      The Chosen One.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      ‘I came because he told me to, but…’
    

    

    
      His extraordinary path of taking a ‘Vampire, a Titled Demon, and a Demonic Species’ as his companions.
    

    

    
      Shake, shake-
    

    

    
      “…I can’t tell if we’re looking for a Hero candidate or a traitor candidate.”
    

    

    
      The two of them definitely had a resemblance.
    

    

    
      ‘…I hope he doesn’t walk the same path.’
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was the guilt of being unable to stop Isaac's path, despite having been so close to him, that still lingered.
    

    

    
      Kim Satgat couldn't quite shake off the resemblance he saw in U-jin.
    

    

    
      The thought that U-jin might, like Isaac, walk the path of a heretic kept surfacing.
    

    

    
      Of course, his reverie didn't last long.
    

    

    
      【Shall we have a go? It’s been a while, hasn’t it?】
    

    

    
      Because of the opponent he was facing.
    

    

    
      Isaac was not an easy opponent.
    

    

    
      No, he wasn't an opponent who could be measured and simply described as ‘not easy.’
    

    

    
      Now he was known as the ‘Strategist of the Demon King's Army’ instead of by his name, and his title was often preceded by ‘Traitor’.
    

    

    
      But back when he was a Hero candidate and up until his ordination as an official Hero, the modifier attached to Isaac's name had been ‘a genius who appears once in a millennium.’
    

    

    
      Even without that, the demonic title of ‘Count’ he possessed was proof of his skill.
    

    

    
      ‘…This is going to be a tough one.’
    

    

    
      Though he usually didn't use his full power for trivial matters due to hiding his true weight class for certain reasons, this time, even Kim Satgat couldn't just gloss over it.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      Tucking his long pipe back into his sleeve, Kim Satgat began to unravel the pure white bandages wrapped around his left wrist.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      He tapped the floor (the crown of Shuten’s head) and spoke softly.
    

    

    
      Tap, tap-
    

    

    
      “Hey there, big-headed friend.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Take that demonic lady and that gloomy-looking bat friend over there and get out of the way.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Kim Satgat's words, Shuten momentarily frowned and looked up.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      His body was currently bound by two separate restraints.
    

    

    
      Thanks to Isaac Einstein's activated <Authority: Domination>, the Darkwing sigil was still pulsating, binding his body.
    

    

    
      And Einstein's Mana Chain, which had been layered over U-jin's crude magic chains, was also restraining him.
    

    

    
      Therefore, to Shuten, Kim Satgat’s words telling him to move his body and take care of the two others couldn't help but sound absurd.
    

    

    
      It was an impossible task.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      That question was soon answered.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      “I’m counting on you.”
    

    

    
      Srrrk-
    

    

    
      The moment he blinked from his spot, the magic chains enveloping Shuten's body dissolved into particles and vanished.
    

    

    
      KWAAANG-!
    

    

    
      Because immediately after, an immense wave of mana collided before his eyes, and at the same time, the pulsation of the Darkwing sigil also stopped.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Written down as a sentence, it seemed like a very simple task.
    

    

    
      To reverse-engineer and dismantle Einstein's skill, ‘Mana Chain’, which had been wrapped around Shuten's body.
    

    

    
      And to generate a mana wave so overwhelming that Einstein couldn't handle both it and the Darkwing's Authority of Domination at the same time.
    

    

    
      But Shuten knew.
    

    

    
      The number of people who could do those two things simultaneously.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      …was very few, even in this vast Upper Plane.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      【Khahahaha!】
    

    

    
      A laugh filled with joy burst from the corners of Einstein's mouth.
    

    

    
      【This is it…! This is a real duel.】
    

    

    
      Kim Satgat and Einstein.
    

    

    
      The formless mana leaking out from the wills of the two men clashed in the empty space between them, sending countless sparks flying.
    

    

    
      A battle of mana itself.
    

    

    
      In addition to that, their fists and feet struck at the openings.
    

    

    
      Compared to the sparks from the clash of mana, the specific tension created by their physical blows was lesser, but their fight could not be judged by such simple metrics.
    

    

    
      A battle of wits that far transcended the basic framework of ‘hit, block, and dodge’ was taking place between them.
    

    

    
      Only the brief pauses between their exchanged words proved the profound level of their battle.
    

    

    
      【…Over here, it's all just guys who fight by stupidly taking hits or guys who try to crush you with their stupid amount of mana, so I lost interest in duels a long time ago.】
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      “You haven't changed either…”
    

    

    
      【…As I thought, my only rival is you, Satgat-hyeongssi.】
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      【I wasn't wrong about you… As expected, those vermin from The Order have no eye for talent. You, Satgat-hyeongssi… are not someone who should be stuck in the East doing menial chores…】
    

    

    
      “…Thanks for the compliment.”
    

    

    
      【How about coming over to our side now? If it's you, Satgat-hyeongssi… I could even set you up in a pretty decent position.】
    

    

    
      Paaak-!
    

    

    
      An especially large spark flared, and the magic chains binding U-jin’s limbs wavered for a moment.
    

    

    
      “I'm sorry… but my answer is the same as it was back then.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “I’ve already decided where I belong. Once a man has set his mind to something, shouldn't he see it through to the end? Hahaha.”
    

    

    
      Psst-
    

    

    
      【…I really don't get you. I heard you're in the Beggars' Sect village now.】
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      【All you're doing there is probably changing the diapers of some Murim imperial family brat. Hiding such great skill…】
    

    

    
      Shaking his head and muttering, Einstein suddenly raised both his hands.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      【Give up.】
    

    

    
      At the same time, the sparks that had embroidered the air subsided, and Einstein's magic chains binding U-jin and Shuten began to fade.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      【…Then and now.】
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      【I can't beat you when it comes to playing around with mana, hyeongssi.】
    

    

    
      As Einstein shrugged his shoulders and admitted defeat, Kim Satgat let out a hearty laugh and muttered.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha… Can't beat me? Isn't that thing of yours not even your real body?”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “Even so, it wouldn't do to lose to a mere clone that's just an empty shell. I have my pride to think of, you know. If I talk a big game and then lose, I'd lose face in front of our friend over there, wouldn't I?”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      【…If I’d known I was going to meet you, hyeongssi, I would have prepared properly. I never imagined I'd run short on mana just playing around with one has-been.】
    

    

    
      …That was right.
    

    

    
      The Einstein who had appeared here was, in fact, not his complete, original self, but merely a clone created with a portion of his main body's power.
    

    

    
      This was also why The Order's Allied Forces hadn't been able to confirm anything specific, despite a strategist who could be called one of the real powers of the Demon King's Army having crossed the border.
    

    

    
      By using a clone to exquisitely reduce his pie of power and applying various magical treatments, he had been able to enter the Kunlun zone without any problems.
    

    

    
      …Of course, the moment Kim Satgat intervened, all those efforts became futile.
    

    

    
      Smiiirk-
    

    

    
      But surprisingly.
    

    

    
      The expression on Einstein's face as he scattered into particles wasn't disappointment or annoyance, but a smile.
    

    

    
      【…Well, it's a bit of a shame to just leave my junior here behind.】
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      By chance.
    

    

    
      He had discovered something far more interesting than dealing with a discarded pawn like Shuten.
    

    

    
      【…So you really did have a backer.】
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      【Junior.】
    

    

    
      For the first time in a long time.
    

    

    
      …for the first time in a very long time, he was satisfied that something had appeared to stimulate his own curiosity.
    

    

    
      ‘The Chosen One’ from The Order, just like himself.
    

    

    
      The one who tamed a Succubus in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      The planner of the ‘Demon King Hunt’.
    

    

    
      The one with the Trait of the Vampire clan.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “…Well now. To call this man a backer, he seems to have stepped forward a bit too openly.”
    

    

    
      The fact that he was connected to ‘Kim Satgat’.
    

    

    
      Every facet that made up U-jin was adorned with interesting things.
    

    

    
      For Einstein, who had been stuck in a rut, doing nothing for a while due to the sluggish and incoherent developments of the War against Demons, there could be no better news.
    

    

    
      Einstein, who had been silently staring at U-jin, asked as if to confirm.
    

    

    
      【You said Demon King Hunt earlier, right?】
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      U-jin didn't bother to answer the question, but Einstein, shrugging and nodding as he pleased, turned his fading body and left a final farewell.
    

    

    
      【…I'll be looking forward to it, junior. Let's meet again.】
    

    

    
      …Of course, from U-jin’s perspective, that farewell was hardly welcome.
    

    

    
      With those last words, Einstein's fading form completely vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      Swaaa-
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      A wave had passed, and silence fell upon the surroundings.
    

    

    
      A situation where they had barely escaped with their lives from Einstein's clutches.
    

    

    
      It was a situation that could truly be called a narrow escape from death, where it wouldn't have been strange for anyone to let out a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      Jerry.
    

    

    
      Shuten.
    

    

    
      And even U-jin could not breathe a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…Can I do it?’
    

    

    
      They all knew.
    

    

    
      It was true that the wave had passed, but the one that had just brushed past, wetting the collars of their clothes, was merely a prelude to the coming storm.
    

    

    
      That an immeasurably great danger was lurking before them with its jaws wide open.
    

    

    
      They knew it instinctively.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      Kim Satgat, who had been observing their faces, broke the silence that had held the area for a long while.
    

    

    
      “For now…”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “It seems we need to sort things out.”
    

  
    Chapter 45: Mana Augmentation (1)

    
      As Bamboo Hat Mister said, it was true that things needed to be sorted out.
    

    

    
      But I couldn't explain everything in detail.
    

    

    
      Even if it was Bamboo Hat Mister, revealing my Regression at this point was too great a risk.
    

    

    
      The variables dependent on 'the existence of my Regression being revealed' were so vast that even I couldn't properly predict them.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just about acting as a variable in future events; it had the potential to change the entire board itself.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was ridiculous to think of an even worse case when things had already come to this, but I still had to reduce any further turning points.
    

    

    
      “…That's what happened.”
    

    

    
      So, I explained most of the incident as coincidence and luck.
    

    

    
      While trying to retrieve the stolen Mana Stone, I 'coincidentally' fell off a cliff.
    

    

    
      'Luckily,' I survived.
    

    

    
      I 'coincidentally' met Shuten.
    

    

    
      'Luckily,' he held animosity towards the Demon King.
    

    

    
      Einstein 'coincidentally' appeared.
    

    

    
      And 'luckily,' Bamboo Hat Mister also appeared.
    

    

    
      “…A precise explanation, partner.”
    

    

    
      Jerry chimed in at my shameless explanation, his expression unchanging.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Shuten struggled to remain silent.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      …Loxy was still passed out and hadn't gotten up.
    

    

    
      Bamboo Hat Mister, who had silently listened to my explanation that was no better than an excuse, let out a hollow laugh.
    

    

    
      “Heheh…… Well now.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “…A rather convenient explanation.”
    

    

    
      I knew.
    

    

    
      That this explanation was ridiculous, anyway.
    

    

    
      “…Well, for now, at least.”
    

    

    
      However, I also knew that Bamboo Hat Mister wouldn't press for more details.
    

    

    
      I knew that well.
    

    

    
      “I'll take your word for it then. My coincidental and lucky friend.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “And that talk about a Demon King Hunt and all…… It seems you have your reasons, so I won't ask any further.”
    

    

    
      …After all the years I'd spent under this old man's thumb.
    

    

    
      It wasn't hard to guess where he would place his priorities.
    

    

    
      If there was anyone who knew Bamboo Hat Mister better than the man himself, it was probably me.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, with a great undertaking ahead, there was something more important than figuring out the full story.
    

    

    
      “…Regardless of the circumstances, what just happened was by no means a small matter.”
    

    

    
      Dealing with the aftermath of the current incident.
    

    

    
      “Even taking it out of context, a ‘Count-rank’ Titled Demon invaded Murim. This is something that could cause excessive chaos.”
    

    

    
      He must have made all sorts of preparations for his sect's great undertaking, so if The Order were to hear rumors that Isaac had appeared in Kunlun's territory…
    

    

    
      It would probably be more than just a little troublesome.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “…So, I'd appreciate it if you kept quiet about what happened here.”
    

    

    
      The mister lifted his bamboo hat and, pulling a long pipe from his robes, pointed it at Shuten.
    

    

    
      “First, I'll take care of this man named Shuten.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “At a glance, it seems too much for you to handle, and my help seems necessar……”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “…Wanna try it, you bamboo-hatted bastard?”
    

    

    
      At Bamboo Hat Mister's use of the word 'take care of,' Shuten immediately raised the handle of his mace.
    

    

    
      “…There seems to be a misunderstanding. I didn't mean to fight, I meant I'd help clean up your personal mess.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Weren't you being tailed by Einstein? For a guy with such a big head, your heart's the size of a bean.”
    

    

    
      Shrugging, Bamboo Hat Mister chided him, then glanced fleetingly at Jerry's face and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…What this side wants is mutual secrecy, anyway.”
    

    

    
      Finally, he looked at me and asked.
    

    

    
      “And you…… is there anything you want? As long as you promise to keep quiet, I can grant most requests within reason.”
    

    

    
      And to Bamboo Hat Mister's question.
    

    

    
      I had originally intended to say I didn't need anything.
    

    

    
      My head already felt like it was about to split just from having to re-establish my future plans due to Einstein's intervention.
    

    

    
      But just as I was about to wave my hand in refusal.
    

    

    
      A thought flashed through my mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…Huh? Wait a minute.’
    

    

    
      Smiiirk-
    

    

    
      “A technique.”
    

    

    
      He retorted to my short answer.
    

    

    
      “…A technique?”
    

    

    
      “Teach me. The technique you used when you fought that guy earlier.”
    

    

    
      Even with the added explanation, Bamboo Hat Mister tilted his head as if he couldn't understand, then his expression suddenly changed to one of realization and he asked again.
    

    

    
      “Ah, are you perhaps talking about how I broke this big-headed fellow's Mana Chains earlier? Well, if you want me to teach you the principle of mana disruption, it's not difficult. But it's not something anyone can use just by learning it, and you can learn it pretty much anywhere, not necessarily from me…….”
    

    

    
      Dori-dori-
    

    

    
      “Not that one.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “You know. All the techniques you use, the mana gets amplified in the middle of them.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “Please teach me how to do that.”
    

    

    
      At my words pinpointing Mana Amplification, Bamboo Hat Mister's jaw dropped.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “How did you……”
    

    

    
      “The way the mana amplifies at each superimposed inflection point… was fascinating, wasn't it? Even the first clash, ‘Kwang!’, seemed to be amplified by at least 50% more than the original output.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      The technique that could be called Bamboo Hat Mister's specialty, 'Mana Amplification' through the <Amplification Circuit>, was not a simple technique that could be understood just by observing the superficial results of mana usage, at least not at my level.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, considering the clash of mana wasn't a simple demonstration but a tense battle for life and death against a Count of the Demon King's Army, seeing through its irregularities and speed to read the unique pattern of Mana Amplification would be difficult even for a Hero highly skilled in mana utilization.
    

    

    
      The one who knew this better than anyone was Bamboo Hat Mister, which was why that ever-so-composed man was making such a dumbfounded face.
    

    

    
      ‘It's a bit early, but.’
    

    

    
      …To be honest, learning 'Mana Amplification' from Bamboo Hat Mister was something I had originally planned for later.
    

    

    
      If my memory served me right, it was probably around the 50th item on my bucket list, planned for a much later time than now.
    

    

    
      But now was not the time to be concerned with the order of things.
    

    

    
      The fact that Isaac Einstein had already begun to interfere with me was like carrying a ticking time bomb.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just this; it was a situation where I had to secure any possible advantage as far in advance as I could.
    

    

    
      It seemed I would have to move things along at a much faster pace, too.
    

    

    
      “That's not possible. The principle itself isn't difficult, but this is less about learning and more akin to body modification. No one besides me has ever succeeded. More importantly, if it goes wrong, you could become someone who can never use their Mana Circuit again.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “In a severe case, you could even lose your life. So, ask for something else. If it's something else, I-.”
    

    

    
      The expected refusal.
    

    

    
      I cut him off as he was shaking his head to refuse, and declared.
    

    

    
      “Wanna make a bet?”
    

    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    

    
      “I'm willing to bet all my money and my wrist that I'll succeed.”
    

    

    
      …Because I'd already done it once before.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      『Every person in the world has a Mana Circuit. Regardless of whether it's weak or strong, activated or not.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Let me ask you one question, you punk.』
    

    

    

    
      Bamboo Hat Mister's familiar voice echoed in my ears.
    

    

    

    
      『Most people use a single Mana Circuit. The range of techniques they can learn varies depending on their compatibility with that circuit.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Then, could it be possible to have two Mana Circuits? To get straight to the point, it's possible…….』
    

    

    
      『You wouldn't be saying it if it weren't.』
    

    

    
      『Listen seriously, you brat. You could actually die today, you know?』
    

    

    

    
      It was an old memory.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      Around the true beginning of my first life.
    

    

    
      Back then, I couldn't use my Innate Ability at all, so my level was incomparable, but in terms of timing, it was around the same period as it is now in my second life.
    

    

    

    
      『I get it.』
    

    

    
      『…I've never seen anyone born with two circuits innately. Of course, I haven't seen every person, so I can't be sure… but there probably aren't any.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Therefore, the method I'm about to teach you is to construct a second Mana Circuit artificially. It's high-risk, high-return, of course, and a method that can't even be attempted if one's innate conditions aren't right.』
    

    

    

    

    
      After a brief pause, he added.
    

    

    

    
      『…Without a pioneer, it's practically a suicide attempt.』
    

    

    

    
      The explanation continued.
    

    

    

    

    
      『The method is simple. You infuse mana into your body beyond the tolerance limit of your Mana Circuit.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Of course, normally, when you do this, the Mana Circuit enters a state of overload and either tears or reacts abnormally. However, someone with extremely high mana sensitivity can finely control the mana and use the excess to expand their Mana Circuit.』
    

    

    
      At the time, I couldn't accept it and had asked.
    

    

    
      The innately born Mana Circuit is fixed, so where on earth would you expand the Mana Circuit to?
    

    

    
      And Bamboo Hat Mister's answer to that was simple.
    

    

    
      『The blood vessels.』
    

    

    
      Forcibly constructing a secondary Mana Circuit in the body's channels where blood flows.
    

    

    
      Naturally, it wasn't a method anyone could attempt.
    

    

    
      It was a method I could only attempt because my special Mana Circuit, which reached the extreme of 'variability' by being able to change according to the situation, and the bizarre regenerative power of my <Vampire> Trait supported the special conditions.
    

    

    
      If an ordinary person were to try to expand their Mana Circuit through their blood vessels, one hundred out of a hundred times, that day would be the last day they could ever circulate their mana.
    

    

    
      …If they were a bit unlucky, it would be the day of their memorial service.
    

    

    
      『To a guy whose main Mana Circuit hasn't even properly matured……』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      It was something I learned only after trying it, but of the people who attempted it following Bamboo Hat Mister's know-how, half died, and the other half were crippled, unable to use their Mana Circuits for the rest of their lives.
    

    

    
      Among those countless people, I was the only success.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Anyway. To continue, the first step is to finely twist the mana from the overloaded Mana Circuit.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『After that, you forcibly flow it into the blood vessels… no, it would be more accurate to say you squeeze and cram it in.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Then, in this process, the blood vessels will partially tear. Since they weren't originally made for mana to flow through, they have an adverse reaction.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『But after that, the mana that flows in through the torn wounds seeps into the adjacent neuromuscular system during the wound's recovery process. The rest is the same. An endless repetition of tearing and recovering.』
    

    

    
      In a slightly hardened voice, he asks me.
    

    

    
      『…I told you from the beginning, no one besides me has succeeded. If it were possible, everyone would have tried to learn it. This is something you have to risk your life for.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…Will you still do it?』
    

    

    

    
      My answer to that question was firm.
    

    

    
      『…Just get on with it already. Why would I be sitting here listening to the explanation if I wasn't going to do it?』
    

    

    
      It didn't matter.
    

    

    
      I was on the edge of a cliff, unable to even get a proper start without risking my life anyway.
    

    

    
      …And that.
    

    

    
      Was still the same now.
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      ‘…Where in the world does this confidence come from?’
    

    

    
      Kim Satgat looked down at U-jin, who was sitting cross-legged with his eyes closed, with a complicated expression.
    

    

    
      He had no choice but to nod because U-jin had been so stubborn in his demands, talking about wrists and what not, but the truth was, his heart wasn't in it.
    

    

    
      And for good reason.
    

    

    
      Although he could be called the creator of this 'Mana Augmentation Procedure,' which formed a new augmentation circuit along the blood vessels, the only time he had succeeded was the very first time he performed it on his own body.
    

    

    
      If successful, it would grant tremendous application potential, which was why countless people had requested it from him just like U-jin, but half of them lost their lives, and the other half became mana cripples who resented Kim Satgat.
    

    

    
      In the first place, even Kim Satgat's own initial success with mana augmentation was the result of an improvisation, achieved while half-unconscious after falling into qi deviation from consuming an overly potent elixir.
    

    

    
      ‘…He won’t be any different.’
    

    

    
      Of course, Kim Satgat himself acknowledged the fact that U-jin was special.
    

    

    
      After all, when he first headed here under the Constellation's orders, his impression of U-jin was that he was surprisingly similar to 'Isaac Einstein.'
    

    

    
      Proof that this feeling wasn't wrong was the fact that U-jin had managed to read Kim Satgat's mana augmentation amidst that impossibly chaotic battle.
    

    

    
      Therefore, even if he let it slide for now, Kim Satgat planned to use Murim's information network to investigate U-jin's extraordinariness separately.
    

    

    
      But that was that, and this was this.
    

    

    
      The people Kim Satgat had attempted this procedure on before were by no means lacking in talent.
    

    

    
      Since U-jin said he would take responsibility, Kim Satgat would proceed, but inwardly, he believed that U-jin was bound to fail.
    

    

    
      “Are you ready?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “Regardless of success or failure, it will not be easy. There will be no visible external injuries, but since it is a procedure that remodels the body, the pain from the internal damage will be substantial.”
    

    

    
      All preparations were complete.
    

    

    
      Besides, if one knew the method, not much was needed in the first place, and whether by chance or fate, U-jin had a substitute for the only required ingredient, a refined Mana Stone.
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Artifact: Consumable>
    

    
      ■Name: [Mana Protuberance]
    

    
      ■Grade: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      ■Description: [A mana crystal that sprouts from the body of a powerful Oni. Depending on the method of use, it shows efficiency greater than a 1-star Mana Stone.]
    

    
      ■Special Ability: [-]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      “If I sense any danger, I will stop it by force. However, if that happens, you will no longer be able to use your Mana Circuit.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…Then, let us begin.”
    

    

    
      With that low voice, Kim Satgat's Mana Augmentation Procedure began.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Gag.
    

    

    
      Along with the bitter taste of that bastard Shuten's spike, the metallic taste of blood rose up my throat.
    

    

    
      I barely suppressed the overwhelming urge to vomit and focused again on circulating my Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      …This probably wasn't how Shuten had originally intended the <Artifact: Oni's Thorn Spike> to be used.
    

    

    
      He was probably right about consuming the spike to replenish mana.
    

    

    
      The 'method of use' he had in mind was likely as an 'emergency mana reserve' to be used when all mana was depleted during battle.
    

    

    
      A method that didn't deviate from the spike's original purpose.
    

    

    
      However, the situation was perfect, and there was nowhere else to get highly concentrated external mana.
    

    

    
      It was better to use it for the expansion of my Mana Circuit now rather than as a simple consumable.
    

    

    
      Although the risk was a bit greater than using a refined Mana Stone.
    

    

    
      Hooo—
    

    

    
      Blood flowed from all seven orifices of my face.
    

    

    
      My heartbeat was forced to race, and the mana that permeated my entire body dug into my blood vessels, gnawing them away.
    

    

    
      Compared to the mana from the refined Mana Stone I used before my Regression, that bastard Shuten's mana was far rougher and more ferocious, tearing my insides to shreds.
    

    

    
      The pain and difficulty were much greater, but high risk brings high return.
    

    

    
      In fact, it made me look forward to the result even more.
    

    

    
      Thump— Thump—
    

    

    
      My racing heart began to calm down, and my Mana Circuit slowly started to recover.
    

    

    
      Since I wasn't in combat, it was difficult to maximize the healing power of my vampire Trait, but I could feel the minor wounds healing one by one.
    

    

    
      And so, the extension of the augmented Mana Circuit settled into place along my blood vessels.
    

    

    
      And that was it.
    

    

    
      I had completely digested the high-capacity mana contained within that bastard Shuten's spike.
    

    

    
      Just as you'd expect from a guy whose epithet was 'Rage', the energy infused in the mana was more ferocious than I thought, making it quite a struggle to control.
    

    

    
      Well, thanks to that, I think I've obtained an Augmentation Circuit with incredible output.
    

    

    
      Tring—!
    

    

    

    

    
      [A strange, permanent change has occurred in your Mana Circuit.]
    

    
      [You will awaken a new Trait.]
    

    
      [You have acquired <Trait: Augmentation Circuit (★☆☆)>.]
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Trait List>
    

    

    
      ■The Chosen One (★☆☆)
    

    
      [The Chosen One gains Grade 3 access to The Order's database. You can view targets within your line of sight, with restrictions based on the information's importance.]
    

    

    
      ■Slaughterer (★☆☆)
    

    
      [When the Slaughterer kills entities consecutively, Slaughterer stacks are accumulated. Stacks up to 5 times, increasing attack speed by 10% per stack.]
    

    

    
      ■Half-Vampire (★☆☆)
    

    
      [The Half-Vampire possesses superior regenerative abilities compared to others. This effect increases dramatically when absorbing the blood of a hunted target.]
    

    

    
      ■Augmentation Circuit (★☆☆)
    

    
      [Allows the use of an augmented Mana Circuit. The Augmentation Circuit provides a secondary boost to mana output.]
    

    
      +
    

    

    
      As if to prove the Mana Augmentation Procedure had succeeded, the system window displayed a pleasant message.
    

    

    
      Of course, the system window wasn't the only thing announcing my success.
    

    

    
      “…To think you actually succeeded.”
    

    

    
      The face of Bamboo Hat Mister, who let out a low exclamation with an expression of utter disbelief, also clearly proved my success.
    

    

    
      ‘…It's understandable.’
    

    

    
      It was the same with the 'Half-Vampire' Trait I got from Jerry, but this 'Augmentation Circuit' Trait wasn't something that simply ended with the meaning of being 1-star.
    

    

    
      It was a type of 'growth-type Trait' with limitless upward potential depending on the user's abilities and experience.
    

    

    
      Of course, raising its grade would require considerable effort and time, but it was true that its potential was much higher than other fixed-type Traits.
    

    

    
      As such, it was a kind of hidden Trait that couldn't be obtained through normal means.
    

    

    
      …Then again, considering the insane risk where only one person had ever succeeded in acquiring it, with half the attempts resulting in crippling and the other half in death, it damn well better have been worth it.
    

    

    
      “You……”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      He had a face full of questions.
    

    

    
      He might have tried to overlook my unusual actions before, but at this point, he must have felt that something truly beyond the norm was involved.
    

    

    
      Just as he opened his mouth to ask me something.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      “…Is your business finished?”
    

    

    
      Jerry interjected with perfect timing.
    

    

    
      “…If it's over, I'd like to return to the train. My business is being delayed in real-time. If you're going to be longer, I'll depart first.”
    

    

    
      “Ah. Right. There was that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Judging by your expression, it seems you have a lot to ask. But let's call it a day for now. Today isn't the only day we have.”
    

    

    
      “…For now, let's do that.”
    

    

    
      Bamboo Hat Mister, unable to completely erase the look of confusion, nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      “Did you say you're going to Shandong?”
    

    

    
      “For now, yes.”
    

    

    
      “…I'll see you soon. I'll come find you myself.”
    

    

    
      With those last words, he turned to leave.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      I reach out with my right hand and gently grasp a smooth, round stone.
    

    

    
      Not too hard, not too soft.
    

    

    
      Distributing just enough force to my fingertips for the 'movement'.
    

    

    
      *Ssk—*
    

    

    
      I turn my head and focus all my attention on a single point.
    

    

    
      Wobble, wobble—
    

    

    
      It's shaking precariously because of the poor foundation stone, but I don't give up and place the sacred finishing touch that will punctuate all the preceding actions.
    

    

    
      Gently—
    

    

    
      “…What are you doing right now, partner.”
    

    

    
      “What does it look like?”
    

    

    
      One more.
    

    

    
      Gently—
    

    

    
      “Can't you tell just by looking?”
    

    

    
      “…I'm asking because I can't tell no matter how hard I look.”
    

    

    
      Again, one more.
    

    

    
      Gently—
    

    

    
      “Hmm…… why? No matter how I look at it, isn't it clearly the 'Game of Stacking a Stone Tower on a Succubus's Belly'?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      When I looked up at that guy Jerry, I could see his brows furrowed as if he couldn't comprehend it at all.
    

    

    
      “…That's a game I've never heard of in my life.”
    

    

    
      “…Really? It's all the rage these days. Looks like you've fallen behind the trends from living in hiding. Everyone plays games like this now.”
    

    

    
      “…I own the foremost casino and entertainment facility in the eastern part of the continent. There isn't a single casino nearby that deals in such a low-class and simplistic game—.”
    

    

    
      Rumble—
    

    

    
      “Ah. It collapsed. It would have been twelve stories if I'd just stacked one more.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The tower of pebbles that had been teetering precariously on that girl Loxy's belly came crashing down.
    

    

    
      The angle of that guy Jerry's furrowed brow as he watched was quite steep.
    

    

    
      “……That's enough, get up. Stop pretending to be dead.”
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      She wasn't deeply wounded, and it had been a while since she collapsed, so it made no sense for her to still be unconscious.
    

    

    
      She was probably waiting until the eyes and ears of Bamboo Hat Mister, who had entered a realm beyond human, were far enough away.
    

    

    
      At my words to get up, Loxy, who had trembled once and stealthily opened one eye, asked back.
    

    

    
      “…You knew?”
    

    

    
      “Why else would a perfectly fine stone tower collapse? It's not like someone knocked it over.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Loxy glanced down once at herself, with a pile of stones stacked on her belly.
    

    

    
      With a ‘ahem, ahem’ clearing of her throat, she dusted herself off and stood up.
    

    

    
      “…Seeing everyone so perfectly fine is truly a shame.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I was praying that everyone except me would just die.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      It seemed she was in better condition than I had thought.
    

    

    
      “…She's fine.”
    

    

    
      She faced Shuten, and then Einstein, going through a near-death crisis.
    

    

    
      Regardless of whether one was human or Magical Beast, anyone experiencing such a situation for the first time would inevitably be left with lingering fear.
    

    

    
      That's why I thought that girl Loxy would be trembling in fear for a while, unable to get up.
    

    

    
      Even though I knew she was deliberately not getting up, that was part of the reason I didn't wake her.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      ‘…More than I thought.’
    

    

    
      Seeing her jump up the moment she confirmed they were gone and brazenly say, 'I wish they'd all died!', it seemed my worries were unfounded.
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    
      Watching Loxy casually spout her gruesome wishes, Jerry asked.
    

    

    
      “…Do demons pray?”
    

    

    
      “Sometimes.”
    

    

    
      “…An interesting tale. I was under the impression they served nothing other than the Demon King. To which god do you pray?”
    

    

    
      “Who knows. Be it an idiot god or a crippled god, whoever grants my wish is my god, I guess.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      Shrugging as she answered, Loxy turned her head to look at me again.
    

    

    
      “More importantly, who was that man in the bamboo hat from before?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I've never seen that human before, so how could he fight on par with that crazy human, Isaac?”
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had also been wondering about it, turned his head to demand an answer from me.
    

    

    
      “…That is a question I have as well. As far as I know, the Wandering Poet is merely a 1-star Hero. Is there something he's hiding?”
    

    

    
      It was only natural they didn't understand.
    

    

    
      If Bamboo Hat Mister was truly just a 1-star Hero, he wouldn't have been a match for Shuten, let alone Isaac.
    

    

    
      Especially in their case, since they had a direct connection to Isaac Einstein, they would be even more aware of his standing within the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      Even if it was just a clone, they couldn't help but be curious about the identity of Bamboo Hat Mister, who fought on par with… no, who snatched victory from Isaac.
    

    

    
      “Who knows.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      But that was something I couldn't reveal.
    

    

    

    
      『Why did you take on such a role?』
    

    

    

    
      It was Bamboo Hat Mister, who had hidden his identity for nearly a century for the sake of a great cause.
    

    

    

    
      『Heheh— That's obviously… because I was the only one suited for the job.』
    

    

    

    
      And his target was none other than the Constellations of The Order.
    

    

    
      『Do you think deceiving those high-and-mighty folks up there is such a simple task?』
    

    

    
      The time for him to reveal what he was hiding was already set.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      “…There must be a reason.”
    

    

    
      …Probably at a time not far from now.
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      As I walked down the road, whistling a cheerful tune, Loxy muttered in a tone that suggested she didn't understand at all.
    

    

    
      “…Is it that great? Does sitting down for a moment and having him touch your back really change that much?”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “You were talking it up so much, I thought he was going to give you some killer wings or something, but you don't look any different on the outside.”
    

    

    
      From her perspective, it was understandable that she wouldn't get it.
    

    

    
      Certainly, if you only looked at my outward appearance, nothing about me had changed.
    

    

    
      But the Trait ‘Augmented Circuit’ I’d obtained in advance through Bamboo Hat Mister was incomparable to something as simple as wings.
    

    

    
      Just by the numbers, it was a unique Trait that only two people in the entire Upper Plane, Bamboo Hat Mister and I, could use.
    

    

    
      ‘Mana Augmentation’, operated through the Augmented Circuit, had been a signature Trait that, along with my vampire Trait, defined my combat style in my past life.
    

    

    
      ■Augmented Circuit (★☆☆)
    

    
      [You can use the Augmented Mana Circuit. The Augmented Circuit enhances the outputted mana a second time.]
    

    

    
      ■Half-Vampire (★☆☆)
    

    
      [A Half-Vampire possesses superior regenerative abilities compared to others. This effect increases dramatically when absorbing the blood of a hunted target.]
    

    

    
      ‘…So the foundation is complete, I guess.’
    

    

    
      As I mentioned before, <Trait: Augmented Circuit (★☆☆)> wasn’t a Trait I was supposed to acquire at this stage.
    

    

    
      It was written in my bucket list, but I had originally planned to obtain this Trait not in the first chapter of preparing for the Demon King hunt, but two or three chapters later.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something I had planned to touch during the first chapter for the Demon King hunt, ‘Rebuilding the Demonic Cult’.
    

    

    
      …Nevertheless, the reason I obtained this Trait in advance at this stage was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…It might get a little twisted, but.’
    

    

    
      Einstein's intervention.
    

    

    
      To handle that major incident, I needed to make some preparations of my own.
    

    

    
      After all, my opponent was ‘Einstein’; I couldn't just clash with him unprepared.
    

    

    
      Now that things were already so twisted, I couldn't afford the luxury of sticking to the order of my bucket list.
    

    

    
      Even without this, I figured it was better to secure whatever advantages I could in advance.
    

    

    
      “…More and more, compared to what I first thought.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “No, I think the scale is growing at a rapid pace.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “You can say that again.”
    

    

    
      Just as Jerry said, it seemed the flow of events after my Regression was moving faster than I’d thought.
    

    

    
      I knew because I had experienced it once in my past life.
    

    

    
      Events have a sort of inertia; once it starts accelerating, it’s nearly impossible to slow it down.
    

    

    
      That even if I couldn't see it, a chain of events was undoubtedly occurring in places I hadn't considered.
    

    

    
      And in the end, that overwhelming current, much faster than I had anticipated.
    

    

    
      Could bring about the conclusion of this Regression.
    

    

    
      “…Somehow, I don’t think it’s just a feeling this time.”
    

    

    
      I knew it all too well.
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      We climbed along the cliff path and returned to the stopped train.
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the train in the distance, Loxy knit her brows and let out a sound.
    

    

    
      “That…”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “I think the train’s engine is running right now…?”
    

    

    
      The train, which should have been stopped due to a lack of fuel, had its engine brazenly running, spewing mana decomposition material from the exhaust pipe on top of the driver’s car.
    

    

    
      “…Looks like someone came.”
    

    

    
      “Seems so.”
    

    

    
      Jerry’s guess was reasonable.
    

    

    
      The people who remained on the train during our brief journey were all ordinary civilians.
    

    

    
      There was no way they could have found a way to restart the train on their own, and the idea that the train just coincidentally (?) restarted itself was even more nonsensical.
    

    

    
      If it wasn't us, it was correct to assume a third party had intervened.
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      Jerry turned his head to look at me.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As I stared back at him, he reluctantly opened his mouth.
    

    

    
      “…Do I really have to ask?”
    

    

    
      “What, am I a vending machine that spits out the answer you want just by looking at me?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Heck, even a vending machine needs you to press the button for what you want.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, he asked his usual question.
    

    

    
      “Do you have anyone in mind?”
    

    

    
      “…Roughly.”
    

    

    
      Thump, thump—
    

    

    
      It was a question with an obvious answer, one that didn't require deep thought.
    

    

    
      Not many people knew the train was stranded here, and among them, only one or two would bother to make the trip all the way out here on their own time.
    

    

    
      Thump, thump—
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      It was one of two possibilities.
    

    

    
      Either The Order had processed things with incredible speed and their representative had arrived earlier than expected.
    

    

    
      Or.
    

    

    
      Screech—
    

    

    
      *Thud!*
    

    

    
      “…Huh? Hero-nim!”
    

    

    
      Eliya von Deina Mercullurt.
    

    

    
      …My reckless apprentice priestess, covered in soot, had forced her way here.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      After a simple round of introductions for the newcomers, Jerry and Eliya, we immediately boarded the train.
    

    

    
      “…This is a compartment I rented, you know.”
    

    

    
      “Don't be so stingy. You still made sure no one else could come in, out of consideration for us.”
    

    

    
      “…How does that count as your consideration?”
    

    

    
      “It's just a feeling.”
    

    

    
      “…The sentences don't connect. Answer with a little more sincerity.”
    

    

    
      Since the detached compartments had led to a shortage of seats, we gave up the first-class car reserved for the Heroes to the other passengers.
    

    

    
      We boarded the compartment that Jerry had rented entirely for himself.
    

    

    
      The train departed quickly.
    

    

    
      Since Eliya had brought Mana Stones and already started the engine, all that was needed was for the engineer to take his seat.
    

    

    
      Clatter—
    

    

    
      Clatter—
    

    

    
      Around the time the train picked up speed and the sound of it crossing the gaps in the tracks became somewhat regular.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, my eyes met Eliya’s.
    

    

    
      “…You didn't have to come all this way. I would have been fine on my own.”
    

    

    
      “Even so, as your apprentice priestess, how could I just wait when a Hero candidate goes off to catch a named Magical Beast without knowing how fearsome they are?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I found the shortest route and rushed over as soon as I hung up.”
    

    

    
      Eliya let out a soft sigh of relief and murmured.
    

    

    
      “Still, what a relief.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “When I arrived, I couldn't find you anywhere, so I thought I might have been too late. It looks like you didn't meet the named Magical Beast.”
    

    

    
      Sshhh—
    

    

    
      A momentary silence fell over the car at her question, which seemed both knowing and unknowing.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Sensing the strange atmosphere, Eliya tilted her head and asked again.
    

    

    
      “You just came back because you couldn't find it, right…?”
    

    

    
      Being the quickest of the three to come to my senses, I was the first to fib to her.
    

    

    
      “…That's right. We didn't meet it.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Yep, that's right. We definitely didn't meet it.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't a lie.
    

    

    
      We had never actually met a ‘living’ named Magical Beast.
    

    

    
      …Unless you counted the severed head of a named Magical Beast, the demon hiding under the cliff, or the Demon King's right-hand man.
    

    

    
      “…It's harder than you'd think. To meet a named Magical Beast.”
    

    

    
      It was a statement that pricked the conscience, coming after we had just had a huge brawl with the Demon King's Army's strategist and a demon.
    

    

    
      But it seemed the years of practice he had maintaining a poker face hadn't gone anywhere.
    

    

    
      Jerry once again revealed no expression on that shameless face of his.
    

    

    
      “Hee hee. You're right. I don't know if we were lucky or unlucky, really…”
    

    

    
      With the finishing touch to this blatant lie coming from Loxy's ripe eye-smile, it seemed we had managed to make the story stick.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… Something seems strange…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, whatever. As long as you're safe, that's what matters.”
    

    

    
      …Eliya didn't press the matter any further.
    

    

    
      “It won't take long to get to the next station. I came here through the portal over there, after all.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “At the train's speed, it should take about twen—”
    

    

    
      It was a good change of subject, right on time.
    

    

    
      “Ah, about that.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I'm planning to go all the way to the Shandong Peninsula.”
    

    

    
      When I told her our yet-unmentioned destination, her head tilted to the side.
    

    

    
      “What? You don't have to do that. It would make sense if the train guard request was still valid… but it's already been marked as a failure…”
    

    

    
      It was natural for her not to understand.
    

    

    
      Just as she said, my superficial reason for going to the Shandong Peninsula now was, at best, a ‘just because’.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. I know that. I just feel like going over there.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It just feels like a waste, you know? To just leave like this when it's the city we were originally supposed to reach.”
    

    

    
      To add a slightly flimsy basis to my claim, I placed a hand on Jerry's shoulder.
    

    

    
      “And this friend I met on the train said he's going there. He said he needed a conversation partner, so I promised I'd be one for him.”
    

    

    
      Our teamwork hadn't been bad so far, so I was about to wink at him, but.
    

    

    
      “…Remove it.”
    

    

    
      The moment I placed my hand on his shoulder, his eyebrows tilted downwards as he took out a handkerchief and lifted my hand off.
    

    

    
      “…Unclean.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It seemed his characteristic mysophobia had flared up.
    

    

    
      As if his own shoulder was so clean.
    

    

    
      “He doesn't seem like the type who needs a conversation partner…”
    

    

    
      Eliya had a displeased expression, but.
    

    

    
      …To be honest, it didn't really matter whether she accepted it or not.
    

    

    
      Adding a justification was just my way of showing her some courtesy.
    

    

    
      The authority to decide a Hero's actions naturally belonged to the Hero.
    

    

    
      An apprentice priestess could try to dissuade him, but it was impossible for her to block what a Hero wanted to do.
    

    

    
      “…It's not like I'll be there for long. I heard it's a semi-lawless zone, so I thought there might be some interesting things to see.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There's no need to rush, is there? Not for someone who just came out of the Gateway Zone after overcoming a life-or-death crisis.”
    

    

    
      “…You can’t stay for too long.”
    

    

    
      Eliya reluctantly nodded.
    

    

    
      Judging by her expression, she seemed quite disappointed that ‘The Chosen One’ wasn't properly utilizing the early-game advantage of getting the Constellations' attention.
    

    

    
      The Shandong Peninsula was a corner of a corner on the Central Continent.
    

    

    
      It was a region beyond the interest of the supervising Constellation, and even though it was on the War against Demons front lines, a place like that was unlikely to have any decent quests.
    

    

    
      From her perspective, this precious time must feel like a waste.
    

    

    
      ‘…Should I have just told her?’
    

    

    
      Of course, there was the option of revealing everything to her.
    

    

    
      Jerry knew about the plan to hunt the Demon King, and Loxy even knew the truth of my Regression.
    

    

    
      There was no rule saying I couldn't tell Eliya.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      ‘…She’d probably faint on the spot.’
    

    

    
      Knowing her personality, if she heard the words ‘Demon King hunt’, she would likely worry herself sick, rack her brain, and spend 24/7 thinking only of ways to stop me. 
    

    

    
      That much was obvious, so I didn't.
    

    

    
      …Of course, she would find out eventually, but there was no need to 'ask for trouble' by telling her prematurely.
    

    

    
      Let alone the Demon King hunt, even the immediate ‘Rebuilding the Demonic Cult’ plan was a mission that required putting one's life on the line.
    

    

    
      I tore my gaze away from the pensive Eliya and turned back toward the train window.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Demonic Cult.’
    

    

    
      This was the real start of the Demon King hunt.
    

    

    
      Though, it was an intro with a rather high difficulty to be called a tutorial.
    

    

    
      But in terms of steps, that's what it was.
    

    

    
      From here on was the real preparatory stage for the Demon King hunt.
    

    

    
      There was a long list of 'bucket list' level tasks that required risking my life.
    

    

    
      I couldn't guarantee whether I could do them or not.
    

    

    
      They were a series of tasks that, at my pathetic level in my past life, I couldn't have even imagined.
    

    

    
      They were just things that had to be done.
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      Perhaps a lot of time had passed.
    

    

    
      Beneath the darkening sky, the dawn was beginning to break.
    

    

    
      “…Things are about to get really busy.”
    

    

    
      It was a morning that didn't feel entirely welcome.
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      [This station is the last stop. Shandong, Shandong station. All passengers, please……]
    

    

    

    
      The Guardian Train's announcement signaling the final stop was heard.
    

    

    
      Chiiiiik-
    

    

    
      Drrrk-
    

    

    
      After many twists and turns, we disembarked on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      “…We've finally arrived.”
    

    

    
      “…You can say that again.”
    

    

    
      At Jerry's low mumble, which seemed to hold many meanings, Loxy immediately nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      “To think a normal train station could feel so welcoming……”
    

    

    
      In truth, not even a full 24 hours had passed.
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, they hadn't spent enough time on the train to be so glad to be on solid ground.
    

    

    
      …Nevertheless, the reason for such an intense reaction was probably because of the sheer scale of what they had experienced.
    

    

    
      Even for me, the events at Kunlun were flashing through my mind like a revolving lantern.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      But the moment of feeling something akin to relief in each of their hearts was brief.
    

    

    
      Eliya looked at me and opened her mouth.
    

    

    
      “Well then, I'll be going first, Hero.”
    

    

    
      I had heard the story on the way here, but the reason Eliya had been able to arrive at Kunlun so quickly was because she had stolen and used The Order's emergency transport Artifact without permission.
    

    

    
      Of course, she hadn't actually stolen it. 
    

    

    
      She had requested permission but used it before the approval came through, so it was effectively categorized as unauthorized use.
    

    

    
      “Have fun.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that all you have to say? How am I supposed to have fun at the priest training corps? It's dreadful just thinking about it……”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    

    
      “Anyway…… stay out of trouble and behave while you're here. It probably won't take that long.”
    

    

    
      Her returning to her lair as soon as we arrived in Shandong was in a similar context.
    

    

    
      Although her unauthorized use was somewhat taken into consideration in the post-incident judgment and didn't cause any serious problems, she was told she had to retake part of her priest training as a preventative measure against recurrence.
    

    

    
      “Haa…… What sin did I commit in my past life to deserve this?”
    

    

    
      To be honest, it was a welcome development for me.
    

    

    
      I would need Eliya's help later when I officially joined the War against Demons front, but for what I had to do on the Shandong Peninsula, it was more convenient for me if she was out of the picture.
    

    

    
      …And it seemed staying out of trouble and behaving quietly would be difficult for me anyway.
    

    

    
      “Then……”
    

    

    
      Bow-
    

    

    
      After Eliya finished her final farewell and left.
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had been gauging the atmosphere, raised his hand as if he had something to say.
    

    

    
      Jerry's business was simple.
    

    

    
      “…Let's move separately for a while from here, partner.”
    

    

    
      It was a request to act individually.
    

    

    
      He was saying he had things he'd planned in advance on the Shandong Peninsula, so he would move on his own.
    

    

    
      “I don't mind what happens afterward, but I have some business to take care of.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Going to the back alleys?”
    

    

    
      At the direct question, his brow twitched.
    

    

    
      It seemed he thought I wouldn't know about his ‘business’.
    

    

    
      “…Just how much do you know?”
    

    

    
      “Let's go together. It won't take long anyway, so I can just wait there. Who knows, you might need my help.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You know, right? With a Hero candidate's insignia, we can get past most troublesome things.”
    

    

    
      He weighed the pros and cons for a moment.
    

    

    
      Jerry nodded.
    

    

    
      “…Understood.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      Seo U-jin.
    

    

    
      From Jerry's perspective, he was a completely incomprehensible human.
    

    

    
      It had been like that since they first met.
    

    

    
      The nuance that suggested U-jin knew Jerry himself was in that train car, and the manifestation of the vampire race's unique black magic that followed.
    

    

    
      Even up to that point, there were more than enough incomprehensible elements, but everything that followed was also far beyond the realm of understanding.
    

    

    
      The encounter with the Demon King's Army's deposed baron, ‘Shuten’.
    

    

    
      The nonchalant attitude he showed during the process, and the vast amount of information about Shuten that he spouted as if it were a matter of course.
    

    

    
      His unbending spirit even in front of the mighty Einstein, and his mana utilization skills that far surpassed the level of a ‘Hero candidate’.
    

    

    
      And just now, the way he casually mentioned the ‘back alleys’.
    

    

    
      Although he didn't show it outwardly, the shock U-jin had given Jerry was not small, to the point that he had thought about U-jin nonstop from boarding the train until arriving at the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      ‘…I just can't comprehend it.’
    

    

    
      Thus.
    

    

    
      Although from Jerry's perspective, every aspect of U-jin was already riddled with incomprehensible things.
    

    

    
      Among them, what Jerry found particularly hard to accept was the scale of the picture U-jin was painting.
    

    

    
      Even giving him the benefit of the doubt a hundred times over and looking at him without the ‘Hero candidate’ title, the scale of the picture U-jin was painting was far beyond what could be understood.
    

    

    
      This wasn't a simple exaggeration; it was a fact.
    

    

    
      Jerry had broadened his horizons by traveling here and there throughout the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      But until he heard the ultimate goal of ‘Demon King hunt’ from U-jin's own lips, Jerry couldn't fathom even an inch of what U-jin's plan was ultimately aiming for.
    

    

    
      ‘Demon King hunt… he says.’
    

    

    
      Of course, learning the final destination of his plan could hardly be called a ‘boon’.
    

    

    
      No, to be honest, it was more accurate to call it a ‘bane’.
    

    

    
      Because U-jin's goal of ‘Demon King hunt’, which felt not just grand but excessive, was in direct opposition to Jerry's creed of ‘thorough practicality’.
    

    

    
      …To get straight to the point, U-jin's goal was too dangerous.
    

    

    
      It was too uncertain, too dangerous, and so absurd that normally, he wouldn't have even given it a second glance.
    

    

    
      As a prime example, the mere fact that he was involved with ‘that Isaac Einstein’ was something Jerry wanted to avoid so badly it gave him goosebumps.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Despite all that, Jerry could not turn his back on U-jin and leave.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      ‘My mother's keepsake… he called it……’
    

    

    
      Jerry had something he had to do, even if it meant taking on all that risk.
    

    

    
      Because U-jin seemed to be the only one who knew the way.
    

    

    
      Of course, even if the danger of the path with U-jin was so great that Jerry couldn't fully gauge it.
    

    

    
      There was no way he could give up the shortcut laid out before his eyes.
    

    

    

    
      『J.J…… You must carry on his final wish…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…You must.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Because Jerry had already sworn long ago to dedicate his entire life to it.
    

    

    
      “What are you thinking about so intently?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Loxy's voice broke through his deep thoughts and entered Jerry's ears.
    

    

    
      “…It's nothing. Just a personal thought.”
    

    

    
      “…You two really are similar in some ways. That one over there never answers when I ask, either.”
    

    

    
      Muttering as she glanced back at U-jin, who was following two steps behind, Loxy then looked down at Jerry's palm.
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Then she suddenly raised her right hand to cover her mouth—gasp—and her eyes widened.
    

    

    
      “That earring, could it be……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “No way……”
    

    

    
      “…I don't know what you're thinking, but it's not that.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean, it's not? It looks exactly like the one he picked up from The Order's treasure vault.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Do you have matching rings, too?”
    

    

    
      Then she nodded with an expression that seemed to say she ‘understood’ something.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Jerry wasn't the type to care much about people's gazes, but being mistaken as having ‘that kind of taste’, which he had no interest in, was something he'd rather avoid.
    

    

    
      “…I received it as a down payment. Don't get the wrong idea……”
    

    

    
      “I support you!”
    

    

    
      …But it wasn't as if Loxy looked convinced by Jerry's explanation.
    

    

    
      “…It seems you're already misunderstanding enough.”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    

    
      Loxy giggled—‘kukkuk’—and relaxed her expression.
    

    

    
      “You looked so serious all by yourself, so I tried to lighten the mood. It was a joke, so don't worry about it.”
    

    

    
      “…For a joke, your expression was too serious.”
    

    

    
      “Oh my…… was it really?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Huhu. It really was a joke.”
    

    

    
      With her characteristic eye-smile, Loxy swept her hair back once and held out her hand to Jerry.
    

    

    
      “Give it. I'll put it on for you.”
    

    

    
      “…No thanks. I'd rather not be misunderstood again. It's a pain to explain every time.”
    

    

    
      “No matter how I look at it, it seems perfect for getting lost.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Are you really going to just carry it around?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      After rubbing his brow and pondering for a moment, Jerry finally held out the earring reluctantly and said.
    

    

    
      “…I'll only wear it until I can find a storage box for it.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Yeees~ I'm suuure you will.”
    

    

    
      And so, having put on the earring with little choice, Jerry and Loxy started walking toward their destination again.
    

    

    
      “…It's not a common case.”
    

    

    
      “…What is?”
    

    

    
      “Your…… situation.”
    

    

    
      A somewhat unsatisfactory answer.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Realizing he had swallowed the word he was about to say, Loxy took out her insignia, which had a purple crack in it.
    

    

    
      Then she shrugged and said.
    

    

    
      “You can speak freely. I had something I wanted to ask too, so I already took care of this damned peeping insignia. We're not in the middle of a quest anyway, and it's not like a Constellation would bother looking into this backwater place.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, Jerry asked properly this time.
    

    

    
      “…I have never heard of a Succubus following a human. Not in the realm of The Order, nor in the realm of the Demon King.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Is there a particular reason?”
    

    

    
      A more direct question than she'd expected.
    

    

    
      Loxy thought for a moment before answering.
    

    

    
      “…I don't know either.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, it's not like I started traveling with him of my own free will… but I was the one who said I'd try being on the good side, so it's hard to say I had no choice in the matter……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Anyway, I don't know. I don't have anywhere to go right now, and I can't run away because of this mark on my neck. For now, it's a feeling of resignation.”
    

    

    
      Loxy shrugged, pointing to the black mark engraved behind her ear.
    

    

    

    
      『This is…….』
    

    

    
      『I can't just trust you completely and let you go.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『It's called the ‘Seal of the Ancient Priestess’. It's a mana suppression formula that binds you to that body.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Well…… you might be able to escape if you try hard enough, but keep in mind that I'll probably notice and take action first.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Although he hadn't explained it in detail, the mana suppression formula U-jin had engraved behind Kim Sia's right ear served to bind Loxy to her body and, at the same time, allowed him to monitor her in real-time.
    

    

    
      The role of that ‘Seal of the Ancient Priestess’ was a significant reason why Loxy obediently listened to U-jin.
    

    

    
      “Well.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “…it's not like I'm not curious about how things will end for that person.”
    

    

    
      After hearing her added words, Jerry, who had been silent for a moment, muttered quietly.
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      Smirk-
    

    

    
      “Well then, it's my turn, right?”
    

    

    
      Loxy was about to ask something, emphasizing that it was her turn with a smile, but she couldn't get the words out.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Shake, shake-
    

    

    
      Because Jerry shook his head, rejecting her request.
    

    

    
      As if feeling wronged by Jerry's shameless attitude.
    

    

    
      “…Hey, you asked everything you wanted to ask. Isn't that too unfair?”
    

    

    
      Loxy retorted.
    

    

    
      “…That's not it.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean, that's not it? You're just asking what you want and then bailing……”
    

    

    
      “…We've arrived.”
    

    

    
      Cutting off her pressing words, Jerry pointed ahead.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      And as Loxy's gaze followed his finger.
    

    

    
      “…Oh.”
    

    

    

    
      - C'mon, it's cheap, cheap! Selling it for a bargain, so hurry up and buy~.
    

    

    
      - Here's a rare beastkin of the dog tribe! Only one left!
    

    

    
      - This time…….
    

    

    

    

    
      In the secluded back alley they had arrived at, a somewhat unfamiliar form of a black market had formed.
    

    

    
      “This place is……”
    

    

    
      “…This is Shandong's slave market, known as the ‘Back Alley’. It's where the business I mentioned earlier is.”
    

    

    
      Jerry said, putting on a pair of sunglasses he had taken from his coat.
    

    

    
      “…Sorry, but I'll take your question after I've handled my business.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…The business in Kunlun already dragged on and delayed my schedule. I might not get anything if I'm not careful. I ask for your understanding.”
    

    

    
      Step, step-
    

    

    
      With that, Jerry entered the back alley first, as if he were familiar with it.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had been staring at his notebook the whole way, followed as if it were a matter of course and asked.
    

    

    
      “Not coming?”
    

    

    
      “…I'm coming. Now.”
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      “…I knew he wouldn’t be ordinary, but still.”
    

    

    
      Watching Jerry discuss with a merchant about the slaves he was buying, Loxy muttered under her breath.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It probably wasn't that she was repulsed by the slave black market itself.
    

    

    
      After all, she was also strictly from the Demon King's Territory.
    

    

    
      But how should I put it?
    

    

    
      Was it because she was steeped in the lingering memories of Kim Sia in her head?
    

    

    
      Or was it because of the symbol of ‘goodness’ she had vaguely held without even realizing it herself?
    

    

    
      She seemed to feel an inexplicable sense of betrayal from Jerry's actions, which went against that symbol.
    

    

    
      Though it wasn't a thought befitting someone who, until just a while ago, had been snuffing out human lives like flies.
    

    

    
      In any case, that's how she appeared on the outside.
    

    

    
      Something, somewhere. Vacantly.
    

    

    

    
      - …I'll purchase all the remaining Beastkin stock.
    

    

    
      - Aigoo… My lord. Of course. Let's see, the price would be…….
    

    

    
      - …11 Coins. Including the cost of transport to the usual address.
    

    

    
      - Well… we won't have much of a profit then…….
    

    

    
      - …15 Coins.
    

    

    
      - …Of course, sir. It's you, after all. I'll consider it an investment in the future and gladly accept. Haha!
    

    

    
      - …5 Coins as a down payment. Receive the balance at the destination.
    

    

    
      - Thank you every year, my lord! Please come again next year!
    

    

    

    
      “…The way every merchant he meets bows and scrapes, calling him 'my lord,' it doesn't seem like this is his first or second visit… Is he really doing this every year?”
    

    

    
      “Well. It seems so.”
    

    

    
      Jerry was, quite literally, buying up slaves ‘like a madman’.
    

    

    
      Without missing a single shop, he bought the slaves, demanded they be sent to a specific location, and moved on to the next merchant.
    

    

    
      Of course, Jerry's actions weren't entirely strange.
    

    

    
      It wasn't common, but every slave market was bound to have at least one perverted big spender who would buy up all the slaves to satisfy their personal desires.
    

    

    
      However, there was one peculiar thing about Jerry.
    

    

    

    
      - …The Beastkin. How many are left?
    

    

    
      - Ah, yes! Let me see… Two have been sold, and four are left. One of them is a rare Cat-kin…….
    

    

    
      - …I'll buy them all. The terms are the same as last year.
    

    

    

    
      It was the fact that he only bought ‘Beastkin’ slaves.
    

    

    
      “…Well, he is from the Demon King's Territory, I suppose. But I thought he was a relatively sensible type.”
    

    

    
      A bitter smile formed on Loxy's lips as she watched Jerry.
    

    

    
      Well, it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      As long as she didn't know his inner story, no one would look kindly upon a man who paid extra to gather up all the Beastkin slaves.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “…Still, it looks like you've gotten used to pretending to be good. Until just recently, you were one of those 'unreasonable' people from the Demon King's Territory.”
    

    

    
      “…Anyway.”
    

    

    
      As if embarrassed by my muttering, Loxy cleared her throat a couple of times and changed the subject, throwing a question at me.
    

    

    
      “What's the plan here? Rebuilding the Demonic Cult… how are you going to do that?”
    

    

    
      “Well, shouldn't we start by finding traces of the Demonic Cult?”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Tilt-
    

    

    
      “Wait… what, you don't have some incredibly detailed plan? For you to boast so confidently.”
    

    

    
      To answer her question straight to the point.
    

    

    
      “Nope. Nothing like that. We have to wing it.”
    

    

    
      “What….”
    

    

    
      There was no detailed plan for rebuilding the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #8]
    

    

    
      『Find the traces of the Demonic Cult.』
    

    

    

    
      No, to be precise, it would be more accurate to say that a plan ‘couldn't’ be made.
    

    

    
      ‘…Because I've moved the timeline up so much.’
    

    

    
      The plan to rebuild the Demonic Cult before my regression was executed much later than this.
    

    

    
      The overall framework for rebuilding the Demonic Cult could be followed as before, but since the axis of time and space had shifted, it was impossible to set up a detailed plan in advance.
    

    

    
      Having arrived this early, many things would have changed, and there would be a certain number of variables as a result.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, that was the reason I decided to move up the schedule and execute it early.
    

    

    
      ‘…The complete reconstruction of the Demonic Cult.’
    

    

    
      The plan to rebuild the Demonic Cult in my past life did succeed, but it was only a half-baked success.
    

    

    
      Because we had barely managed to grasp the opportunity right before the possibility of rebuilding the Demonic Cult vanished forever, we were only able to revive one of the two pillars that could be said to support it.
    

    

    
      Afterward, as the significance of the Demonic Cult was proven, the regret over that lost half became more prominent.
    

    

    
      That was also why I chose the rebuilding of the Demonic Cult as the first chapter after my regression.
    

    

    
      To find the other lost half in advance and rebuild the Demonic Cult in its most complete form.
    

    

    
      Of course, that wasn't something I could guarantee unconditionally.
    

    

    
      Aside from the fact that it had definitely existed, I didn't know exactly when the other half was lost, nor did I know where it was.
    

    

    
      …Well, I'm in a position where I have to make it happen one way or another.
    

    

    
      In that sense, there was a quest that had caught my eye from the start.
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [QUEST: Subjugate the Demonic Cult Remnants]
    

    
      Difficulty: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      Client: <Constellation, Sword Sage>
    

    

    
      Details: At the eastern edge of Murim, on the Shandong Peninsula, which was once the stronghold of the 'Demonic Cult', rumors have recently been circulating that remnants aiming for the revival of the Demonic Cult have appeared. Confirm the truth of these rumors and defeat the remnants of the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Reward: 500 Guardian Coins.
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Almost the only quest that could be undertaken in the Shandong region.
    

    

    
      This quest had been catching my eye even before I boarded the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      Of course, I had no intention of participating in this quest.
    

    

    
      Having brought along a Succubus to avoid the Constellations' attention, there was no need to draw their gaze just to receive some chump change.
    

    

    
      However, the significance of this quest was quite large for me.
    

    

    
      ‘…I don't know what it is, but there's a definite lead related to the Demonic Cult in the Shandong region.’
    

    

    
      In truth, the rumor about the existence of Demonic Cult remnants was a kind of ghost story that had been circulating in the Murim Empire ever since the Righteous-Demonic War 100 years ago.
    

    

    
      Although remnants of the Demonic Cult had never actually been discovered, nor had there ever been a Demonic Cult uprising, it showed just how great the aftermath of the Righteous-Demonic War 100 years ago had been.
    

    

    
      It would surface every now and then, just when people were about to forget, sending a chill down the spines of the Murim Empire's citizens.
    

    

    
      In fact, the peninsula being the former stronghold of the Demonic Cult played a part in why this Shandong Peninsula was abandoned as a semi-lawless land.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I normally wouldn't have needed to pay it any mind.
    

    

    
      That is, if this hadn't been a ‘Constellation's’ quest.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Sword Sage, he was definitely the guardian Constellation of the Huashan Sect.’
    

    

    
      Constellations do not directly intervene in most matters.
    

    

    
      Especially when a War against Demons is underway in their own jurisdiction, they have no choice but to focus all their attention there, not turning their gaze to other matters.
    

    

    
      And yet, the fact that the 'Constellation, Sword Sage,' who should be overseeing the Murim's anti-demon front, the <Crimson Coast (★★★☆☆)>, went out of his way to post a quest here, even for chump change, meant there was definitely some kind of trouble related to the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Of course, if it were the real Demonic Cult, it wouldn't have ended with a measure like this, but from my perspective of searching for traces related to the Demonic Cult, even this much was more than I could ask for.
    

    

    
      ‘…Where should I start searching?’
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “Aigo, no matter what you say, you can't… Captain….”
    

    

    
      “This bastard still…….”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a commotion erupted from behind, piercing through the gloomy atmosphere unique to the back alley.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Thwack-! Thud-!
    

    

    
      The sound of flesh hitting flesh echoed repeatedly, as if someone was being beaten one-sidedly.
    

    

    
      Turning towards the sound, I saw a bald merchant being beaten by a man in black clothes with a distinctive emblem.
    

    

    
      Someone might have jumped in to stop it, but because of the group of men in the same attire that the man in black had behind him, everyone kept quiet and didn't dare to intervene.
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been silently watching the scene, turned her head to me and asked.
    

    

    
      “Oh my. That looks quite painful.”
    

    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    

    
      “Shouldn't you go help? You said you were one of the good guys.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “How do you know who the good guy is? The bald guy could be the bad one. In movies, the bald guy is usually the villain.”
    

    

    
      “…You're not wrong, but.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, all the guys doing business here are bad news. No need to help. We can just watch.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      But wait a minute.
    

    

    
      That emblem on his forearm, I've definitely seen it somewhere before.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      At the noisy commotion from behind, Jerry looked up from the ledger he was writing in and glanced in that direction for a moment.
    

    

    
      And though Jerry had merely turned his gaze.
    

    

    
      The bald merchant noticed his look, rushed over like a madman, and grabbed Jerry's collar.
    

    

    
      Jerry's brows furrowed deeply as he spoke to the man.
    

    

    
      “…I have a great aversion to my clothes getting dirty.”
    

    

    
      “Aigo, my lord… It's not that…….”
    

    

    
      Before he could even explain the situation, another kick flew from the man he had called 'Captain'.
    

    

    
      Thud-!
    

    

    
      “I told you to hand it over, didn't I?”
    

    

    
      “Aigo, Captain… As I told you before, that girl is already sold… I have something else prepared, so if you'd take that…….”
    

    

    
      “Aish… I told you I liked that one! Who do you think you owe for being able to do business here?”
    

    

    
      “Aigo, no, sir… Captain. I know that well… But I have to make a living too… No matter how little courtesy there is in this business, if my trust with this lord here is broken…….”
    

    

    
      Throb-
    

    

    
      Jerry suddenly felt a headache. He sensed that things had taken a strange turn.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      He had a rough idea of the man's identity before him.
    

    

    
      The emblem he wore proudly on his forearm and his arrogant personality.
    

    

    
      And the master-servant relationship embedded in his conversation with the merchant.
    

    

    
      Judging by those two things, this man was likely a member of a gang that had recently started acting like thugs in this back alley.
    

    

    
      He didn't know the details, but seeing as he was called Captain, he seemed to be an executive.
    

    

    
      ‘…This seems to be the first time they've taken over this alley.’
    

    

    
      Seeing gangsters in the Shandong region wasn't a particularly rare or strange occurrence.
    

    

    
      Jerry had been coming and going from this Shandong region for more than a year or two, and since it was a fundamentally lawless place where all sorts of illegal activities were rampant, it would have been stranger if there were none.
    

    

    
      However, if Jerry's memory served him right, the gangs had never been able to meddle in this ‘Slave Merchant Alley’.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Distributing slaves was an inherently labor-intensive business, and among the various market alleys of this lawless Shandong, it was the item that took up the largest share of the pie.
    

    

    
      In other words, the merchants doing business here, including the bald man bowing his head, were each leaders of their own organizations, commanding their own private forces.
    

    

    
      Because of that, even reasonably large organizations didn't dare to crawl into this slave alley and demand protection money.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, if the merchants in this slave alley were to unite, they would become the largest organization on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      ‘…Tsk.’
    

    

    
      In other words, the fact that the merchant was groveling like that despite having sufficient power meant that the organization the man in black called ‘Captain’ belonged to was even more powerful than the combined forces of the slave alley merchants.
    

    

    
      Sure enough.
    

    

    
      A cliché line flew from the man's mouth.
    

    

    
      “…Right, you guys haven't seen how the Black Wind Squad handles things yet. You just wait right there. I'll make sure your precious slave business closes down today.”
    

    

    
      “Aigo, no, sir! No, Black Wind Captain! I've heard all about the New Demonic Cult… but… if you could just overlook it this one time, from next time, I'll definitely…….”
    

    

    
      And with that cliché threat.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had suddenly smoothed his brow, made eye contact with U-jin, who was watching the situation from a distance.
    

    

    
      ‘…Demonic Cult?’
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      ‘…The Demonic Cult?’
    

    

    
      Jerry muttered inwardly at the sudden appearance of the word.
    

    

    
      Unless he had just misheard, the Black Wind Captain had clearly referred to his own organization as the ‘Demonic Cult’.
    

    

    
      The fallen organization, said to have once split the Murim Empire with the Orthodox Murim Alliance forces until 100 years ago.
    

    

    
      The fact that the character for ‘New’ was attached was a bit different, but this was undoubtedly the very Demonic Cult U-jin had been searching for.
    

    

    
      “Captain….”
    

    

    
      “They don’t even know who they have to thank for their livelihood. I should just….”
    

    

    
      Regardless of Jerry’s train of thought, the situation unfolded. As the Black Wind Captain raised his foot once more, the bald merchant cowered with a ‘Heek!’.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the beating of the bald merchant ended there.
    

    

    
      The way he glanced around seemed to indicate he was conscious of the many eyes that had gathered on him.
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, the Black Wind Captain lowered his raised foot with a displeased expression and turned to command the group he led in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “Take them.”
    

    

    
      At his word.
    

    

    
      - By your command!!!
    

    

    
      The men in black robes approached the slave traders in a perfectly synchronized manner. The traders, as if they were already aware of his vile behavior, expertly handed over the cuffed beastkin one by one.
    

    

    
      “…Honestly. You just can't reason with these underlings who don't know their place.”
    

    

    
      Muttering as he brushed the dust from his feet, the Black Wind Captain then approached Jerry.
    

    

    
      “Hey, pal.”
    

    

    
      “…What is it.”
    

    

    
      “From the looks of it, you seem like someone I can talk to. You heard the gist of it, right?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That black-haired canine beastkin you bought. I took a liking to that wench. But I hear you bought her in the meantime?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The Black Wind Captain gestured with his hand, wearing what he considered a benevolent smile.
    

    

    
      “Ah, of course, I’m not just telling you to hand her over. We’re not some back-alley gangsters; we’re taking these slaves for a fair price. For an outsider like you, I’ll even throw in a little extra.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Get a refund for the rest from this bald guy here. How much do you want? 1 Coin? No, 2 Coins should do it, right?”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, Jerry’s indifferent gaze slowly scanned the Black Wind Captain’s body.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t want to cause any more trouble, so don’t get any funny ideas.”
    

    

    
      At that inscrutable gaze, the Black Wind Captain thought Jerry was sizing him up, but that wasn’t the case.
    

    

    
      Jerry wasn’t thinking about him, but about the organization he belonged to, the ‘Demonic Cult’.
    

    

    
      ‘…The new Demonic Cult, huh.’
    

    

    
      From Jerry’s perspective, it was a name that was both intriguing and puzzling.
    

    

    
      When he had previously looked into the ‘Demonic Cult’, he had confirmed for a fact that there were no significant remnant forces left.
    

    

    
      At that time, aside from a single ‘blind old man from the Demonic Cult’ he had found in this land of Shandong, he hadn't found any other trace of them.
    

    

    
      In fact, when Jerry had visited last year, exactly one year ago, an organization like this hadn't existed.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from Jerry's point of view, he couldn't help but be bewildered by this new organization of unknown origin that had suddenly appeared, claiming the name of the Demonic Cult, and wonder if it could be the foundation for U-jin’s ‘Demonic Cult reconstruction’ plan.
    

    

    
      Considering U-jin had given him a meaningful look at the mention of the Demonic Cult, it seemed certain that U-jin was at least interested in this group called the Shinma Cult.
    

    

    
      Of course, if that were the case, he had the nagging suspicion that the term ‘founding’ might be more appropriate than ‘reconstruction’.
    

    

    
      But that was something he could confirm for himself later.
    

    

    
      ‘…For now.’
    

    

    
      Putting aside his branching thoughts for a moment, Jerry, who had been calculating something while stroking his eyebrow, took out a small piece of paper from his pocket and scribbled on it with a fountain pen.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “…Take it.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      He held it out to the Black Wind Captain.
    

    

    
      Watching the captain accept the paper in bewilderment, Jerry murmured softly.
    

    

    
      “10 Coins. It’s a payment check issued in my name.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…My apologies, but I’ll be taking the beastkin you mentioned. If you need slaves, use that money to solve the problem. The amount should be more than enough.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      An answer did not come back immediately.
    

    

    
      …An oddly meaningful expression.
    

    

    
      Jerry, realizing he had a bite, took out another piece of paper and placed it on top of the first.
    

    

    
      Another 10, making it 20 Coins.
    

    

    
      If simply converted to the price of daily necessities in the Lower World, it was a considerable sum of 20 million won.
    

    

    
      Of course, from a macroscopic perspective, and for someone of Jerry’s stature who ran the top casino in Murim, it was chump change.
    

    

    
      But for a gangster executive who lived off protection money squeezed from merchants in a semi-lawless zone, it was an amount that could by no means be called small.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the official price of the beastkin slave Jerry had purchased was only about ‘2 Coins’ just ten minutes ago.
    

    

    
      While such an offer could be offensive when one had their heart set on a specific item, that was only true to a certain extent.
    

    

    
      Jerry couldn't know the purpose of the purchase, but the probability that ten slaves were better than one particularly favored slave was high.
    

    

    
      ‘…This should be enough.’
    

    

    
      …Of course, it wasn’t as if Jerry was just throwing this money away to escape the situation.
    

    

    
      He was a firm believer in materialism, and for that very reason, he disliked unreasonable contracts and deals.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, the reason Jerry offered what seemed like an excessive amount of money was his calculation that this much was needed to get a ‘bite’.
    

    

    
      …After all, from his vast experience traveling between the Demon King's Territory and the Order's Territory, Jerry was a master when it came to spreading the scent of money.
    

    

    
      And Jerry’s calculation…
    

    

    
      Snatch—
    

    

    
      “…It seems we can communicate much better than I thought.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Since things turned out this way, shall we talk about something else?”
    

    

    
      …was, once again, spot on.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      ‘…How on earth did I not recognize this right away.’
    

    

    
      Only after hearing the words ‘Demonic Cult’ did I remember.
    

    

    
      The spot emblem on those black robes.
    

    

    
      The solitary spot emblem stamped in the center of a circle was undoubtedly the symbol of the ‘Demonic Cult’.
    

    

    
      I had definitely seen it when entering the Demonic Cult’s origin point while carrying out the reconstruction plan before my regression.
    

    

    
      “…Even if that was the only time I saw it. To think I wouldn't recognize the emblem of the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      It was a relief I recognized it now.
    

    

    
      I had almost wasted time searching in the wrong place with a clue to the Demonic Cult right in front of my nose.
    

    

    
      - 10 Coins. It’s a payment check issued in my name.
    

    

    
      - …….
    

    

    
      - …My apologies, but I’ll be taking the beastkin you mentioned. If you need slaves, use that money to solve the problem. The amount should be more than enough.
    

    

    
      - …….
    

    

    
      As if proving he was my partner for a reason, Jerry seemed to have understood the meaning in my eyes without any particular prompting and immediately got to work. After a brief exchange, I saw the man called the Black Wind Captain’s lips curl into a smirk.
    

    

    
      Glance—
    

    

    
      He then sent a look my way.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      I naturally tucked the medal I was wearing into my pocket and headed over with Loxy.
    

    

    
      “…These two are my personal escorts, hired for my external affairs.”
    

    

    
      “Escorts?”
    

    

    
      “…I will have them accompany me to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances. If that’s not possible, then the conversation we were about to have is off.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm….”
    

    

    
      The Black Wind Captain, cupping his chin with his thumb and index finger, slowly scanned our appearances with a somewhat displeased expression.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “Well, whatever.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But for escorts, they look awfully scrawny. A rich guy like you should’ve spent your money better. You know how scary this neighborhood is.”
    

    

    
      At this critique, which was no different from looking down on us, Loxy’s hand twitched, but unfortunately for him, it had no impact on me.
    

    

    
      “Um….”
    

    

    
      Instead, I raised my hand in an awkward gesture and asked the man called the Black Wind Captain.
    

    

    
      “Is it possible to learn more about the new Demon Cult? I’m very interested in it….”
    

    

    
      “…What! Puhaha!”
    

    

    
      He burst out laughing at my cautious question and muttered teasingly to Jerry.
    

    

    
      “Your escort here is already thinking of switching jobs. Keuk, didn’t you pay him too little?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s only natural to be interested in our Demonic Cult. We’re the first to take over these back alleys in such a short time. But give it up. If you were that interested, you should have come sooner. We don’t just take anyone anymore.”
    

    

    
      Ssh—
    

    

    
      “…Well, if the conversation with this gentleman goes well, I might be able to bring one person in on my own authority.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Let’s get going for now.”
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      “So. We might be in this corner for now, but one day, our Demonic Cult will be revived and conquer this entire Murim.”
    

    

    
      “Wow… That’s pretty amazing in a way. Conquering Murim.”
    

    

    
      “Kwahaha! Right? This kid is completely hooked on my story. I can see why. I like you. If you have decent skills, I’ll use my authority to make a spot for you in the Black Wind Squad.”
    

    

    
      Such was this man’s pride in his organization that a single question thrown on the way to the Shinma Cult’s base yielded most of the general information.
    

    

    
      [Founded about 1 year ago.]
    

    
      [Started in the southeast and currently holds the entire Shandong Peninsula as its territory.]
    

    
      [Engages in both illegal and legal activities, including entertainment, gambling, contract work, background checks, and errands.]
    

    
      [Final goal is the conquest of Murim.]
    

    

    
      He was long-winded and added various personal remarks, but in summary, it was the story of a gangster organization that had absorbed all the small fry in the area and become the boss.
    

    

    
      The speed of its growth was noticeably faster than usual, though.
    

    

    
      ‘…Nothing more, nothing less.’
    

    

    
      So far, I couldn't see any real connection to the actual Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      As the conversation paused for a moment, the footsteps of the Black Wind Captain walking ahead came to a halt.
    

    

    
      Before him now stood a mountain stronghold surrounded by a dreary wooden palisade.
    

    

    
      It seemed we had arrived.
    

    

    
      At the headquarters of the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Tap, tap—
    

    

    
      “Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      A sentry on guard duty at the watchtower threw out the password to the Black Wind Captain.
    

    

    
      “Revival.”
    

    

    
      His identity was confirmed as he replied with familiarity.
    

    

    
      “Black Wind Captain confirmed! The three behind you are….”
    

    

    
      “A VIP I’m introducing to the Cult Leader, and his escorts. Open the gate.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir!”
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      The massive wooden gate opened, revealing the interior of the Demonic Cult's mountain stronghold, which looked a bit shabby and poor for an organization that was said to command the Shandong Peninsula region.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm….’
    

    

    
      Even seeing this much, it was hard to get a grasp of the situation.
    

    

    
      What was this place's relationship to the ‘Demonic Cult’? Why, of all the many names, did they choose to borrow the name of the Demonic Cult?
    

    

    
      Forget that, I couldn't even guess the reason why the Constellation had put a 500 Coin bounty on taking down an organization like this.
    

    

    
      If my memory was correct, the ‘Subjugation of the Demonic Cult Remnants’ was definitely a 1-star (★) difficulty quest. That meant the ‘Constellation, Sword Sage’ had judged that a high-level resource like a 1-star Hero was necessary to subjugate this organization.
    

    

    
      From what I could see, there seemed to be no reason to mobilize an ordained, official Hero to take down a group like this.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, even if you took the weakest of the new Hero candidates and gave them a little support, it didn't seem difficult to dismantle an organization of this level.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean the Constellation's judgment was wrong.
    

    

    
      The fact that I couldn't see the reason even after coming this far meant there was only one place left where the answer could be found.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      The Black Wind Captain, who had guided us deep inside the stronghold, stopped in front of the largest-looking building within.
    

    

    
      He turned back and said to us.
    

    

    
      “Wait here for a moment.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I’m warning you just in case, but this month alone, three guys have left half-crippled for disturbing the Cult Leader, who is training in his Divine Arts, for some trivial reason. It would be best not to even think about peeking inside.”
    

    

    
      Ssh—
    

    

    
      With that warning, the Black Wind Captain entered through a small, separate door next to the main gate.
    

    

    
      And as soon as he went inside.
    

    

    
      “Is this the right place?”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been silent until now, threw a question as if this was her chance.
    

    

    
      Judging by her expression, she seemed to have had similar thoughts as me upon seeing the ‘Demonic Cult’s’ stronghold.
    

    

    
      Even considering it was newly founded, it was too shabby for a group that had once swallowed half of Murim.
    

    

    
      “I agree, partner. I think we’ve got the wrong address. Any of the casino families in Sichuan where I used to be would be bigger than this place.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      Of course, having seen the same things, I agreed with their opinions to some extent, but I couldn't agree completely.
    

    

    
      At least, the Demonic Cult I knew was not something that could be discussed without its ‘leader’.
    

    

    
      To confirm whether this place truly had its origins in the real Demonic Cult, I had to see the leader.
    

    

    
      “Well, for now, I don’t see anything that stands out either.”
    

    

    
      Step, step—
    

    

    
      “Still, since we’ve come this far, it’s only right to see the head before we go.”
    

    

    
      “…That expression on your face right now is very familiar and unsettling. Don’t tell me you’re planning to just open that door right now—.”
    

    

    
      Ssh—
    

    

    
      I approached the main gate, placed my hand on it, and pushed forcefully.
    

    

    
      Creeeaaak—
    

    

    
      With the characteristic creaking sound of a wooden door, the massive gate slowly swung open.
    

    

    
      Inside, frozen as if he’d seen us, was the Black Wind Captain, stuck in a bizarre posture.
    

    

    
      And…
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …a woman with long black hair, sitting cross-legged with her back to us.
    

    

    
      Only after seeing that scene.
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “…Of course.”
    

    

    
      I could finally understand why the ‘Constellation, Sword Sage’ had gone so far as to put up a bounty to request the subjugation of this organization.
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      The leader of the New Demonic Cult, with long black hair and wearing a black training uniform.
    

    

    
      That was her image on the outside, but the person I saw looked a little different.
    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: The Chosen One (★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [Checking summary information for <Person: ???>.]
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Person: Summary Information>
    

    

    
      ■Name: [Namgung Soso]
    

    
      ■Hero Rank: [1-Star (★☆☆☆☆)]
    

    
      ■Innate Ability: [-]
    

    
      ■Description: [A Murim warrior from the Huashan Sect. Recognized for her achievements in the War against Demons as a low-grade Hero and became a 1-Star Hero, but her Hero qualification was revoked for some reason.]
    

    
      ■Note: [Alias, ‘Huashan Sword Dragon’]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      “…Just as I thought.”
    

    

    
      That's why a 1-star request was attached to her.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Compared to the ruffians outside who just puffed up their chests and acted tough as if they were a real organization, the leader's background was quite respectable.
    

    

    
      A former Hero who had even received a 1-Star ordination.
    

    

    
      Of course, it seemed her qualification was revoked afterward, but that wasn't very important.
    

    

    
      After all, she must have received the ordination because she had the skills, and while all the benefits from The Order are revoked immediately upon disqualification, her own skills don't just disappear.
    

    

    
      Except for the fact that she could no longer carry out requests from the Constellations and receive benefits from The Order, there wasn't much difference between a disqualified Hero and an official one.
    

    

    
      The Constellation who knew this better than anyone must have deemed at least a 1-Star Hero as a suitable target for the request.
    

    

    
      “This is…… well.”
    

    

    
      Panicked by my arrival, the Black Wind Squad Leader, who had been stuttering with a dazed expression, soon came up with an excuse for the leader with an incredibly awkward laugh.
    

    

    
      “Haha…… Didn't you tell us before, Leader? To find a source of funds so we can leave the Shandong region.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Then he pointed a finger at Jerry and said.
    

    

    
      “That man over there in the black suit is an outsider I met in the back alleys. He handles large sums of money and is quite bold, so I thought he might be helpful to the great cause of our New Demonic Cult….”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      The leader, who had turned her head and risen from her seat, looked this way.
    

    

    
      A black mask covering the upper half of her face was worn over her face.
    

    

    
      “…That one over there?”
    

    

    
      “Yes! Leader.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At the Black Wind Squad Leader's words, she looked back and forth between Jerry and me, then tilted her head and pointed a finger at me.
    

    

    
      “Not this one?”
    

    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    

    
      Flustered by the leader's question as she suddenly pointed her finger at me, the Black Wind Squad Leader shook his head and tried to explain.
    

    

    
      “That one is the bodyguard he hired—.”
    

    

    
      It seemed like the perfect timing, so I cut him off and interjected.
    

    

    
      “…Looks like you didn't get your Hero ordination for nothing, after all.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “But I wonder how you got it revoked.”
    

    

    
      And at my next words.
    

    

    
      “Our Huashan's Sword Dragon, Ms. Namgung Soso.”
    

    

    
      The leader's eyes wavered intensely.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Namgung Soso was extremely flustered.
    

    

    
      Huashan Sword Dragon.
    

    

    
      Years ago, after her Hero qualification was revoked and she left her sect, she had never once spoken that alias aloud. 
    

    

    
      And after proclaiming herself the leader of the New Demonic Cult, she always wore a mask, so she had never once imagined someone would recognize her.
    

    

    
      ‘…How.’
    

    

    
      From his relaxed demeanor and curious eyes, she had thought there was something about him, but Namgung Soso had never imagined he would be someone who knew her past.
    

    

    
      “Huashan Sword Dragon… Leader, what is the meaning of…”
    

    

    
      “…Is that important right now? Black Wind Squad Leader.”
    

    

    
      “Hup. No, it's not!”
    

    

    
      Glare-
    

    

    
      Belatedly realizing she had shown too much agitation, Namgung Soso gestured with her eyes for the Black Wind Squad Leader to close the main gate that U-jin had thrown open.
    

    

    
      Creeak- Clang!
    

    

    
      Then, trying to calm her wavering heart, she asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…Who are you.”
    

    

    
      At her direct question, U-jin gave another relaxed smile, scratched the back of his head, and showed her his medal.
    

    

    
      “It's a long story, but for now….”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “Will this be enough of an answer?”
    

    

    
      “A Hero candidate… Are you from Murim?”
    

    

    
      “Not exactly. I'm a Plane Transcendent from the current batch.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      U-jin's answer made Namgung Soso's mind even more chaotic.
    

    

    
      ‘…How on earth does someone from a Lower-Dimensional Plane know about me?’
    

    

    
      It was already incomprehensible that a Hero candidate knew about her, but he was even someone who came up from the Lower Plane through the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso couldn't fathom any scenario where a Hero candidate from a Lower-Dimensional Plane could have learned her identity.
    

    

    
      After pondering for a moment, she realized it wasn't a simple matter she could easily find out just by asking U-jin, so she changed her question.
    

    

    
      “…What is your business here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There must be a reason you came here, mentioning my past and all.”
    

    

    
      However, U-jin's answer to this question also failed to please her.
    

    

    
      “Oh, it's nothing special. You called yourselves the New Demonic Cult. I was curious, so I came to check it out. I have a keen interest in the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To see if you have any connection to the Demonic Cult that was destroyed 100 years ago.”
    

    

    
      “…You have no intention of giving a proper answer.”
    

    

    
      Of course, U-jin's answer to Namgung Soso's question was sincere.
    

    

    
      His whole reason for coming to the Shandong Peninsula was for his 8th bucket list item, [Finding Traces of the Demonic Cult], so there was no other reason.
    

    

    
      However, from Namgung Soso's perspective, it was difficult to take U-jin's words at face value.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Cult?
    

    

    
      What was there to know about such a group?
    

    

    
      In Namgung Soso's mind, it was a group that had been completely annihilated a long time ago.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was true that Namgung Soso herself had named this organization the New  Demonic Cult, but that was an expression of her will to expand her power against the rotten Murim Alliance, just like the Demonic Cult of the past.
    

    

    
      There was no direct connection between that Demonic Cult and this one.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, there was one connection, but she was certain that U-jin couldn't have known about it when he came.
    

    

    
      ‘…That can't be it.’
    

    

    
      Because the fact that she had come to possess that item was a secret known only to Namgung Soso herself in all of Murim.
    

    

    
      Above all, Namgung Soso didn't even believe U-jin's earlier introduction of himself as a Plane Transcendent from the Lower Plane.
    

    

    
      It might be different if he were a seasoned Hero candidate who had experienced the War against Demons in the Upper Plane, but a Plane Transcendent from the current batch would be a fledgling who hadn't even been here a month since coming up from the Lower-Dimensional Plane.
    

    

    
      Far from having an interest in the past of a nation like the Demonic Cult and searching for its traces, he was a small fry who had never even witnessed the War against Demons with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      If he really was a Plane Transcendent from the current batch, there was no way he could show such a relaxed demeanor.
    

    

    
      Therefore, judging that U-jin had no intention of answering her question properly, Namgung Soso inhaled, circulated her internal energy (內氣), and warned him.
    

    

    
      “…Speak when you feel like giving a proper answer…. It would be best not to be too late.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “…That's a faster way to talk. But—.”
    

    

    
      As Namgung Soso slowly took a martial arts stance, U-jin pointed a finger at her.
    

    

    
      “You should probably draw your sword.”
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      “How arrogant…. I'll decide that for myself.”
    

    

    
      To Namgung Soso's eyes, U-jin's remark looked like nothing more than a bluff.
    

    

    
      “Well.”
    

    

    
      I mean.
    

    

    
      …at least, until this moment.
    

    

    
      “Suit yourself.”
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      U-jin made the first move.
    

    

    
      Paaaat-
    

    

    
      Stomping his foot, U-jin clenched his fist and charged straight at Namgung Soso.
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso had intended to laugh and deflect the foolishly straightforward attack, but she couldn't.
    

    

    
      Tuk-
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Because almost at the same instant she leaned her body to the right, U-jin kicked off the floor and changed direction as if he had anticipated it.
    

    

    
      The attack itself wasn't particularly fast, but the timing was bad.
    

    

    
      Having moved without a shred of doubt, her center of balance had already shifted.
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso had no choice but to cross her hands to block U-jin's attack.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      She crossed her hands in front of her face just in time, but the expected attack from U-jin never came.
    

    

    
      Instead.
    

    

    
      Chiiing-
    

    

    
      A familiar metallic sound rang out, along with a feeling of emptiness at her waist.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      “Take the sword.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “Your alias is the Huashan Sword Dragon, isn't it?”
    

    

    
      Instead of throwing a punch, U-jin had drawn the sword from Namgung Soso's waist and held it out to her.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      She could have been angered by the act, which was akin to toying with her, but she surprisingly accepted the sword obediently.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      She had realized it instinctively from the battle of wits just now.
    

    

    
      That U-jin was not an ordinary Hero candidate, just as she had expected (?).
    

    

    
      “…You will regret this.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “So arrogant.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I'll decide that for myself.”
    

    

    
      Twuk-
    

    

    
      Instead of replying to U-jin who threw her own words back at her, Namgung Soso took a step back and readjusted her grip on the sword.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Paat-
    

    

    
      This time, she took the initiative.
    

    

    
      A vertical downward slash.
    

    

    
      As U-jin fluidly dodged the slash and lunged forward, she immediately took a step back and slashed horizontally.
    

    

    
      “Hmm….”
    

    

    
      With U-jin's relaxed exclamation as a brief pause, another exchange (一合) took place.
    

    

    
      What followed was a repetition of similar exchanges.
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso was the attacker, U-jin the defender.
    

    

    
      If there was any difference, it was the gradually increasing speed.
    

    

    
      Swaaek-
    

    

    
      Before long, Namgung Soso's sword strikes were moving at a speed that the naked eye of an ordinary person could not follow.
    

    

    
      …although U-jin's relaxed movements hadn't changed at all from the beginning.
    

    

    
      Just as Namgung Soso's breathing started to become a little irregular after several exchanges,
    

    

    
      U-jin's low voice assessed her.
    

    

    
      “Your fundamentals are certainly solid thanks to your good background—.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “……but I can also see why you became a low-grade.”
    

    

    
      And at the same time.
    

    

    
      Twuung-
    

    

    
      An unexpected event, something that hadn't happened until now, occurred.
    

    

    
      U-jin deflected her vertically descending sword to the side.
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      He didn't use any particular weapon or technique.
    

    

    
      He simply intercepted the trajectory of her incoming sword with his crossed palms, pushing its path aside.
    

    

    
      Having lost her balance to the unexpected variable, Namgung Soso hastily drew up the mana within her body.
    

    

    
      Kwaak-
    

    

    
      And her rapidly accelerated sword stabbed into the floor, allowing her to regain her balance.
    

    

    
      But by then, it was already too late.
    

    

    
      Twuk-
    

    

    
      U-jin's hand was taking off her mask.
    

    

    
      “…You just died once. Right now.”
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      “…You just died once. Right now.”
    

    

    
      I deliberately provoked her, as if to tease her further.
    

    

    
      As someone who was once officially appointed as a Hero, she must have had her own pride. 
    

    

    
      I didn’t think she would go all out against a mere Hero candidate right from the start.
    

    

    
      …Besides, I knew all too well that the kind of people who become Heroes are generally prideful and don’t easily admit defeat unless they are thoroughly crushed.
    

    

    
      Time was short, so every single step had to be a sure one.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      She had seemed to maintain some semblance of reason up until she drew her sword, but taking off her mask must have been quite a shock.
    

    

    
      Without answering my words, Namgung Soso, who had been staring at me with a furrowed brow and bitten lip, pulled another sword from her waist and threw it in front of me.
    

    

    
      Clank-
    

    

    
      “Take it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Since you seem to know how to handle a sword.”
    

    

    
      As if my opinion didn't matter, I could feel her Mana Circuit spinning at maximum output the moment she threw the sword.
    

    

    
      Kwwaaaaa-
    

    

    
      …It seemed the real fight started now.
    

    

    
      Shing.
    

    

    
      The moment I followed her lead and gripped the sword’s hilt, a barrage of sword strikes, incomparably faster than before, rushed toward me.
    

    

    
      Swiiiiiish-!
    

    

    
      A sword strike so fast that my path for evasion became noticeably tight.
    

    

    
      I barely managed to raise my sword and deflect its trajectory.
    

    

    
      Clang-!
    

    

    
      Along with the clear ring of the sword I hadn't heard in a while, a heavy weight settled in my grip.
    

    

    
      Heh-
    

    

    
      ‘…Better than I thought.’
    

    

    
      Having spent my life using whatever weapon came to hand, I didn't have a particular main weapon, but the sword was one of the weapons I used most frequently.
    

    

    
      That’s why I could gauge her level just by clashing blades once.
    

    

    
      And that single exchange confirmed it.
    

    

    
      Her best was quite a handful for my current physical state.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      With her resolve, the level of the engagement rose sharply.
    

    

    
      The weight of the sword hilt was decidedly heavier.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The rhythm of the battle was decidedly faster.
    

    

    
      Cla-clang-!
    

    

    
      In between the rapid sword strikes, I occasionally blocked an attack with a trajectory that was impossible to evade.
    

    

    
      I received her sword in a manner that was completely on the defensive rather than offensive.
    

    

    
      Then, suddenly, I felt a chill from her sword strike, which was rushing in just like all the others.
    

    

    
      ‘……!’
    

    

    
      …It couldn’t be just a feeling.
    

    

    
      It was more of an intuition than a feeling.
    

    

    
      The unconscious combat sense I'd honed in countless life-or-death situations was sending me a warning.
    

    

    
      That it would be dangerous to take this blow as it was.
    

    

    
      Following that feeling, I took a step back.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because it was a forced disruption of the battle's rhythm, her sword strike, which I thought I had dodged, tore through the front of my clothes.
    

    

    
      And at the same time as that chilling strike was delivered, the blade formed a bizarrely twisted path before being sucked back into her scabbard.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously-
    

    

    
      Click-
    

    

    
      Instantly leaning forward and sheathing her sword, Namgung Soso took a deep breath—‘huff’—and explosively rotated her Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      Soon, the mana swirling through her Mana Circuit formed a specific pattern. 
    

    

    
      As the inside of her scabbard began to churn, she muttered a single word.
    

    

    
      “Plum Blossom Sword Style, First Form……”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Kwwaaaaa-
    

    

    
      “Plum Blossom Dance.”
    

    

    
      The sword, brimming with mana, tore through the air.
    

    

    
      Kwagagaga-
    

    

    
      Although there was only one visible slash, I had realized it even before the technique had fully burst from the scabbard.
    

    

    
      That it was not a single attack.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Innate Ability: Absolute Realization is activating.]
    

    

    
      [The operation of a Mana Circuit has been detected.]
    

    

    
      [Analyzing the Mana Circuit’s pattern…….]
    

    

    
      Fsssh-
    

    

    

    

    
      [Skill: Mana Chain(★☆☆) is activating.]
    

    

    
      I used the Mana Chain I had prepared in advance, wrapping it roughly around my torso and deflecting the few strikes I could follow with my eyes.
    

    

    
      A few of the strikes I couldn't keep up with scraped against the Mana Chain, leaving bruises, while several strikes that the Mana Chain couldn't block tore through my skin, leaving deep lacerations.
    

    

    
      Slice-
    

    

    
      As if that wasn't enough, the eerie sound of residual mana gouging the floor echoed several more times before, finally.
    

    

    
      “…I did not cut deep enough to be life-threatening.”
    

    

    
      Her technique stopped.
    

    

    
      …Outwardly, my condition looked quite serious.
    

    

    
      There appeared to be three sword wounds that had pierced through the Mana Chain and into my torso, and all three were lacerations no smaller than 10cm.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the blade of the sword she had given me was not just chipped, but broken in half.
    

    

    
      The damage had already been accumulating as I stuck to defending, and its durability gave out after blocking the powerful strikes in succession.
    

    

    
      Perhaps that was why.
    

    

    
      “…Now, tell me. Why did you come looking for me? How do you know?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This is as far as my leniency goes.”
    

    

    
      She seemed confident of her victory.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      A chuckle escaped me before I knew it.
    

    

    
      Just as when I had taken off her mask, her brow furrowed for a moment.
    

    

    
      “…What are you laughing at?”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering her, I asked her a question in return.
    

    

    
      “Twelve times. Right?”
    

    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    

    
      “That skill you used. The Plum Blossom Dance. I’m asking if it’s made of twelve strikes.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      She didn't confirm it, but from her eyes widening in surprise, I could tell that what I saw was accurate.
    

    

    
      …Well, it’s not like I thought I was wrong anyway.
    

    

    
      Click-
    

    

    
      I released the Mana Chain wrapped around my body and sheathed the broken sword at my waist.
    

    

    
      I stably lowered my center of gravity and raised the output of my Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      “You, right now……”
    

    

    
      Guessing what I was doing from my stance, Namgung Soso's already wide eyes expanded even further, revealing her bewilderment.
    

    

    
      Huff-
    

    

    
      Just as she had done, I took a deep breath.
    

    

    
      Recalling the mana pattern I had seen for a brief moment, I activated my Innate Ability.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Innate Ability: Absolute Realization is activating.]
    

    

    
      [The operation of a Mana Circuit has been detected.]
    

    

    
      [Analyzing the Mana Circuit’s pattern…….]
    

    

    

    

    
      …Even for me, it wasn’t easy to perfectly realize something after seeing it just once.
    

    

    
      When I met Isaac in Kunlun, the Mana Chain I showed him was possible only because it was a skill whose principles and realization I had already experienced in my past life.
    

    

    
      And even that was closer to a downgraded piece of junk that I failed to realize perfectly.
    

    

    
      No, to be honest, no matter how many times I saw and practiced it, there was a limit to realizing a skill exactly like the original.
    

    

    
      My Mana Circuit had plasticity and could change its shape at will, but it was impossible to quickly catch up to a circuit that had been solidly built through years, even decades, of honing a single skill.
    

    

    
      Even if I could raise the synchronization rate to a roughly similar level, it was impossible to draw out the same 100% output from someone's dedicated circuit, which was formed through countless repetitions.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the ‘Plum Blossom Dance’ I was about to perform could not perfectly follow hers.
    

    

    
      Even considering it was a 1-star skill, copying it after seeing it just once would, at best, be a mere imitation of its form.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Skill: Plum Blossom Dance(★☆☆) is activating.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! This is a forcibly realized skill. The skill's power is reduced.]
    

    

    
      Kwwaaaaa-
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Skill Description>
    

    
      ■Name: [Plum Blossom Dance(★☆☆)]
    

    
      ■Type: [Swordsmanship-General]
    

    
      ■Description: [The first form of the Mount Hua Sect's unique sword style, 'Plum Blossom Sword Style'. It combines 12 mana blades into a single drawing strike and fires them at once.]
    

    
      ■Special Features: [This is a forcibly realized skill. The skill's power is reduced.]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      …Of course, that didn't mean I wasn't confident.
    

    

    
      It just meant that for me, a mere imitator, the ‘Augmentation Circuit(★☆☆)’ was all the more crucial.
    

    

    
      “Plum Blossom Sword Style, First Form……”
    

    

    
      “Don’t tell me……”
    

    

    
      As I repeated the words Namgung Soso had muttered, mana charged tautly within the scabbard holding the broken sword.
    

    

    
      Then, gripping the already vibrating sword even tighter, I activated the Augmentation Circuit situated along my Blood Paths.
    

    

    
      The Augmentation Circuit, receiving a large amount of mana for the first time, pulsed once, and at the same time, a new pattern was overlaid on the mana pattern configured to realize the Plum Blossom Dance.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    

    
      [Innate Ability: Augmentation Circuit is activating.]
    

    

    
      [The 'Disperse' property is granted to <Skill: Plum Blossom Dance(★☆☆)>.]
    

    

    

    

    
      Jjeojeojeok-
    

    

    
      The amplified mana gathered back into my right hand along the circuit, and the scabbard, already bearing a load close to its limit, shook as if it would shatter at any moment.
    

    

    
      And as the scabbard could no longer hold and began to crack, I drew the sword and muttered.
    

    

    
      Heh-
    

    

    
      “…Twenty-Four-Movement Plum Blossom Dance.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Namgung Soso couldn’t believe what was happening before her eyes.
    

    

    
      “Plum Blossom Sword Style, First Form……”
    

    

    
      Even when he first identified the number of strikes in her Plum Blossom Dance as twelve, she had been a little surprised, though she didn’t show it.
    

    

    
      It wasn't easy to count the number of strikes while taking them head-on and being hit by them.
    

    

    
      But what happened next was something that couldn't be described as mere surprise.
    

    

    
      ‘My god…….’
    

    

    
      The mysterious person who had introduced himself as a Hero candidate from the lower world was taking the preparatory stance for her own secret technique, the Mount Hua Sect's unique ‘Plum Blossom Sword Style’.
    

    

    
      Normally, if someone else had done so, she would have snorted and dismissed it, but this time, it was impossible to laugh it off.
    

    

    
      Though it was somewhat lacking to be called perfect, the stance U-jin took certainly contained the essence of Hwasan.
    

    

    
      ‘He’s using the Plum Blossom Sword Style after seeing it just once…?’
    

    

    
      To see another school's sword style and immediately copy it.
    

    

    
      In Namgung Soso's world, before U-jin interfered, this was absolutely impossible.
    

    

    
      No, in the first place, if such a thing were possible, why would sects exist? How could a family's unique sword style be protected, and what would be the use of the sect's secret manuals given only to the leaders and family heads?
    

    

    
      The Plum Blossom Sword Style was not a low-level technique, either.
    

    

    
      It was one of the top-tier sword styles in the ‘Mount Hua Sect,’ the great sect that protected the southeastern region of the Murim Empire.
    

    

    
      That was why the only form of the Plum Blossom Sword Style she could use was the ‘First Form.’
    

    

    
      But she couldn't deny what was actually unfolding before her eyes.
    

    

    
      This man was trying to use the same Plum Blossom Dance he had just experienced from her, after taking it only once.
    

    

    
      And what's more.
    

    

    
      “Twenty-Four-Movement Plum Blossom Dance.”
    

    

    
      Twenty-four movements.
    

    

    
      Unless she had misheard, he was muttering about deepening the Plum Blossom Dance, which unleashed twelve strikes simultaneously, to fire double the number.
    

    

    
      And whether she could accept this fact or not.
    

    

    
      U-jin's monstrous sword strike was unleashed upon her.
    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    
      Blades of brilliant mana, which seemed impossible to have been created from a broken sword, rushed toward her, their power so immense that it couldn't possibly be blocked by wielding a sword.
    

    

    
      ‘……!!!’
    

    

    
      Snapping out of her astonishment too late, Namgung Soso realized it was too late to dodge or block the attack, and she suddenly recalled a single movement.
    

    

    
      It was not a movement to dodge, nor was it a movement to block.
    

    

    
      Rather.
    

    

    
      Like a moth diving into a flame.
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      It was a movement that pushed her body between the rushing sword strikes.
    

    

    
      A movement where she clasped her hands behind her back, wore an endlessly indifferent expression, and lifted her right foot to take a single step forward.
    

    

    
      It was a simple, seemingly meaningless movement without any distinct parts.
    

    

    
      But what happened the moment that one step touched the ground was astonishing.
    

    

    
      Tap-
    

    

    
      The 24 sword strikes flying right before her nose vanished in an instant, and the ground she had lightly stepped on cracked—
    

    

    
      jjeojeojeo—
    

    

    
      as if it had been struck by a small planet.
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Jerry and Loxy, who were watching the duel from behind U-jin, found their knees naturally hitting the floor.
    

    

    
      Gulp-
    

    

    
      A considerable amount of blood trickled from the corner of Namgung Soso’s mouth.
    

    

    
      And seeing this scene, U-jin, his eyes wide open, muttered in disbelief.
    

    

    
      “…Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step?”
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      Kwoong-!
    

    

    

    
      『Am I doing this right?』
    

    

    
      『That’s not it. You need to narrow your stance and step more lightly.』
    

    

    

    
      I tried again, following the instructions of the girl who shook her head and corrected my posture.
    

    

    
      Sappeun-
    

    

    
      But she just shook her head again.
    

    

    

    
      『Not like that. I told you, don’t put your physical weight into it, but apply weight to the sole of your foot and press down firmly, didn’t I? Like this, with the feeling of stomping on Mount Tai.』
    

    

    
      The words, “How the hell is that even possible?” rose to the tip of my tongue.
    

    

    
      Jjeojeojeok-!
    

    

    
      But my mouth automatically clamped shut at the sight of her shattering the floor with the Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps right before my eyes.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Tsk. For a man to be so lacking in strength. How will you ever be of any use?』
    

    

    
      『…Hey.』
    

    

    
      I couldn’t help but snap back at her scolding remarks.
    

    

    

    

    
      『That’s because you’re an outlier. No one but me could even dream of imitating such a ridiculously overpowered technique in the first place.』
    

    

    
      『It’s a joke, a joke. Anyone would think I’d just cursed you out, Orabeoni.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…Tsk. No strength and so narrow-minded. It seems getting you married off will be impossible, Orabeoni.』
    

    

    
      Her follow-up remark made my blood boil again, but I figured that expressing any more frustration would only make me look like an even pettier loser, so I changed the subject.
    

    

    
      『…Let’s say I’ll never get married. I have a question.』
    

    

    
      『Go ahead. Just know that if it’s a question about the Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps, I can’t be any more detailed than I’ve already been.』
    

    

    
      『Is the Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps all there is to the Heavenly Demon’s Divine Art?』
    

    

    
      It was a question I’d had for a while.
    

    

    
      Most martial arts in Murim were a kind of philosophy of martial arts, compiled with the founder's will and ideology.
    

    

    
      Therefore, a single martial art was bound to contain various movements, but Cheong-yi, while calling her technique the ‘Heavenly Demon's Divine Art,’ had never shown any other martial art besides the ‘Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps.’
    

    

    
      Of course, I hadn't dismissed the idea that the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps might be the sole technique that constituted the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, at the time, I had asked the question half-expecting that to be the case.
    

    

    
      After all, the Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps, with just that one move, possessed enough overwhelming power to crush all the ultimate techniques of a top-tier Murim sect.
    

    

    
      But contrary to my thoughts at the time, she shook her head at my question.
    

    

    
      『No.』
    

    

    
      『……!』
    

    

    
      Meaning, the Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps was not the only thing that made up the Heavenly Demon’s Divine Art.
    

    

    
      『The Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps isn’t even one of the five ultimate techniques of the Heavenly Demon’s Divine Art. It’s merely the basic footwork required to learn them.』
    

    

    
      It was a shocking revelation.
    

    

    
      A technique with that much power wasn't an ultimate technique, but merely the basic footwork that served as the first step of the martial art.
    

    

    

    
      『Then what about the rest?』
    

    

    

    
      At my urgent question, she answered with a faint, smiling expression.
    

    

    

    
      『I don’t know either. There was originally a secret manual containing the esoteric secrets of the Heavenly Demon’s Divine Art, but it was lost before you came to find me, Orabeoni.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『All I know are the first few pages of the preface from that secret manual, which I read in secret behind my father’s back.』
    

    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    

    
      『That faint memory is all I have.』
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      Keoheok-!
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso, who had been bleeding from the corner of her mouth, couldn't hold back the gush of blood welling up inside her and coughed up a mouthful.
    

    

    
      Judging by her reaction, she seemed to have suffered internal injuries.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, her Mana Circuit seemed to be robust enough that she avoided the critical situation of falling into Qi Deviation or having her mana run rampant inside her body. 
    

    

    
      However, her external condition was quite severe.
    

    

    
      Indeed, her Mana Circuit had ceased its circulation and was no longer functioning.
    

    

    
      Chaeng-
    

    

    
      Using her sword as a cane, she stabbed it into the ground and barely supported her collapsing body. She looked up at me, breathing heavily.
    

    

    
      ‘…To think I’d see the Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps from someone else.’
    

    

    
      It was an astonishing sight, no matter how I thought about it.
    

    

    
      Of course, its effect and range were so lacking that it was embarrassing to even compare it to the original.
    

    

    
      But the mana pattern and subtleties contained in her footwork, though insufficient, clearly resembled that of the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art that Cheong-yi used to use.
    

    

    
      “Cough- Haa……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Do you… know something about this technique?”
    

    

    
      “…Of course I do.”
    

    

    
      That was the whole reason I came here after hearing the name ‘New Demonic Cult’ in the first place.
    

    

    
      To find traces of the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art, the pinnacle martial art that contained the essence of the Demonic Cult and was said to have formed its backbone alongside the ‘Demonic Sword’, which had been lost before my Regression because I was too late.
    

    

    
      …Though I never imagined I’d see it in person like this.
    

    

    
      I didn’t know how Namgung Soso could use the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art, but in any case, it was good news for me.
    

    

    
      Sorry to say, but there was no way in hell she created the Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Steps from scratch. And if she managed to learn it with a talent that would make her a dud at a mere 1-Star…
    

    

    
      It meant she either had a master, or there was another source, like a secret manual detailing its principles and subtleties.
    

    

    
      ‘…Looks like I wasn’t too late.’
    

    

    
      I had been worried that I might have been too late to find its traces even after regressing, so this was truly welcome news.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence fell upon the area, and the Black Wind Captain, who had guided us here, belatedly stepped in front of her.
    

    

    
      “Y-Y-Y-You baaastard……!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “B-Back away!!! How dare you harm the Cult Leader!”
    

    

    
      It seemed like an act to protect Namgung Soso, but his body and voice were trembling too much for that.
    

    

    
      Finding it unbearable to watch, I was about to say I had no intention of doing anything more, when—
    

    

    
      “…Step aside, Black Wind Captain.”
    

    

    
      “…Pardon? Cult Leader, but……”
    

    

    
      “You are no match for him.”
    

    

    
      She composed herself and personally ordered him to step aside.
    

    

    
      The Black Wind Captain, glancing back and forth between her and me, squeezed his eyes shut and sheathed the sword he had drawn.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s talk, just the two of us. The others here know nothing.”
    

    

    
      “Well, whatever.”
    

    

    
      …Being in this situation really made me feel like the villain.
    

    

    
      I was the one who was invited and then attacked without warning. How unfair.
    

    

    
      “…Call me immediately if anything happens, Cult Leader. I will be waiting outside.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …I really could have just settled this with words.
    

    

    
      I even got stabbed…….
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      When I turned my head to look at Loxy, she was sending a pitying gaze toward the Black Wind Captain, as if she understood his feelings.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Jerry, on the other hand, was fiddling with his eyebrow with his usual expressionless face.
    

    

    
      …It seemed I had no one on my side.
    

    

    
      Kkiiik-
    

    

    
      And so, the Black Wind Captain and the others left, and a private meeting between me and Namgung Soso began in the Demonic Cult’s main hall.
    

    

    
      Having composed herself to some extent, Namgung Soso wiped the blood from her lips and stood up, murmuring with a calm expression.
    

    

    
      “…I heard a request was registered by Hwasan’s Constellation to designate us as ‘remnants of the Demonic Cult’ and subjugate us.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Gadeuk-
    

    

    
      “…It seems our ill-fated connection with Hwasan is truly inescapable. I thought they wouldn’t know, since it was an item I acquired by returning my Hero’s medal……”
    

    

    
      Then she muttered some incomprehensible words and ground her teeth, before dragging her staggering legs to a crude wooden chair placed in the middle of the hall.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      She pulled out an old book from a hidden compartment on the back of the chair.
    

    

    
      A book so old and worn that the rough storms of time were visible at a single glance.
    

    

    
      It was a book I had never seen before, and I hadn't even opened it, let alone read its contents. But the moment I saw it, I could feel my heart pounding.
    

    

    

    
      『…I don’t know either. There was originally a secret manual containing the esoteric secrets of the Heavenly Demon’s Divine Art, but it was lost before you came to find me, Orabeoni.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Whether my father, enraged that I secretly opened the secret manual, sold it or threw it away, I couldn’t find it anymore.』
    

    

    
      It was unmistakable.
    

    

    
      That had to be the ‘secret manual containing the esoteric secrets of the Heavenly Demon’s Divine Art’ that Cheong-yi had mentioned before my Regression.
    

    

    
      Of course, I couldn't get ahead of myself based on intuition alone, so I activated <Trait: The Chosen One> to confirm its authenticity.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: The Chosen One (★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [Checking summary information for <???>.]
    

    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    

    
      [There is no information that can be viewed with your current access level.]
    

    

    
      [A higher-grade access level is required.]
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, I couldn't check the information.
    

    

    
      Of course, that wasn't to say I was displeased.
    

    

    
      It meant that the item was so important that the access authority of a mere 1-Star Trait couldn't even glimpse a single fragment of it.
    

    

    
      Ssiik-
    

    

    
      “…If this is what you want, take it. It no longer has any meaning for us anyway.”
    

    

    
      “What are the conditions?”
    

    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    

    
      “…There must be a reason you’re handing this over right away without resisting to the end. Pulling it out with your own hands.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, she bit her lip and muttered in a drained voice.
    

    

    
      “…Take this book as proof for the request, and give us just one day.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I will disband the Demonic Cult myself.”
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      From her words and expression, it seemed she was completely misunderstanding the situation.
    

    

    
      That I had come here to subjugate the Demonic Cult on a quest from Hwasan.
    

    

    
      When in fact, I hadn't even uttered a single word about subjugation.
    

    

    
      “What if I refuse?”
    

    

    
      “…Then I have no choice. Rather than handing it over to that damn Hwasan without a fight, I’d rather just rip it to shreds right here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Stop probing and take it. It’s not like I have anything else to give you.”
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      I accepted the secret manual as Namgung Soso offered it to me again.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “Well, since you’re giving it to me, I’ll gratefully accept… but I didn’t come here on a quest.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t care if you guys disband or go conquering.”
    

    

    
      “…What are you talking abou—”
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso’s brow furrowed in incomprehension.
    

    

    
      “That’s what I was really curious about. What connection does the new Demonic Cult have with the Demonic Cult that was dismantled during the Righteous-Demonic War 100 years ago.”
    

    

    
      Ssiik-
    

    

    
      “Looking at this, it seems there’s definitely a connection.”
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      “…I have no excuse.”
    

    

    
      “It's fine. But I'll be taking this as compensation for the trouble.”
    

    

    
      “…You said my title so naturally, I just assumed you were a Hero sent by the Hwasan Sect to subjugate us.”
    

    

    
      As U-jin, who had taken the secret manual, explained the tangled circumstances, Namgung Soso, who had been frowning, turned pale and bowed her head.
    

    

    
      “…Frankly, even though my own achievements stalled at the entry-level of 1-star, I still find it hard to believe you are only at the level of a Hero candidate.”
    

    

    
      Indeed.
    

    

    
      While Namgung Soso was the one who had misunderstood, from her perspective, it was a situation where a misunderstanding was bound to happen.
    

    

    
      It hadn't been long since she'd heard about the Constellation's request to subjugate the Demonic Cult, and U-jin hadn't actively defended or explained himself either.
    

    

    
      Seeing U-jin not object to how he was being treated and not refusing a duel.
    

    

    
      She naturally assumed he was a Hero who had come to carry out the 'Subjugate the Remnants of the Demonic Cult' request, and his outstanding skill, which contradicted his claim of being a Hero candidate, further convinced her.
    

    

    
      Of course, U-jin was also aware of this but had intentionally not denied it to speed up the conversation.
    

    

    
      In the end, U-jin's choice was the right one.
    

    

    
      If he hadn't pushed Namgung Soso to her limit, he would never have seen her perform the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps.
    

    

    
      It would have taken much longer to find the secret manual of the Heavenly Demon Divine Art, or in the worst-case scenario, he might not have found it at all, failing to achieve his plan of fully rebuilding the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      “So.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Where did you get it? This secret manual.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's direct question, Namgung Soso stared at the floor for a moment as if organizing her thoughts, then finally parted her lips.
    

    

    
      “…I was a child of a fallen family called the ‘Namgung Clan’.”
    

    

    
      The story began a long time ago.
    

    

    
      “Until my great-grandfather's generation, we were a renowned sword family, respected wherever we went in the Murim… but in a previous generation, we suffered the calamity of extermination, losing not only our family's secret manuals but even the unique swordsmanship of our house.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “My father was reluctant to speak of the exact cause, so I don't know the details… but it seemed to be related to the Great War between the Orthodox and Demonic Factions that took place 100 years ago.”
    

    

    
      For a moment, U-jin's head tilted.
    

    

    
      He didn't quite understand the direction of the story. 
    

    

    
      He had clearly asked about the secret manual, yet she was starting her explanation with her fallen family, a story she would not easily tell elsewhere.
    

    

    
      But Namgung Soso's expression was too earnest for him to say, 'I'm not interested in that,' so U-jin set his questions aside for the moment and listened to her story.
    

    

    
      “My father, who barely survived the family's destruction, left our ancestral home and was pushed to the outskirts, eventually ending up here in the Shandong region, the very edge of the Murim. So, this place is my hometown.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… and so?”
    

    

    
      “Although we lost our house's unique swordsmanship, my father still made a living by wielding his sword and hunting the Magical Beasts that occasionally appeared on the outskirts. Influenced by him, I too grew close to the sword from a young age.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Then, by chance, an elder from the Hwasan Sect who was visiting Shandong recognized my talent and took me in as a disciple. I began to learn the sword in earnest, grew rapidly, participated in the War against Demons on the eastern front of the Murim, the <Red Coast>, and was recognized for my merits, becoming a Hero.”
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso spoke as if it were a matter of course, but unlike those from the Lower-Dimensional Planes who are all recognized as Hero candidates after passing through the Gateway Zone, it was not so easy for a native resident of the Upper Plane to earn the title of Hero.
    

    

    
      First, they had to participate in the War against Demons as a soldier and have their contributions recognized to some extent to qualify as a Hero candidate. 
    

    

    
      From there, they had to strive further and build up achievements to officially acquire the title of Hero.
    

    

    
      Of course, the requirement of achieving significant deeds to become a Hero was the same, but compared to Plane Transcendents, who received various forms of support as Hero candidates and could have a relatively stable preparatory period, residents of the Upper Plane had it much more dangerous, as they had to start from the very bottom as soldiers and work their way up in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      “At first, my father was pleased. Others who knew me were also happy, saying a talent had emerged from this barren Shandong Peninsula. But from that point on, things started to go wrong.”
    

    

    
      “Go wrong?”
    

    

    
      “I naturally formed an Exclusive Contract with the guardian Constellation of Hwasan, the 'Sword Sage,' where I learned my swordsmanship. Now that I had earned the title of Hero, I thought I could save my hometown from the hordes of Magical Beasts that threatened the Shandong Peninsula every year. After all, the Shandong Peninsula was officially a region on the front lines of the War against Demons.”
    

    

    
      “…But it didn't turn out that way.”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Following the requests of the Constellation, the 'Sword Sage,' I participated in all the other regions of the War against Demons, fending off invasions from hordes of Magical Beasts, but strangely, no requests were ever issued for my hometown.”
    

    

    
      It was a rather common story.
    

    

    
      There was a limit to the available manpower on any front in the War against Demons, and the Constellations had no choice but to prioritize based on importance.
    

    

    
      The Shandong Peninsula was not important enough to warrant the use of a Hero, and its underwater region was so treacherous that even the Demon King's Army didn't bother using it as a route.
    

    

    
      The 'hordes of Magical Beasts that troubled her hometown every year' that Namgung Soso mentioned were not a formal offensive by the Demon King's Army, but merely Magical Beasts equivalent to deserters who had broken away from it.
    

    

    
      It wasn't an issue important enough for a Constellation to bother with.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      “…In the end, while I was active on other fronts of the War against Demons, an unprecedented, large-scale Magical Beast outbreak occurred on the Shandong Peninsula. My father died in the process of fending it off.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That was two years ago.”
    

    

    
      …From the Constellation's perspective, that is.
    

    

    
      “As soon as I heard the news of the Magical Beast outbreak, I relinquished my Hero title and moved immediately, but it was already too late.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Unable to bear the sense of loss and rage from losing my only blood relative, I became a wreck and lived as a shut-in. Then one day.”
    

    

    
      A slightly different mood colored Namgung Soso's voice.
    

    

    
      “…An elderly blind man came to my house.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “Actually, he wasn't a complete stranger. Even when I was young, there was an old blind man in Shandong called 'Blindman Shim' who went around begging, and my father had shared food with him a few times. So, assuming he had come to beg again, I gathered some snacks to give him. But…”
    

    

    
      U-jin's eyes grew grave.
    

    

    
      “…He shook his head and instead offered me that secret manual.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He said he came thinking that someone from the Namgung family might be able to carry on the value of the Demonic Cult, even if just a little…”
    

    

    
      The story that followed was somewhat cliché.
    

    

    
      Having understood even a fraction of the mysteries of the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps, she saw immense potential in the secret manual and used it to establish a private organization to protect the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      And that was the true identity of the 'New Demonic Cult,' with her as its leader.
    

    

    
      In other words, the 'New Demonic Cult' wasn't some gang of thugs that had taken over Shandong, but rather a type of self-defense force created to protect the area from the deserters of the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      Having heard the whole story, U-jin nodded as if he had a grasp of the situation and asked Namgung Soso a question.
    

    

    
      “What did you mean when you said you no longer need this secret manual?”
    

    

    
      “That's… as you saw earlier, I couldn't even properly master the movements in the book's preface. It is undoubtedly a powerful martial art… but it's been over half a year, and I still can't master a single movement…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Also, I originally intended not to keep it for myself but to have everyone in the New Demonic Cult learn it. I tried calling a few who seemed talented in the martial arts to learn it… but they couldn't even mimic a fraction of it and ended up suffering internal or external injuries instead. So I had given up. I decided it was beyond my domain.”
    

    

    
      Finishing her story, Namgung Soso added in a slightly cautious tone.
    

    

    
      “…The reason I went out of my way to tell you all this is because I thought you, Sir U-jin, might know what the blind man meant when he said, 'someone from the Namgung family might be able to carry on the value of the Demonic Cult, even if just a little,' and why no one can learn this martial art even with the secret manual.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If my feeling is correct… you don't seem to be a simple Hero candidate…. Do you have any idea what might be going on?”
    

    

    
      After Namgung Soso's question, U-jin, who had been silent for a moment, muttered in a barely audible voice.
    

    

    
      “…No way.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      From the first moment he saw the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps, a question had formed in U-jin's mind.
    

    

    
      No matter how much of a footwork technique it was, no matter how much of a degraded, degraded, degraded version it was compared to the original.
    

    

    
      Even if it was incomplete.
    

    

    
      ‘…Someone other than Cheong-yi using the Heavenly Demon Divine Art?’
    

    

    
      Because, based on my experience before my Regression, that was absolutely impossible.
    

    

    
      Even I, who had mastered the art of imitation, could not perfectly replicate that punk Cheong-yi's Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was the difference that here, a secret manual existed, unlike back then when that punk Cheong-yi was my only reference material, but whether one could use the Heavenly Demon Divine Art was never a matter of mere information.
    

    

    
      The Heavenly Demon Divine Art was a bloodline martial art passed down only to those qualified to succeed the patriarch of the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Meaning, only those who inherited 'that bloodline' could imitate even a fragment of the Heavenly Demon Divine Art.
    

    

    
      In other words, what Blindman Shim told Namgung Soso—'someone from the Namgung family might be able to carry on the value of the Demonic Cult, even if just a little'—
    

    

    
      ‘…Does this mean she's a collateral blood relative of that punk Cheong-yi?’
    

    

    
      It likely meant that the Namgung clan, however distant, had inherited that bloodline.
    

    

    
      Of course, he couldn't be certain, as he didn't know the detailed inner workings and circumstances of a family that, as Namgung Soso said, had already suffered the calamity of extermination long ago.
    

    

    
      But that was the thought that immediately came to mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…So that Blindman Shim character ended up handing over the secret manual with his own hands.’
    

    

    
      Having reached a tentative conclusion, I pushed open the large, closed doors of the main hall.
    

    

    
      Creeaak—
    

    

    
      Then I turned back and said to Namgung Soso.
    

    

    
      “…I'll go and check it out myself first.”
    

    

    
      “Huh? Where are you…”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “I'm going to meet that blind old geezer and ask him directly. What the hell he meant by that.”
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      Flinch—
    

    

    
      The Black Wind Captain shuddered and turned around at Loxy's gesture, who had simply raised her hand to block the sunlight.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. We don’t eat people.”
    

    

    
      “…What do you plan to do with us… sir.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “We’re not going to do anything. We’re just minions, so we don’t have any decision-making power anyway.”
    

    

    
      Jerry retorted at Loxy’s comment as she shrugged her shoulders.
    

    

    
      “…I am strictly a business partner with equal standing. I would appreciate it if you corrected the word ‘minion’.”
    

    

    
      “But you are a minion. What's the difference between our current state and a mutt tied to a tree while its master takes care of business?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Wanting to retort but finding no words, Jerry shifted his gaze to the Black Wind Captain and changed the subject.
    

    

    
      “…There seems to be a misunderstanding. We did not come here to subjugate the New Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      He offered an explanation, figuring that a similar conversation was likely happening inside.
    

    

    
      Jerry added that they never had any intention of attacking, that they hadn't come under orders from a Constellation, and that U-jin had merely wanted to confirm any connection to the former Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      After hearing the whole story, the Black Wind Captain, perhaps thinking it wasn't entirely nonsensical, shouted with a slightly less guarded expression.
    

    

    
      “Then why did you come all this way, deceiving me… sir.”
    

    

    
      “…I apologize for deceiving you about our true intentions. But it was not out of malice; we simply came here to find traces of the Demonic Cult. I doubt anything major will happen inside either.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…From the looks of it, you seemed like an organized crime syndicate that had taken over this area, so this approach seemed more realistic than revealing our reasons upfront.”
    

    

    
      At Jerry's explanation-that-wasn't-quite-an-explanation, the Black Wind Captain's head tilted in confusion.
    

    

    
      “Organized crime syndicate?”
    

    

    
      Sensing something was off about that strange reaction, Jerry asked him again.
    

    

    
      “…Am I wrong? Your actions in the market looked to anyone like a group that collects protection money based on force—.”
    

    

    
      “Hah.”
    

    

    
      Before Jerry could even finish his sentence.
    

    

    
      “…Look here, buddy.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      The Black Wind Captain let out a breath as if dumbfounded and stared straight at Jerry.
    

    

    
      “No matter how absurdly strong you people are, there are lines you shouldn't cross.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To call a man who lives by the pride of protecting Shandong an organized criminal. We are strictly a defense corps protecting this land of Shandong. Refrain from lumping us in with vermin like organized crime syndicates that eat away at Shandong.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, also sensing something was off from his reaction, asked him.
    

    

    
      “…Didn't you say earlier that you do whatever it takes, whether it's illegal or legal? And that your ultimate goal was clearly the conquest of Murim……”
    

    

    
      “The Shandong Peninsula is part of the front lines in the War against Demons, so military law takes precedence over the laws normally handled in Murim. Thus, suppressive laws are applied to most civilian activities that could cause chaos. Even beating a merchant in a back alley, like earlier, is an act that could get you forcibly conscripted under military law.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That's the kind of 'illegal' I was talking about. We've never even imagined exploiting commoners with our strength or taking exorbitant profits. If we had, there's no way we'd leave our mountain hideout this shabby.”
    

    

    
      Only then did Loxy and Jerry realize that the ‘New Demonic Cult’ wasn't an organized crime syndicate, but had the strong character of a local self-defense force.
    

    

    
      They met each other's eyes for a moment, then asked one last question.
    

    

    
      “Then…… what about taking the slaves?”
    

    

    
      “…Recently, the number of Magical Beasts deserting the Demon King's Army and hiding around here has been increasing, so it was a matter of supplementing our numbers. We had already paid for them in advance. Most of our New Demonic Cult members were also rescued from slavery and joined us like that.”
    

    

    
      It was a situation they had misunderstood completely.
    

    

    
      A faint feeling of ‘apology’ appeared on Loxy's face.
    

    

    
      “Then…… what about when you tried to forcibly take that one Dog-tribe Beastkin, saying something about liking her or whatever? What was that about?”
    

    

    
      “That was……”
    

    

    
      After hesitating for a moment, his lips twitching, he took a deep breath and answered.
    

    

    
      “…She asked me as I was passing by, to please take her with me.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “She said that since she was of the Dog-tribe, she was confident in hunting, and that she didn't want to be sold off to some unknown place. She pleaded so earnestly that I tried to force the issue, but I truly had no intention of being genuinely coercive.”
    

    

    
      Only then was all the misunderstanding cleared up. In the silence that followed, Jerry spoke.
    

    

    
      “…Those Beastkin slaves you said you purchased. Can I see them myself?”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “…This Dog-tribe member wasn't born with spots; it's an acquired disease. It's a disease that won't heal in a place with high humidity, so it seems inappropriate for them to live here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…And the Rabbit-tribe are not inherently suited for combat. They're a type of Beastkin prone to panicking from excessive auditory information. Therefore, even if they are Beastkin, it would be better to make an exception for the Rabbit-tribe.”
    

    

    
      “Ah…… So that's why until now.”
    

    

    
      Jerry, examining the Beastkin who had joined the New Demonic Cult one by one, recited the characteristics of the Beastkin and their related Traits to the Black Wind Captain, explaining which personnel should be excluded and why.
    

    

    
      Jerry's explanation was so clear and concise that the Black Wind Captain could only nod and accept it.
    

    

    
      Above all, the data he had accumulated from leading and experiencing things with the Beastkin members told him that there was nothing wrong with Jerry's words.
    

    

    
      “Hmm…… Then what should I do with all of them.”
    

    

    
      As the Black Wind Captain muttered while looking over the Beastkin Jerry had pointed out, Jerry held out a piece of paper to him.
    

    

    
      “…I will purchase them.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “…I was planning to propose this from the start. Separate from my partner who is talking with your leader inside, I noticed quite a few Beastkin you were taking were not in normal condition.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      “The transaction method can be found on the paper, and this is the payment.”
    

    

    
      Jerry handed the Black Wind Captain a bundle of a dozen or so payment checks, the same kind he had shown in the back-alley market.
    

    

    
      That the transaction amount was substantial could be seen from the Black Wind Captain's subsequent scream.
    

    

    
      “…T-Two hundred Coins?”
    

    

    
      “It won't be a small amount.”
    

    

    
      “Buddy, such a large sum of money……”
    

    

    
      “Consider it an advance for future transactions.”
    

    

    
      “Transactions?”
    

    

    
      “It doesn't seem like there are any right now… but there will surely be Beastkin who get injured or become incapable of combat while working for you. When that happens, send those Beastkin to the same address.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The Black Wind Captain furrowed his brow for a moment, as if trying to gauge the meaning behind Jerry's words.
    

    

    
      Jerry added to him.
    

    

    
      “…I'm saying this just in case, but don't misunderstand. It will be for their own good.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…It's not a demand. If you're not up for it, we can forget it ever happened.”
    

    

    
      After pondering a little more over Jerry's added words, the Black Wind Captain shrugged.
    

    

    
      “Well, no. Let's do that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Seeing how well you know about Beastkin, you don't seem to be a mere slave trader acting as a broker… and you don't seem like a bad person either. I'll trust you.”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      Jerry took the hand he offered, and the deal was struck.
    

    

    
      “Then wait here a moment. I have to unlock these guys' cuffs and explain the situation.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “We have to wait until the conversation inside is over anyway, so it's all the same.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      With that, the Black Wind Captain left.
    

    

    
      A silence fell over the area for a moment.
    

    

    
      “…You're not going to tell me?”
    

    

    
      It was Loxy who broke the silence and spoke first.
    

    

    
      She couldn't hold back the question that had been occupying her mind all this time.
    

    

    
      U-jin hadn't given her a clear answer either, and she knew that the fact Jerry hadn't explained it until now meant he had no intention of talking.
    

    

    
      Still, she felt she wouldn't be satisfied unless she asked directly at least once.
    

    

    
      “…Anything related to the Beastkin is a personal matter. It's not something to be shared.”
    

    

    
      …Of course, Jerry refused to answer as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
    

    

    
      ‘…I'm the only one who doesn't know again,’ Loxy muttered, then spat out threateningly at Jerry.
    

    

    
      “…Fine. I'll just think of you as a pervert then. Don't complain about being misunderstood later.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      To the disgruntled Loxy, Jerry suddenly held out a box.
    

    

    
      “Take it.”
    

    

    
      “This is……”
    

    

    
      “I bought it at the market earlier. I thought it would be best to eat it while it's warm.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The box contained a lunchbox.
    

    

    
      The savory smell wafting to her nose and the warmth of the box proved it.
    

    

    
      Loxy suddenly realized she hadn't eaten anything all day.
    

    

    
      The rapid onset of hunger as soon as she smelled it and the ‘gurgle—’ from her stomach proved it.
    

    

    
      Smile—
    

    

    
      As she was surprised by this unexpectedly sweet(?) side of Jerry and was about to accept it.
    

    

    
      “…You're more thoughtful than I expected. I take back what I said about you being a pervert……”
    

    

    
      Jerry's quiet mumble instantly chilled the atmosphere.
    

    

    
      “…One-quarter Coin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's a special lunchbox containing a Shandong specialty delivered to the imperial family. I brought the last one left, so I'll just take exactly double the original price.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Loxy, who had refused Jerry's lunchbox and gotten food directly from the Black Wind Captain instead, muttered in displeasure.
    

    

    
      “…Of course. I was an idiot for getting my hopes up.”
    

    

    
      “…If you calculate the scarcity value of it being the last one, I think it was quite a generous price……”
    

    

    
      “Shut up. Before I flip that thing over.”
    

    

    
      Cutting off Jerry's excuse, Loxy scooped up a spoonful of rice mixed in beef and radish soup and put it in her mouth.
    

    

    
      Munch, munch—
    

    

    
      “This is plenty tasty too……”
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had been watching her quietly, suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      “…Earlier. At the slave market.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Didn't you say you had something you wanted to ask?”
    

    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    

    
      Loxy's eyes glinted, and she nodded her head.
    

    

    
      Munch, munch—
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      Then she finished swallowing what was in her mouth and spoke.
    

    

    
      “That's right. I did have something I wanted to ask.”
    

    

    
      “…Speak. As long as it's not about the Beastkin, I will answer.”
    

    

    
      “It's nothing much…… but you seemed to know something about the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I was curious what it was. What on earth is it that made ‘that person’ go on about 'rebuilding the Demonic Cult, rebuilding the Demonic Cult' ever since Kunlun.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Never mind its relationship with this New Demonic Cult, I don't know anything about the Demonic Cult in the first place…… It seemed like you knew something, so I wanted to ask.”
    

    

    
      As if organizing his thoughts for a moment.
    

    

    
      Jerry remained silent before finally asking Loxy.
    

    

    
      “By any chance, do you know about the ‘Righteous-Demonic War’?”
    

    

    
      “The Righteous-Demonic War?”
    

    

    
      “…Then I suppose I should start explaining from there.”
    

    

    
      When she tilted her head as if to say she didn't know, Jerry nodded and slowly began his explanation.
    

    

    
      “To explain about the Demonic Cult, you first need to know about the ‘Righteous-Demonic War’ that took place here 100 years ago.”
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      The Righteous-Demonic War, an event that had driven the entire Murim into a state of terror and remains a painful memory in the minds of its people to this day.
    

    

    
      Jerry's explanation began there.
    

    

    
      “About 100 years ago, a large-scale magical beast army suddenly appeared here on the Shandong Peninsula. Not only did they appear without any warning, but their scale was so immense that it was unprecedented in this land. In response, the various sects of Murim formed an alliance called the ‘Murim Alliance’ centered around the Imperial Family to confront them.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Of course, even back then, the War against Demons was ongoing in various places across the continent, so an attack by magical beasts wasn't particularly unusual. However, strangely enough, the magical beasts that appeared in the Murim region possessed a unique quality, different from the magical beast army of the Demon King's Alliance led by the Demon King.”
    

    

    
      A unique quality, different from the magical beasts of the Demon King's Alliance.
    

    

    
      Unable to immediately grasp his meaning, Loxy tilted her head and asked.
    

    

    
      “A unique quality? What kind of unique quality?”
    

    

    
      “It is said that the magical beast army in the Righteous-Demonic War lacked any particular order or battle formation. They simply displayed a blind aggression, rushing forward recklessly for the sole purpose of killing and devouring humans.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Unlike the ferocious, beast-like image one typically associated with magical beasts, the Demon King's Army was, in reality, quite orderly.
    

    

    
      In fact, the free-spirited nature of humans seemed more chaotic in comparison. The defining characteristic of today's Demon King's Army was its strict top-down hierarchy and clear sense of purpose.
    

    

    
      Therefore, in the common understanding of the Upper Plane, magical beasts did not have a particularly ferocious or beast-like image.
    

    

    
      Rather, they were symbolized by a cold-heartedness so thorough it bordered on despicable.
    

    

    
      However, the image of the Demon King's Army had only changed after the Demon King appeared, united the magical beasts, and reigned over them.
    

    

    
      Although she had never seen them herself, Jerry's description of ‘a blind aggression, rushing forward recklessly for the sole purpose of killing and devouring humans’ brought a single word to Loxy’s mind.
    

    

    
      “…Primordial Demonic Beast?”
    

    

    
      A being of terror, said to have existed in ancient times so poorly recorded that it was now gone for some unknown reason.
    

    

    
      Though it was a tale from a distant past, passed down orally like a fairytale, making it difficult to even determine the era, the Primordial Demonic Beast was said to have once settled throughout the vast Upper Plane, devouring everything in its path.
    

    

    
      The characteristics Jerry described made Loxy recall that word.
    

    

    
      However, at Loxy's quiet murmur, Jerry shook his head in denial.
    

    

    
      “…To be precise, they weren't Primordial Demonic Beasts. According to the records, the magical beasts that appeared during the Righteous-Demonic War were originally beasts that existed in this region.”
    

    

    
      “Then……”
    

    

    
      “It was just that they exhibited the same traits as those in the legends. They weren't beings that wielded great power as single entities, like the Primordial Demonic Beasts of lore.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Of course, their ferocity and disarray alone must have been bewildering enough for the Murim Alliance of that time.”
    

    

    
      Clatter—
    

    

    
      Perhaps feeling hungry, Jerry opened his lunch box, muttered quietly, “…There’s no meat,” and continued.
    

    

    
      “Another unique point was that the one leading the magical beast army during the Righteous-Demonic War was not a magical beast, but a human woman.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “There were various speculations, such as it being a magical beast wearing a human-skin mask, or the Demon King having changed his form with magic… But for now, the fact that her appearance was clearly that of a human woman has been found consistently across various historical sources.”
    

    

    
      The details about the ‘Righteous-Demonic War’ that followed from Jerry’s lips contained quite a few shocking revelations.
    

    

    
      “In response, the Righteous Faction Murim Alliance named this unprecedented magical beast army, which appeared separately from the Demon King's Army, the <Demonic Cult>. They called the leader of the cult, the woman at its head, the <Heavenly Demon>, and declared the Righteous-Demonic War.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Thus, a Great War broke out within the Empire, and its repercussions were considerable.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Half of the Righteous Faction Murim Alliance's forces, what could be called their full strength, were annihilated in the process. The current system of ‘4 Factions and 1 Clan’ was formed because half of the ten great sects of its predecessor, the ‘9 Factions and 1 Clan’, were wiped out in the war against the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “That’s not all. The leaders of the two great powers, the previous Murim Emperor and the Heavenly Demon of that era, also perished together in the course of the Righteous-Demonic War.”
    

    

    
      Though she had heard U-jin mention it in passing beneath the Kunlun gorge, the explanation was still astonishing.
    

    

    
      Of course, for Loxy, who was from the Demon King's Territory, the history of Murim or the deaths of the previous Emperor and the Heavenly Demon were of little concern.
    

    

    
      Still, the fact that the current, massive Murim Empire actually possessed only about half the power of its predecessor, and that a single group called the ‘Demonic Cult’ had wiped out that other half, was truly shocking.
    

    

    
      After all, the Murim Empire was the hegemonic nation that occupied the eastern part of the Central Continent. 
    

    

    
      The massive front of the War against Demons in the south of Murim had been maintained for so long thanks to the power the Murim Empire possessed.
    

    

    
      And yet, to think that the current, powerful Murim Empire was barely a quarter of the strength of the Murim forces from 100 years ago.
    

    

    
      Just how powerful the former Murim Alliance and the Demonic Cult leading the magical beasts had been…
    

    

    
      And how enormous the scale of the Righteous-Demonic War must have been… Loxy couldn't even begin to fathom it.
    

    

    
      “…It seems the phrase ‘half of Murim’ wasn't an exaggeration after all. A war on that scale seems even bigger than most Wars against Demons…”
    

    

    
      “…Anyway. That’s about all there is in the records about the Righteous-Demonic War. I didn’t need any more information than that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The problem is the information regarding the traces of the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      Loxy’s ears perked up, and she leaned toward Jerry.
    

    

    
      While the preceding story was interesting enough, she was naturally more invested in the direct information about the ‘traces of the Demonic Cult’ that U-jin was searching for.
    

    

    
      “Compared to the Righteous-Demonic War, which left relatively more traces, there were almost no records of the Demonic Cult. I was able to find out that the Heavenly Demon existed and that she died at the end of the war, but that was the extent of it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I spent most of the information-gathering fee on this, but even so, there was only one piece of information related to the Demonic Cult that could be considered meaningful.”
    

    

    
      “So? What was it?”
    

    

    
      “Remnants.”
    

    

    
      At the short word that came from Jerry’s mouth, Loxy muttered.
    

    

    
      “…If you mean remnants.”
    

    

    
      At the same time, she recalled Jerry mentioning in the Kunlun gorge, ‘a single, insignificant old man living while hiding his past as a member of the Demonic Cult’.
    

    

    
      “…The old man I mentioned before. That was the only trace of the Demonic Cult I found.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It was known that the only human among the members of the Demonic Cult was the Heavenly Demon, but apparently, there were a small number of followers. And among them, only one survived and still exists here on the Shandong Peninsula.”
    

    

    
      “…Are you sure?”
    

    

    
      “I’m sure. Money doesn’t lie.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Loxy tilted her head to the side.
    

    

    
      “…Hmm.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Something’s strange.”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘Only one remnant left.’
    

    

    
      That sentence itself had a part that didn’t quite add up.
    

    

    
      If the Empire had been extremely thorough in eliminating the remnants, it didn’t make sense for them to leave behind ‘a single, insignificant old man’ as Jerry had described.
    

    

    
      If that wasn’t the case, then she couldn’t understand why there was only one remnant of the Demonic Cult left, and not dozens or even hundreds.
    

    

    
      And that…
    

    

    
      “…I didn’t understand it at first either. No, to be precise, there’s still a part I don’t understand even now.”
    

    

    
      Jerry had felt the same.
    

    

    
      When he first learned of this information, he had felt the same as Loxy.
    

    

    
      He could understand a scenario where remnants were left behind.
    

    

    
      He could also understand a scenario where all the remnants were wiped out.
    

    

    
      But the story that exactly one remnant of the Demonic Cult remained had a part that just didn't make sense.
    

    

    
      “But it’s an undeniable fact.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “After thorough verification, I was even able to confirm the existence of that insignificant old man who could be called a remnant of the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “…What was he like? Did he breathe fire or something?”
    

    

    
      At Loxy’s question, Jerry rubbed his brow for a moment before shaking his head.
    

    

    
      “…No. He was literally an insignificant old man. A blind man who couldn't see, who wandered around Shandong begging because he had no way to make a living.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Blindman Shim. It seems that’s what he was called.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm……”
    

    

    
      “…Still, I could somehow accept it up to that point. The problem was what came next.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been nodding along, trying to accept it, froze at Jerry’s next words.
    

    

    
      “…The Imperial Family also knew of the blind old man’s existence.”
    

    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    

    
      The story was becoming more and more incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      “So you’re saying the Empire knows a remnant of the Demonic Cult is alive and is just leaving him be?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “But why?”
    

    

    
      “…How should I know? That was something I couldn’t figure out. It was as if he had painstakingly erased all information about himself; I couldn't find anything about the old man other than the fact that he was once a member of the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      This was a part that Loxy simply could not understand.
    

    

    
      If Jerry's explanation was true, from the Murim Empire's perspective, that blind old man should be a mortal enemy they'd want to tear to shreds. And yet, they knew he was alive and let him be.
    

    

    
      “…Seriously. I don’t understand humans. I wouldn’t leave such a potential threat behind.”
    

    

    
      “…I share that sentiment.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even after Jerry finished his explanation about the Demonic Cult, Loxy’s brow remained furrowed.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      She had asked because she was curious about the Demonic Cult, but instead of a clear answer, it felt like she had been handed another riddle.
    

    

    
      And as if he knew this.
    

    

    
      Poke—
    

    

    
      Jerry stabbed a piece of spinach in his lunch box with his fork and quietly added.
    

    

    
      “…One thing.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “A possible theory did occur to me once.”
    

    

    
      “…And what’s that?”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause.
    

    

    
      “They couldn’t kill him.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “The exact reason is unknown, but even the Murim Alliance, who knew of the old man’s survival, couldn’t kill him. So it wasn’t that they let him live, but that they had no choice but to let him live.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At Jerry’s words, Loxy’s eyes widened.
    

    

    
      Meeting her gaze with a blank expression, Jerry put the spinach in his mouth.
    

    

    
      “…If we go with that theory, the old man’s survival makes a certain amount of sense. But I ultimately concluded that it couldn’t be true.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It doesn’t make sense, does it? Over a mere blind old man—.”
    

    

    
      Chew, chew—
    

    

    
      Gulp.
    

    

    
      “…this massive Murim Empire.”
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      Creak-
    

    

    
      As I opened the closed door and stepped out, Jerry, with his usual expression, and Loxy, who for some reason looked a little confused, were waiting for me.
    

    

    
      “…Took you longer than I thought, partner. Is your business finished?”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “As you can see.”
    

    

    
      I shrugged in response to Jerry's question, and he nodded.
    

    

    
      Then, his gaze shifted and scanned my body.
    

    

    
      “…A severe laceration outside of combat takes about 30 minutes to heal, I see.”
    

    

    
      It seemed he was checking how long it took for my wounds to recover.
    

    

    
      No other expression showed on his face, but if my guess was right, he was already pointing all sorts of experimental equipment at me inside his head.
    

    

    
      Things like checking the wound's resistance to poison, or calculating the difference in recovery speed based on the severity of a fracture.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      When I refused, telling him to fold the wings of his delusion, he twitched his brow as if disappointed and averted his gaze.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “…Thank you. I apologize again for attacking first.”
    

    

    
      I hadn't spent the entire 30 minutes inside just talking with Namgung Soso.
    

    

    
      The conversation to find out the source of the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art didn't take that long, but it took time to untangle Namgung Soso's mana circuit, which had gotten twisted from forcibly using the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step.
    

    

    
      Normally, I might have just let her suffer for being impudent enough to attack me first, but given the level of the technique, I was worried something might go wrong, so I took the trouble to look at her mana circuit.
    

    

    
      …And as expected, it was hopelessly tangled to the point where natural recovery was out of the question, and even someone with considerable knowledge of mana circuits would have struggled to fix it. 
    

    

    
      She hadn't fallen into Qi Deviation yet, but if her body had been left like that for just one day, it wouldn't have been strange if something had burst due to the circuit malfunction.
    

    

    
      That's why I spent most of my time resolving it right then and there.
    

    

    
      Well, it was understandable.
    

    

    
      It was only possible because her unconscious potential was unleashed in a moment of critical danger; it was a technique she couldn't normally use at her level.
    

    

    
      I had warned her about that, which was why she was bowing her head so low, expressing her apologies and gratitude.
    

    

    
      “It's fine. I got this, after all. It's give and take.”
    

    

    
      As someone who had personally experienced the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art, it was certainly covetable, but.
    

    

    
      Even after learning that I hadn't come on a Constellation's request, she didn't get greedy and try to take back the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art.
    

    

    
      ‘…She has potential.’
    

    

    
      I didn't remember hearing the name 'Namgung Soso' in my past life, so I didn't know the extent of her potential, but she was a talent I felt was worth nurturing as part of my 'Sowing Seeds' plan.
    

    

    
      If my thoughts on the meaning of 'Namgung' were correct, the fact that she had the potential to use the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art gave her even more bonus points.
    

    

    
      …Well, for now.
    

    

    
      “…As I said, the last time Blindman Shim appeared was when he came to me. I know the value of that secret manual, so I tried asking around, but I couldn't find the blind man. He stopped begging and never appeared before anyone again. All I know is that after he finished begging, he would always head for the vast eastern coast of Shandong…”
    

    

    
      This comes first, though.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “That's more than enough.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The fact that Namgung Soso had invested her own time and effort to find Blindman Shim yet couldn't even find a lead was completely understandable from my perspective.
    

    

    
      Even though I had visited him myself in the first playthrough, if you asked me to draw a rough map of the path right now, I'd have no choice but to shake my head. 
    

    

    
      That's because he resided in the deepest, most secluded place in Shandong.
    

    

    
      Moreover, it wasn't a place one could easily reach even if they knew the coordinates.
    

    

    
      The only path leading there was a single underwater cave on this eastern coast, and that path was twisted like a maze.
    

    

    
      Step, step-
    

    

    
      “…Are you sure this is the place, partner?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “…If the ‘Blindman Shim’ you’re looking for is the same blind man from the Demonic Cult I investigated, he never headed for a place like this back when I was looking into him.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Of course. That old man may be blind, but he's incredibly sharp. He probably knew someone was tailing him.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “He wouldn't have even come near here. He probably slept outdoors in various places around Shandong on purpose.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      Jerry nodded lightly, seeming to accept at least part of my added explanation.
    

    

    
      Tuk-
    

    

    
      Another fork in the cave appeared, and just like before, I pushed Loxy forward.
    

    

    
      “Here.”
    

    

    
      “…Hah. Just what…”
    

    

    
      “Hurry up.”
    

    

    
      “It's not like I'm some kind of sniffer dog…”
    

    

    
      Since we had already gone through this several times, she could have just done it, but it seemed she really disliked it. 
    

    

    
      With a heartfelt sigh, she trudged forward and leaned her body.
    

    

    
      Then, soon after.
    

    

    
      “Urp-!”
    

    

    
      Her face crumpled in disgust as she turned around, pointing her finger to the right.
    

    

    
      “…Where in the world does a smell like this even exist?”
    

    

    
      She grumbled, puffing up her cheeks and covering her mouth as if holding back vomit.
    

    

    
      “Is this really something people eat?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. The worse it tastes, the better it is for you.”
    

    

    
      “…I really can't understand humans. Herbal medicine or whatever, do you really want to put something with this musty, foul smell in your mouth?”
    

    

    
      The smell she was sniffing at the cave entrance was none other than the smell of herbal medicine.
    

    

    
      Blindman Shim periodically brewed medicine in this hideout, and due to the sealed structure of the underwater cave, it would emit the distinct aroma of herbal medicine each time.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean just anyone could follow this smell.
    

    

    
      This underwater cave leading to Blindman Shim's hideout was considerably deep and wide, and the scent, which diluted on its way out, was so faint at the cave's entrance that it was nearly imperceptible.
    

    

    
      Loxy had been tracking a scent so faint that even with her <Trait: Reconnaissance Squad> at maximum, she was uncertain. 
    

    

    
      A normal person would likely not have even noticed the smell's existence, let alone followed it.
    

    

    
      ‘…Still, though.’
    

    

    
      Step, step-
    

    

    
      I stepped into the right passage Loxy had pointed to, and as I picked up a suspicious-looking stone lying on the right, I could feel the foul smell of herbal medicine seeping out.
    

    

    
      The characteristic musty and foul smell of herbal medicine, created by a mix of unidentifiable dried herbs and the rich, meaty scent of dried jerky.
    

    

    
      “You can stop now.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      The foul smell was now much more clearly piercing my nose, and in the place we entered, instead of a fork in the path, there was a single shabby, thatched-roof house and…
    

    

    
      “…Who are you.”
    

    

    
      A blind old man was standing there.
    

    

    
      “…It's been a while, old man.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      It's been a while?
    

    

    
      Along with U-jin's incomprehensible greeting, Blindman Shim's mind began to race.
    

    

    
      Was I followed? Or was this a coincidence?
    

    

    
      Either way, the situation was not good.
    

    

    
      He had lived in this hideout for a considerable time, but he had never experienced an outsider making it this far.
    

    

    
      No, in the first place, this place was designed to prevent outsiders from entering.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just made complicated with many cave openings and multiple paths; there were mana barriers placed in the passages of each fork, and if one didn't dispel them, no matter which path they took, they would be sent back to the entrance they came from.
    

    

    
      Since he checked and maintained the barriers every time he went to and from the mainland, it was impossible that their power had simply run out naturally.
    

    

    
      ‘…!’
    

    

    
      As Blindman Shim was pondering where things had gone wrong, his senses picked up something strange.
    

    

    
      Tuk- Tuduk-
    

    

    
      The small stones U-jin was playfully tossing and catching.
    

    

    
      He could feel faint traces of mana from those stones.
    

    

    
      “Those… surely not…”
    

    

    
      “Ah. Someone had set up some pranks on the way here. I took care of them. They were blocked off quite tightly.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      Dispelling a barrier was no simple task.
    

    

    
      Of course, with overwhelming power, one could destroy a barrier with sheer physical force, but that was only possible with, quite literally, overwhelming power.
    

    

    
      Just as a siege requires far more power than a defense, destroying a barrier required power of a higher class. 
    

    

    
      To physically destroy a 1-star level barrier, one needed 2-star level power or greater.
    

    

    
      Other than that, there was the method of reverse-engineering the barrier's mana pattern to dismantle it.
    

    

    
      …This, too, was not something that could be done easily.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something you could do just by knowing how to use a mana circuit; it required a fundamental understanding of the structure of mana circuits and the patterns they generate.
    

    

    
      It required a separate level of study and understanding from simply learning skills and using a mana circuit. 
    

    

    
      The fact that even The Order kept specialized priests for barrier dispelling should explain the difficulty.
    

    

    
      ‘…’
    

    

    
      He couldn't tell which method U-jin had used.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      A person who could exert 2-star level physical force or greater without any presence.
    

    

    
      A person who could dispel multiple 1-star level barriers in a short period.
    

    

    
      He could be certain of one thing without needing further explanation for either case: this was a 'dangerous person'.
    

    

    
      His mind now even more complicated, Blindman Shim asked U-jin's group again in a warning tone.
    

    

    
      “…Who are you. This is the second time I have asked.”
    

    

    
      “Well, if you're asking for our identities, for now, we're a Hero candidate and two lackeys.”
    

    

    
      “…Not a lackey, a partner.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “So he says. Then a Hero candidate, a partner, and a lackey. I guess that's about it. Is that a sufficient answer?”
    

    

    
      A Hero candidate who could exert 2-star or greater physical force without any presence?
    

    

    
      A Hero candidate who could dispel several layered barriers in such a short time?
    

    

    
      He'd never heard of such a thing, nor should it be possible.
    

    

    
      If such a being existed, he should have at least heard rumors, no matter how secluded he was in this remote place.
    

    

    
      Judging U-jin's answer to be a nonsensical lie, Blindman Shim rotated his mana circuit with a warning.
    

    

    
      “…It seems you don't quite get it when I ask politely. I will ask one last time.”
    

    

    
      Rumble- rumble- rumble-
    

    

    
      “…What in the world are you.”
    

    

    
      With that question, as if reacting to the old man's aura, the inside of the cave began to shake violently.
    

    

    
      And U-jin's subsequent answer was still playful, but…
    

    

    
      “…These days, no one seems to believe me even when I tell them the truth.”
    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “It's true, though.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      The clash that erupted between the two immediately after was not so playful.
    

  
    Chapter 58: Heavenly Demon Shim Cheong (1)

    
      『Brother.』
    

    

    
      『What is it?』
    

    

    
      『Do you remember? The first time we met.』
    

    

    
      『Well… vaguely?』
    

    

    

    

    
      The last conversation I had with her before my Regression.
    

    

    

    

    
      『...Back then, I had no idea. That I would be able to see the beauty of the world for so long.』
    

    

    
      『...』
    

    

    
      『The reason I'm enjoying such undeserved happiness is all thanks to you, Brother.』
    

    

    
      『...』
    

    

    
      『If it weren't for you, I would have undoubtedly become blind  and lived my whole life yearning for the past.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Her happy face faintly came to mind.
    

    

    

    

    
      『...What are you trying to say? So suddenly.』
    

    

    

    

    
      When I asked, sensing a seriousness different from her usual self, a more direct answer came back.
    

    

    

    

    
      『...If you go back, don't look for me again. If you Regress, you'll be able to win this great war even without someone like me.』
    

    

    
      『...』
    

    

    
      『Leave me as I am. To live as a blind person, as fate intended.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Normally, I would have just curtly told her to be quiet.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was because I could feel her earnestness.
    

    

    
      The words couldn't bring themselves to leave my mouth.
    

    

    
      Instead, I asked.
    

    

    

    

    
      『...Do you hate it that much?』
    

    

    
      『...』
    

    

    
      『The way things are now?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Was this endless War against Demons, devoid of dreams and hope, too much for you to bear?
    

    

    
      Would it have been better to just live on with your eyes and ears covered, without the wear and tear on your body or the exhaustion of your mind?
    

    

    
      ‘...’
    

    

    
      Was what I did… a pointless act?
    

    

    

    

    
      『...No.』
    

    

    
      『...』
    

    

    
      『I'm happier than I could ever be.』
    

    

    
      『...』
    

    

    
      『I'm so happy now, laughing and chatting with my comrades, that even in my dreams, I dream of my waking hours.』
    

    

    

    

    
      She replied, shaking her head.
    

    

    

    

    
      『But.』
    

    

    
      『...』
    

    

    
      『A happiness that lives on by holding your life as collateral.』
    

    

    

    

    
      …A smile touched her lips.
    

    

    

    

    
      『How could it be purely happy?』
    

    

    

    

    
      A little self-deprecating, and a little bitter.
    

    

    

    

    
      『So... I beg you to do as I ask.』
    

    

    
      『...I'll think about it.』
    

    

    

    

    
      That's all I said back then.
    

    

    
      At the time, I couldn't decide which was the right path.
    

    

    
      But after thinking it over and over, I've now made up my mind.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      It seems I will, after all.
    

    

    

    
      『Shim Cheong.』
    

    

    

    
      It seems I'm going to need you.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Ssa-ppun-
    

    

    
      The old man's right foot landed lightly on the ground.
    

    

    
      Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step.
    

    

    
      He didn't say the name out loud, but the arrogant movements and the heavy weight that settled on his shoulders were enough to know that it was the footwork of the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art, the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step.
    

    

    
      Woom-puk-
    

    

    
      The atmosphere grew palpably heavy, and the blood in my veins felt like it was turning to sludge.
    

    

    
      Under the formless energy crushing my entire body, my legs screamed as if they were about to break.
    

    

    
      Beneath my feet, a concave crater had already formed.
    

    

    
      ‘...As I thought.’
    

    

    
      This weight was on a different level from Namgung Soso's, which had been a mere imitation.
    

    

    
      Of course, compared to the original source in my memory, this was still severely lacking, but the pressure was worlds apart from a simple imitation.
    

    

    
      It was all I could do not to drop to my knees; a powerful external energy was constantly pressing down on me, so much so that I couldn't even breathe comfortably.
    

    

    
      “…As I thought, you're not a Hero candidate.”
    

    

    
      Blindman Shim's mutter, his speech having switched to informal.
    

    

    
      It seemed that seeing me withstand the intense pressure of the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step had confirmed his own judgment that I wasn't a Hero candidate.
    

    

    
      “…This is quite unfair. I'm really not lying.”
    

    

    
      “…It's useless to run your mouth any further. I have no intention of listening right now.”
    

    

    
      Paat-
    

    

    
      “…I won't kill you.”
    

    

    
      With those chilling words, Blindman Shim shot forward, and a heavy fist imbued with considerable energy plummeted towards me.
    

    

    
      A concise movement, with no hint of hesitation or preparation for the next move.
    

    

    
      It implied the old man's intention to leave me on the verge of death with that single blow.
    

    

    
      Swiiiiiik-
    

    

    
      A fist that sliced through the air.
    

    

    
      Blocking it was impossible; dodging was the best option.
    

    

    
      However, the gap in our power was what it was, so it was difficult to escape the binding force of the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step on my own.
    

    

    
      …And so.
    

    

    
      “I came looking for the successor to the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    

    
      I had no choice but to use the 'lip service' he had warned me about.
    

    

    
      Bu-woong-
    

    

    
      Unlike his earlier boast, the moment he heard those words, Blindman Shim's concentration wavered.
    

    

    
      I was able to break free from the formless energy that had been binding my body for an instant.
    

    

    
      In that fleeting moment, I barely managed to pull myself away, and his fist landed in the crater where my feet had been planted.
    

    

    
      Jjeo-jeo-jeok-
    

    

    
      The moment his fist hit the ground, a huge Rift formed without any resistance, and with a 
    

    

    
      Kwoong-
    

    

    
      the entire cave shook.
    

    

    
      “…What did you just…”
    

    

    
      “I said I came looking for the successor to the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “…To rebuild the Demonic Cult that fell 100 years ago.”
    

    

    
      Silence followed my composed reply.
    

    

    
      Of course, the silence didn't last long.
    

    

    
      Pulling his fist from the floor, he seemed to have organized his thoughts and asked me directly.
    

    

    
      “…How much do you know about me?”
    

    

    
      In response to that question.
    

    

    
      “I know a little.”
    

    

    
      I simply defined him with what I knew.
    

    

    
      “…You may be called Blindman Shim, a beggar in some backwater village now.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “But you were once a pillar of Murim.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Something like… the son of the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      “…You said he was just some insignificant blind man.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “If he were insignificant twice over, we'd all be dead… Wait, is he even blind in the first place? That guy?”
    

    

    
      Loxy muttered, collapsing where she stood as she scanned the massive Rift that had split the cave in half.
    

    

    
      To her mutterings, which were a mix of awe and slight disbelief, Jerry replied defensively.
    

    

    
      “…It seems the money we spent on information gathering was insufficient.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “…I really didn't know. To think that man was a direct descendant of the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    
      For Jerry, the situation was utterly bewildering.
    

    

    
      He hadn't spent a small amount of money, and he had confirmed his information through several cross-verifications.
    

    

    
      And yet, Jerry had failed to uncover not only the blind man's identity but even the existence of this space within the cave.
    

    

    
      If he hadn't done similar work before, he might have been able to dismiss it as his own mistake and move on.
    

    

    
      But finding hidden things was something Jerry had done his entire life.
    

    

    
      That was why he had been able to confidently declare to Loxy and U-jin that 'the only remnant of the Demonic Cult is an insignificant old man'.
    

    

    
      …What was even more baffling was that U-jin was spouting information that even he, after numerous verifications, didn't know, as if it were common knowledge.
    

    

    
      Although Jerry had given up questioning the source of that unknowable information at some point, he couldn't help but feel a question mark rise in the current situation.
    

    

    
      “…The son of the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    
      Of course, separate from his confusion, the gears in Jerry's mind were already spinning, reassembling the puzzle.
    

    

    
      ‘…If that blind old man is a direct descendant of the Heavenly Demon.’
    

    

    
      Because that new puzzle piece roughly filled in the parts that hadn't made sense until now.
    

    

    
      The reason why the Imperial Family, despite knowing that the blind old man was a remnant of the Demonic Cult, hadn't taken any particular action.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      The reason they 'couldn't'.
    

    

    
      If you considered it was because he was the 'son of the previous Heavenly Demon' who had split the Murim in half, it all roughly fit together.
    

    

    
      There were no records left, so he didn't know the specifics of the Demonic Cult's power.
    

    

    
      But it was the previous Heavenly Demon, who died 100 years ago, who had once decimated the massive Murim Alliance, reducing it to half its size.
    

    

    
      By a simple calculation, even if this 'Blindman Shim', the son of the Heavenly Demon, had inherited only half of the previous Heavenly Demon's power, it meant he possessed enough martial strength to cut the current Murim forces in half again.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from the perspective of the Murim Empire, which was currently pouring all its efforts into holding the Anti-Demon Front on the eastern coast, he was too much of a burden to deal with separately.
    

    

    
      “…So that's how it was.”
    

    

    
      Nodding as if he finally understood, Jerry turned his head again to look at Blindman Shim, who was facing off against U-jin.
    

    

    
      Blindman Shim wore an even more confused expression than before U-jin had mentioned the 'Demonic Cult'.
    

    

    
      It seemed the fact that U-jin had come looking for him, knowing his identity, had come as a considerable shock.
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, he soon muttered quietly to U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…As you said, the Demonic Cult is an organization that fell 100 years ago.”
    

    

    
      Was it because he didn't feel any particular hostility from U-jin's words, or had U-jin's statement about him being the 'son of the Heavenly Demon' caused some change of heart?
    

    

    
      “I don't know what you know or how you found this place to spout nonsense about the Rebuilding of the Demonic Cult, but go back.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “…I have no intention of succeeding the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      Blindman Shim, who had been fiercely on guard and ready to attack just moments before, now gave U-jin a relatively gentle order to leave.
    

    

    
      As if to say he would let it go if U-jin backed down now.
    

    

    
      And just as Blindman Shim was about to turn away.
    

    

    
      “I wasn't talking about you.”
    

    

    
      U-jin's low voice stopped him.
    

    

    
      ‘…?’
    

    

    
      Jerry's brow furrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      He couldn't understand what U-jin had said to the old man.
    

    

    
      Just a moment ago, he had clearly said he came for the successor of the Demonic Cult, and now he was saying he wasn't talking about the Heavenly Demon's son.
    

    

    
      Of course, Jerry had no idea about the Demonic Cult's succession structure, but where else could there be a more legitimate 'successor to the Demonic Cult' than the son of the 'previous Heavenly Demon'?
    

    

    
      But regardless of Jerry's failure to understand the context.
    

    

    
      Meom-chit-
    

    

    
      Blindman Shim's steps had halted.
    

    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    

    
      “It's true I came looking for the successor to the Demonic Cult. But I'm saying it's not you.”
    

    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's added words, his body turned back, and seeing his bewildered expression, U-jin's lips curled up as if he had expected it, and he murmured.
    

    

    
      “…You know, don't you? That it doesn't have to be you. No, in fact.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “That there is someone more suitable than you.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's added words, Blindman Shim expressed his quiet fury, once again drawing up the energy of the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step as he warned U-jin.
    

    

    
      “You bastard… Shut that mouth.”
    

    

    
      Of course, U-jin paid no heed to the blatant warning.
    

    

    
      Rather.
    

    

    
      Seu-euk-
    

    

    
      He provoked him further by pulling the secret manual of the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art from his robes.
    

    

    
      “…Well, let's just say I can understand up to this point. Succession of the Demonic Cult or whatever, a father might wish for his daughter to grow up gracefully and not learn martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    

    
      “But.”
    

    

    
      …A hint of anger had crept into U-jin's voice.
    

    

    
      It was so palpable that even Loxy and Jerry, who were bewildered by the sudden and incomprehensible turn of the story, could feel it clearly.
    

    

    
      A clear and refined anger.
    

    

    
      “No matter how much you hated it, as a father.”
    

    

    
      “Wait, stop right there—.”
    

    

    
      As if realizing what U-jin was about to say next, Blindman Shim urgently tried to shut him up, but.
    

    

    
      U-jin's mouth was, as always, fast and swift.
    

    

    
      “…Shouldn't you have given her a choice?”
    

    

    
      “...!!!”
    

    

    
      “When your own daughter might go blind.”
    

    

    
      With U-jin's following words, Blindman Shim's face turned ashen.
    

    

    
      And ironically, the one most shaken by U-jin's words wasn't Blindman Shim, but.
    

    

    
      Kkii-iik-
    

    

    
      …a girl who appeared from inside the thatched-roof house behind Blindman Shim.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      Neatly braided hair and a prominent, rounded forehead.
    

    

    
      Delicate eyes, nose, and mouth.
    

    

    
      A five-colored jeogori.
    

    

    
      Exactly as U-jin remembered her.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      “…Isn't that right, Cheong-yi?”
    

  
    Chapter 59: Heavenly Demon Shim Cheong (2)

    
      Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      For the first time in her life, she was experiencing the emotion of confusion.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’m going to become blind?’
    

    

    
      Her mind was a jumbled mess; she felt dizzy, and her thoughts wouldn't flow naturally.
    

    

    
      It was a sentiment she couldn't have fathomed when reading books that organized emotions, but experiencing it firsthand, she understood immediately.
    

    

    
      This was the feeling of 'being confused'.
    

    

    
      “…I told you to wait inside, Cheong-yi.”
    

    

    
      “The tonic is ready. You said it was nothing and that I should wait, but I heard a loud noise, so I came to see what was happening.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      Seeing an outsider was also a first for her.
    

    

    
      Although she had occasionally heard stories about the surface world from Blindman Shim, she had never once left this underground hideout, following her father's decree that she would only be allowed to go outside after her coming-of-age ceremony.
    

    

    
      And yet.
    

    

    
      Even before the novelty of this unfamiliar experience.
    

    

    
      A single sentence from the outsider's mouth captured her attention.
    

    

    
      “Father, what is the meaning of what that man is saying?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…That I will become blind?”
    

    

    
      It was a story she had never heard.
    

    

    
      No, it was a story she had never even imagined, let alone heard.
    

    

    
      She was the girl who spent every night sleepless with excitement, thinking about turning 19 next year, having her coming-of-age ceremony, and seeing for herself the many things she had learned about the surface world from books.
    

    

    
      And yet, to be told she would become blind, unable to see.
    

    

    
      It was a story she couldn't understand, nor could she accept it.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong wished her father would just say it was absurd nonsense, that it was all a story fabricated by that outsider.
    

    

    
      She hoped he would tell her it was all a lie.
    

    

    
      “…It's the ruffian's antics, just nonsense. Go back inside. I'll finish up quickly and come in.”
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Even though he dismissed the outsider's words as nonsense, just as she had hoped.
    

    

    
      Strangely, Shim Cheong couldn't bring herself to nod.
    

    

    
      …She couldn't explain it precisely, but that was how it was.
    

    

    
      It seemed she could feel more truth in the words of this stranger she was seeing for the first time than in the words of her own father, with whom she had spent her entire life.
    

    

    
      Perhaps.
    

    

    
      It was because he was the father she had spent her whole life with that she didn't miss the subtle sense of unease in his voice.
    

    

    
      “…I'm asking because that man's words don't sound like complete nonsense. Please tell me. What on earth does it mean that my eyes will go blind?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…If it is truly difficult for you to say.”
    

    

    
      And so, Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “I will hear it directly from this man.”
    

    

    
      For the first time, she disobeyed her father's words.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The end of the Demonic Cult was self-evident.
    

    

    
      There wasn't a single person who set foot in the lands of Murim who didn't know that the Demonic Cult had been defeated and destroyed in the Righteous-Demonic War 100 years ago.
    

    

    
      However, conversely, there was no one who properly knew about the 'origin of the Demonic Cult'.
    

    

    
      Except for the fact that they had suddenly appeared one day leading a legion of Magical Beasts to attack the Murim Alliance, there were no known facts about when the Demonic Cult had come into existence.
    

    

    
      ‘…Not that anyone would care anyway.’
    

    

    
      …To get straight to the point, the Demonic Cult was not a group that simply appeared along with the Righteous-Demonic War.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Cult's origins traced back to the distant ancient era, before the great, storied sects of Murim even came to be.
    

    

    
      Of course, this was before the Demon King's Army emerged and the War against Demons took place.
    

    

    
      Information from that distant era could only be found in the Order's Akashic Records, so if asked to prove it right now, there was no way.
    

    

    
      But I had confirmed it for certain in my first life.
    

    

    
      That the Demonic Cult's origins dated back to then.
    

    

    
      ‘The Heavenly Demon.’
    

    

    
      And from that distant ancient era until now, the meaning of the existence of the Demonic Cult's leader, the 'Heavenly Demon', had never once changed.
    

    

    
      It was to become the <Successor to the Demonic Sword>.
    

    

    
      It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that was all there was to it; succeeding the Demonic Sword was the core role of the Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      And to the one chosen as a worthy successor to the Demonic Sword and who obtained the title of 'Heavenly Demon', it wasn't simply that 'such a role was given'; a kind of binding force was bestowed upon them.
    

    

    
      It was that if they did not succeed the Demonic Sword, they would suffer from a terrible affliction.
    

    

    
      The exact mechanism was unknown, but it was set that if one who inherited the bloodline of the Heavenly Demon did not succeed the Demonic Sword after their coming-of-age ceremony, they would be afflicted with a 'disease that causes one to lose their five senses in sequence'.
    

    

    
      First sight, then smell, then touch, taste, and finally, hearing.
    

    

    
      “…And the proof that this loss of the five senses is real is none other than your father.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You should know best. That the only sense that man has left is his hearing.”
    

    

    
      After hearing the rough explanation, Cheong-yi's expression grew grim.
    

    

    
      It was a story that would understandably be shocking to hear for the first time, but surprisingly, she didn't show any signs of being greatly shocked or flustered.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that she seemed to disbelieve it, either.
    

    

    
      …It seemed that, while living this underground life, she herself had felt a certain sense of unease, that her father was hiding something.
    

    

    
      The girl, who remained silent for a moment as if mulling over my words, turned her head back to Blindman Shim and asked.
    

    

    
      “Is it true? The explanation this man just gave.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…It is true.”
    

    

    
      He, who had been staring at me for a moment while letting out a deep breath, soon looked at Cheong-yi and confessed.
    

    

    
      “That I lost all my senses except hearing because I did not succeed the Demonic Sword, and that you, like the Previous Heavenly Demons, will also lose your five senses like me if you do not succeed the Demonic Sword—that is also true.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I apologize for not telling you sooner. However… it was a choice made for your sake. I was planning to tell you soon, even if we weren't being pressed by a situation like this.”
    

    

    
      …That was a lie.
    

    

    
      Before my regression, he never told Cheong-yi the truth in the end, and thanks to that, the Cheong-yi of the first timeline was only able to succeed the Demonic Sword after losing part of her sight.
    

    

    
      “…Then, forbidding me from entering the outside world, and prohibiting me from training in the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art passed down from our predecessors, was also…”
    

    

    
      “I believed that if you were bound to lose your five senses anyway, there was no need to experience splendid things. All that would remain from the experience would be regret.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      “I'll say it again, but that way will be better for you, too. I've also perfected the recipe for the tonic that slows the disease's progression, so you will have a much better life than I…”
    

    

    
      I had intended to listen quietly for the time being, but at the nuance of 'it was all for you' embedded in Blindman Shim's words, I couldn't help but butt in.
    

    

    
      “…How shameless.”
    

    

    
      “...?”
    

    

    
      “As if trying to turn your own daughter into a blind person isn't enough, you're saying 'since you'll just regret it after experiencing good things and going blind later, just live in ignorance'?”
    

    

    
      “You bastard… Watch your mouth.”
    

    

    
      “…Even a countryside mutt tied up all day can move within the length of its leash.”
    

    

    
      …I hadn't originally intended to reveal this much emotion.
    

    

    
      Was it because of all the feelings that had built up in my chest from watching Cheong-yi before my regression?
    

    

    
      “Do you even have the right to be called a father after doing that?”
    

    

    
      The words burst from my mouth before I knew it.
    

    

    
      And perhaps those last words I spat out touched the old man's reverse scale.
    

    

    
      A moment of silence.
    

    

    
      Afterward, an indescribable fury filled the surroundings.
    

    

    
      “…Her mother was the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “She died because she was the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    
      Kugugugu-
    

    

    
      Was it reacting to Blindman Shim's intense emotions?
    

    

    
      The ground of the cave, already split in half, began to shake as the rift widened.
    

    

    
      “…She succeeded the Demonic Sword passed down from our ancestors, suffered from the Divine Illness every night due to its unbearably great power, and screamed harrowing shrieks through her clenched teeth.”
    

    

    
      Kuuung-
    

    

    
      A massive boulder, unable to hold on, fell beside the old man.
    

    

    
      The old man continued speaking, unmoving.
    

    

    
      “Despite suffering from sporadic, convulsive pain, she went to the battlefield every day. And in the end, she saved Murim from that detestable thing.”
    

    

    
      The old man's fury seeped into the bloodshot veins of his whitened eyes.
    

    

    
      “But what was the result?”
    

    

    
      That violent rage went beyond shaking the ground and began to synchronize with everything around it.
    

    

    
      The rocks, unable to contain their fury, gnashed their teeth.
    

    

    
      The well, unable to hold back its sorrow, wept.
    

    

    
      And from his eyes, a single tear flowed unknowingly.
    

    

    
      The blind old man, filled with that immense fury, asks me.
    

    

    
      “…The result of giving her life to save Murim was, in the end…”
    

    

    
      How dare.
    

    

    
      “I asked you what it was.”
    

    

    
      How dare someone like you claim to know anything about the fate of the 'Heavenly Demon'.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      My skin tingled.
    

    

    
      The mana in the air was trembling from the old man's intense wrath.
    

    

    
      I had no choice but to confess the answer the old man wanted.
    

    

    
      “…The axis of evil that took half of Murim. The great villain who started the Righteous-Demonic War.”
    

    

    
      In reality, that was how the world treated the Demonic Cult and the Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      …That was the reality of Murim.
    

    

    
      “If that's the fate of the Heavenly Demon and the destiny of the Demonic Cult, then I have no intention of succeeding it.”
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      “…And I have no intention of passing it down.”
    

    

    
      …Although I couldn't help but snap at him, it wasn't as if I couldn't understand his position at all.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of someone who had experienced the tragic fate and end of the previous Heavenly Demon—who lived as a hero and died as a villain—up close, it was only natural to want to avoid that god-damned destiny.
    

    

    
      He could have judged that it was better to prolong one's life, even if it meant losing one's sight and hearing, than to fulfill a responsibility that no one would acknowledge and give up one's life.
    

    

    
      In fact, Blindman Shim himself had broken the shackles of the fate given to the Heavenly Demon and had lived such a life.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      That was only if Cheong-yi were to meet the same end as the previous Heavenly Demons.
    

    

    
      “…If the pain of the Divine Illness from the Demonic Sword could be eliminated, and if she wouldn't be forced to make a sacrifice.”
    

    

    
      “...?”
    

    

    
      “A Demonic Cult like that.”
    

    

    
      If the Heavenly Demon's fate ended with sacrificing themselves for Murim and being branded a villain.
    

    

    
      I too had no intention of making Cheong-yi inherit such a destiny.
    

    

    
      If I had intended to treat her as a mere sacrificial lamb for Murim, I wouldn't have gone so far as to shave off my own lifespan to do such a thing for her in my past life.
    

    

    
      “…Does that change your mind?”
    

    

    
      Along with that final question, asked back in anger.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      The old man collapsed on the spot.
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      - …It seems he had already reached his limit.
    

    

    
      - …….
    

    

    
      - …He is not dead, but his heart rate has dropped significantly. Even if he wakes up, his condition will likely not be optimistic.
    

    

    
      - …I will keep that in mind.
    

    

    
      - …Call me when he wakes up. I will check his condition again.
    

    

    
      A brief conversation took place inside the thatched house.
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      Having finished the old man's diagnosis and first aid, Jerry opened the door and came out.
    

    

    
      Huuup—
    

    

    
      Fwooo—
    

    

    
      “…Smoking in an enclosed space is not good etiquette.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean, enclosed? Look how high up we are… If you don't like it, you can smoke too.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Want one?”
    

    

    
      “…I'll politely decline.”
    

    

    
      Just as the hazy cigarette smoke embroidered the air before gently scattering and vanishing, that guy Jerry asked in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…Did you know?”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “…He put it indirectly, but it seems he doesn't have more than a few hours left. It looked like he used up all his remaining stamina in the fight with you.”
    

    

    
      “Well… more or less.”
    

    

    
      From the moment I first met him, his reaction to sound was minutely slow.
    

    

    
      That meant there was already something wrong with his hearing, the last bastion of his five senses, so I had guessed that the old man's end was not far off.
    

    

    
      …Though I hadn't expected him to collapse so suddenly.
    

    

    
      “…How cruel. To hasten a life that had so little time left.”
    

    

    
      I paused for a moment, not immediately understanding his words, then asked just in case.
    

    

    
      “Are you… seriously thinking I picked a fight with that old man on purpose to kill him?”
    

    

    
      “…Am I wrong?”
    

    

    
      “You son of a—!”
    

    

    
      His nonchalant retort almost made me curse out loud, but given the situation, I suppressed the urge by taking a deep drag of my cigarette instead.
    

    

    
      “…What in the world do you take me for?”
    

    

    
      “…Weren't you someone who doesn't care about the means to an end?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…That's how I saw you.”
    

    

    
      Fwooo—
    

    

    
      He wasn't wrong, but I wasn't such a scoundrel that I'd mess with someone else's life when they had so little of it left.
    

    

    
      On the contrary.
    

    

    

    
      『…I have a regret. If only I had met you a little sooner, Orabeoni… Perhaps Father could have closed his eyes without worry.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『That is my regret.』
    

    

    

    
      If possible, before that old man crossed over to the afterlife.
    

    

    
      I had been in a hurry to let him know that a third path existed—one where he wouldn't have to suffer the divine sickness from the Demonic Sword, nor give up his five senses like that—and this was the result.
    

    

    
      “I'm ticked off, so I'm gonna have one too.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Give me a light.”
    

    

    
      That girl Loxy, who had approached at some point, casually pulled a cigarette from the pack, stuck it in her mouth, and grabbed my hand to light it.
    

    

    
      Fwooo—
    

    

    
      “There's one thing I don't understand.”
    

    

    
      Then, she exhaled a hazy cloud of smoke into the air just like me and began with a fresh smile.
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “From what I heard from the other side, it felt like this ‘Demonic Cult’ you're trying to re-establish is something of a public enemy.”
    

    

    
      “Well, for now, that's right.”
    

    

    
      “…Then what was that talk in the middle? About being sacrificed for Murim, or saving Murim. It seems there's a story I don't know.”
    

    

    
      …It was an expected question.
    

    

    
      ‘The villains of 100 years ago.’
    

    

    
      Just as Blindman Shim had mentioned, not only outsiders but nearly all Murim-in perceived the Demonic Cult in that way.
    

    

    
      That guy Jerry seemed to have the same question, as he added a word to Loxy's query.
    

    

    
      “…That was a part I didn't understand either. I thought I had solved all the puzzles with the fact that the old man was the successor to the Heavenly Demon… But I couldn't comprehend that statement.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What exactly is this destiny of the Heavenly Demon (Demonic Cult)? Didn't the Heavenly Demon lead the Demonic Cult to invade Murim?”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      To someone who knew the truth, the story was laughable.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      If not for the successive Heavenly Demons, Murim would have probably been destroyed long ago.
    

    

    
      …And that was why I could better understand Blindman Shim's extreme choice to give up the succession of the Demonic Sword itself.
    

    

    
      “The Great War of Righteousness and Demons that happened 100 years ago.”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering the question directly, I threw one back at them, telling them to think about it.
    

    

    
      “How many of those do you think there have been?”
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean by that?”
    

    

    
      The exact reaction I expected.
    

    

    
      “The 17th.”
    

    

    
      At the short answer that followed, Loxy's face and Jerry's brow colored with shock.
    

    

    
      “It was the 17th Great War of Righteousness and Demons held on this land of Murim.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Of course, it was only a ‘Righteous-Demonic’ War in name. 
    

    

    
      The Demonic Cult and the Murim Alliance never once fought. On the contrary, they joined forces against a common enemy.”
    

    

    
      …It went without saying, but this was a fact completely unknown to the public.
    

    

    
      Just as those two had believed until now, the vast majority of Murim-in knew nothing of the truth of the Great War of Righteousness and Demons.
    

    

    
      Including the Imperial Family, those who knew the full story numbered less than ten; it was a secret treated as top-class within Murim.
    

    

    
      Neither the fact that the Great War of Righteousness and Demons had been repeating for over hundreds of years, nor the fact that a ‘clash between the righteous Murim Alliance and the evil Demonic Cult’ had never actually occurred.
    

    

    
      “…Then. Who in the world were they fighting?”
    

    

    
      Most people did not know.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      The origins of the Demonic Cult trace back to ancient times.
    

    

    
      A distant past when neither the Demon King nor The Order had appeared.
    

    

    
      There was no established hierarchy like the Four Factions and One Clan or the Nine Factions and One Clan, and it was a Warring States Period where over twenty small nations in various regions fought over each other's territory.
    

    

    
      In the fractured lands of Murim, wars broke out almost daily, and chaotic days continued where it was not strange for one’s country's territory today to become another's tomorrow.
    

    

    
      Then one day, a strange rumor began to circulate in the already chaotic lands of Murim.
    

    

    
      ‘Magical Beasts that hunt people.’
    

    

    
      That a hideous and giant Magical Beast had appeared in the Shandong region at the edge of the eastern coast, and that the surrounding Magical Beasts, influenced by it, were running rampant and hunting people.
    

    

    
      A bizarre rumor, hard to believe.
    

    

    
      The rumor spread quickly, soon reaching the northernmost edge of Murim, and though the entire Murim came to know of the bizarre rumor, people paid it little mind.
    

    

    
      Back then, Magical Beasts were nothing more than a disorderly rabble, busy devouring each other.
    

    

    
      They were thought to be unremarkable beings that could be defeated anytime if people joined forces.
    

    

    
      …Instead, they feared the king of the neighboring country coveting their territory and the subordinates who could aim for their position at any time.
    

    

    
      But that situation did not last long.
    

    

    
      Like a snowball rolling down a winter slope, the rumor they had dismissed as nothing important began to grow exponentially in size.
    

    

    
      The rumor of a strange Magical Beast appearing in a corner had, before anyone knew it, turned into an urgent request for help against a ‘horrifying Magical Beast’ that had swallowed two nations whole.
    

    

    
      Only after direct requests for aid and ceasefire agreements came from neighboring countries that shared a border did the Murim realize the gravity of the situation.
    

    

    
      But by the time the many nations of Murim realized the severity of the situation, they had already missed the golden window.
    

    

    
      While people ignored and turned away from its existence, the horde of crazed Magical Beasts, which had bred by feeding on human bodies and learned Murim's unique Traits, had become veterans of hunting humans.
    

    

    
      Facing the collective attack of Magical Beasts for the first time, Murim began to collapse helplessly.
    

    

    
      And into that terrible, chaotic era, ‘two heroes’ appeared.
    

    

    
      One was the <First Emperor> of the Murim Empire, who unified all of Murim based on his overwhelming leadership.
    

    

    
      The other was the <First Heavenly Demon>, who, despite being ignored by the people, had faced the monster head-on ever since it first appeared on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      Having learned of each other's existence out of necessity, they recognized each other's power and abilities at a glance and understood their respective roles without any particular explanation or conversation.
    

    

    
      The Emperor searched far and wide and discovered that the identity of the horrifying Magical Beast agitating the surrounding ones was a ‘Primordial Demonic Beast’.
    

    

    
      He found out that it was a disaster-class monster that had never appeared in the lands of Murim before, but had already destroyed several regions and nations in other parts of the continent.
    

    

    
      As soon as he unified Murim, he declared an all-out war against the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      He gathered all of Murim's strength and formed a frontline against the horde of crazed Magical Beasts commanded by the monster.
    

    

    
      And the Heavenly Demon,
    

    

    
      performed an irreplaceable role in the deepest part of that frontline.
    

    

    
      Huuup—
    

    

    
      “…An irreplaceable role?”
    

    

    
      As I paused and took a drag from my cigarette, Loxy, unable to wait, pressed on.
    

    

    
      Fwooo—
    

    

    
      “…The first Emperor of Murim managed to find a few survivors who had witnessed the Primordial Demonic Beast in person.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Not a single one of them was sane. Strong or weak, it didn't matter; all of them were steeped in terror.”
    

    

    
      “…So the Primordial Demonic Beast's mental interference also worked on humans.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “They repeated disjointed words, spewed contextless exclamations, and would try to commit suicide the moment you looked away… all for the sole reason of having seen the Primordial Demonic Beast directly.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The only person who could be free from that dreadful mental interference was the ‘First Heavenly Demon’.”
    

    

    
      Born with extraordinary qualities, only the Heavenly Demon, who was immune to the Primordial Demonic Beast's mental interference, could face the monster.
    

    

    
      The Heavenly Demon humbly accepted the role that only he could fulfill.
    

    

    
      “…And so, the war between the two heroes and the Primordial Demonic Beast continued for a long time, until the corpses of the sacrificed formed several mountains.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The Heavenly Demon's sword, swung with the resolve of mutual destruction, reached the Primordial Demonic Beast's heart. In the end, the Primordial Demonic Beast sank back into the abyss of the eastern coast from which it had risen.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      But even that was not the complete end of the disaster.
    

    

    
      The sword the Heavenly Demon plunged into the Primordial Demonic Beast's heart only sealed its rampaging power; it couldn't completely extinguish its existence.
    

    

    
      “Fortunately, the Heavenly Demon didn't sacrifice his life without a plan.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He left behind a bloodline to succeed him and, together with the first Emperor, made provisions for Murim's future.”
    

    

    
      That bloodline succeeding the first Heavenly Demon was the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      And the provision he left with the Emperor was a plausible crisis called the ‘Great War of Righteousness and Demons’.
    

    

    
      “The first Heavenly Demon intuited that even if he succeeded in sealing it, the seal would not last forever. He determined that to seal the Primordial Demonic Beast again when it was eventually freed, he had to desperately prevent Murim from becoming fractured and divided as it was before.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “After all, the situation had gotten so dire precisely because they were unaware of the terror of the Magical Beasts and spent their time fighting amongst themselves.”
    

    

    
      …Of course, there was the option of leaving detailed records of the Primordial Demonic Beast, but a threat sleeping unseen beneath the sea is bound to be diluted by the passage of time.
    

    

    
      He believed that for Murim to consistently gather its strength as one, it needed a powerful, centralized system based on the Imperial Family, along with a powerful external enemy.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the first Heavenly Demon entrusted the role of the villain to his successors, the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Whenever the seal on the Primordial Demonic Beast weakened and crazed Magical Beasts began to appear one by one, they would reseal it, continuing the tradition through the generations.
    

    

    
      In the end, the 17 Great Wars of Righteousness and Demons that occurred in the land of Murim were not instances of the Demonic Cult attacking Murim.
    

    

    
      They were the sublime process of the Heavenly Demon of that era sacrificing their life to re-seal the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      Despite protecting Murim with their lives, having to bear infamy to maintain Murim's unity —that was the destiny of the Heavenly Demon and the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      “…That's one fucked-up destiny.”
    

    

    
      A brief silence fell after Loxy's low-voiced remark.
    

    

    
      I lightly stomped out my finished cigarette butt and stared at the closed door of the thatched house.
    

    

    
      …I felt sorry for them, but unfortunately, I wasn't telling this story because they had asked. I was telling it for someone inside to hear.
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      Sure enough. The firmly shut door gently opened.
    

    

    
      “…A moment. I would like to have a word with you.”
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi requested a conversation with me.
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      “I heard the story you shared outside.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Unless I misheard… it sounded like that entire story was meant for me. Am I correct?”
    

    

    
      She was in her teenage years, having just left her girlhood behind.
    

    

    
      Having lived trapped underground, her only proper experience was the relationship between a father and daughter.
    

    

    
      Because of that, I wondered if, regardless of the truth, her pent-up anger over her father's collapse would be directed at me…
    

    

    
      ‘…So she really is a cut above the rest.’
    

    

    
      It seemed my worries were for naught.
    

    

    
      Because I couldn't sense any blame towards me in her voice.
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      As I slowly nodded, she continued speaking at once, as if she had expected it.
    

    

    
      “…I won't bother asking how you know about my ancestors, something even I don't properly know. After all, I know little of how the outside world works.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However, the reason I called for you is to ask why you came to me and told me such a story.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I called you here because I wanted to ask that reason.”
    

    

    
      Hmph—
    

    

    
      A personality that doesn't know how to beat around the bush, inflexible, and solely upright.
    

    

    
      Seeing her ask without a hint of hesitation, I saw an image of her from before my Regression superimposed perfectly.
    

    

    
      She was so consistent that it made the rewound time feel meaningless.
    

    

    
      …In any time, in any space.
    

    

    
      “Why did I come to you, you ask…”
    

    

    
      If we're talking about utility, there was a lot to say.
    

    

    
      It was because I needed the power of the Heavenly Demon she possessed, it was to lay the foundation for the Demon King Hunt based on that power, and because I needed to rebuild the Demonic Cult to fully bring Shuten to my side.
    

    

    
      But why?
    

    

    
      Many answers came to mind, but none of them would readily leave my lips.
    

    

    
      Something didn't feel right.
    

    

    
      Even if I gave those answers, I wouldn't be lying, of course, but deep in my heart, I felt like it was telling me that wasn't the reason.
    

    

    
      I felt I had to give a more fundamental reason.
    

    

    
      The reason I came to find her, even though she hadn't asked me to, and had in fact told me not to come.
    

    

    
      “…Just because.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “It felt like something I had to do.”
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #9]
    

    

    
      「Project: Rescue Shim Cheong.」
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      From Shim Cheong's perspective, it was an utterly incomprehensible answer.
    

    

    
      If you ask someone why they came and they reply, ‘Because it felt like I had to,’ how on earth are you supposed to take that?
    

    

    
      “…Is that all?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “…I don't know if you don't want to answer, or if that's really all there is to it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “How anticlimactic. It seems it wasn't for any grand reason.”
    

    

    
      To Shim Cheong's words, U-jin shrugged and replied.
    

    

    
      “Do you need such a grand reason to save a kid who's about to go blind?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      His tone was dismissive, as if it were nothing, but to Shim Cheong, U-jin's words were deeply unsettling.
    

    

    
      “…I've heard stories of our ancestors from my father since I was young. I didn't know the detailed and complex relationships you spoke of, but I knew them in the form of fairy tales. About what great deeds they had accomplished.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However, I didn't know that story applied to me as well. The fairy tale always ended with my grandmother defeating the monster.”
    

    

    
      As she said those words, Shim Cheong realized just how contradictory her father, Blindman Shim, had been.
    

    

    
      He was the one who, while telling the fairy tales, had been prouder of their ancestors' achievements than anyone.
    

    

    
      She could clearly feel his heart, which admired that heroic path yet didn't want to force the same on his daughter.
    

    

    
      She could now understand that the inexplicable silence that followed the end of the fairy tale, after the monster was defeated, was likely due to a fragment of his guilt.
    

    

    
      No matter which path he chose, a father's heart could never be at ease, ignoring the duty of his ancestors passed down through generations and letting his daughter go blind.
    

    

    
      After reminiscing for a moment, Shim Cheong looked up at U-jin and asked.
    

    

    
      “…I do not believe you are lying.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…However, it's also true that I still have doubts that prevent me from readily believing you. If there were a way to inherit the Demonic Sword without suffering from the Divine Illness or having to be sacrificed for the seal, there's no way my father would have made this choice.”
    

    

    
      From Shim Cheong's standpoint, it was a natural doubt to have.
    

    

    
      Indeed, in the seventeen instances of resealing the Primordial Demonic Beast, if such a method had been discovered, anyone would have chosen that path.
    

    

    
      It would be more ridiculous if she easily believed U-jin's 'nonsensical words' that she could overcome the Destiny of the Heavenly Demon, which no one had managed to do for eons.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “It's possible.”
    

    

    
      U-jin was confident, even in the face of Shim Cheong's sharp question.
    

    

    
      That the 'impossible thing' was possible.
    

    

    
      And the reason U-jin could be so confident was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…Because I've already done it once.’
    

    

    
      It was something he'd done unconsciously, but U-jin had already broken the shackles of that Destiny once in his past life.
    

    

    
      It was something that had never happened in Shim Cheong's world.
    

    

    
      But that wasn't the case in U-jin's world.
    

    

    
      “…If you want it, anytime.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Blindman Shim woke up.
    

    

    
      Just as Jerry had said, his condition was quite serious.
    

    

    
      His breathing was ragged, his heartbeat was markedly slow, and in a short time, his complexion had turned dark and ashen.
    

    

    
      “Father……”
    

    

    
      The best indicator of his grave condition was that when Shim Cheong spoke to him after he woke up, he couldn't respond.
    

    

    
      Following his already lost senses of sight, touch, smell, and taste, he had now lost his last remaining sense: hearing.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      I didn't know what kind of world a person who has lost all five senses experiences, but I imagined it must be quite close to the distant terror of death that one pictures in their mind.
    

    

    
      Even after showing signs of waking, he remained silent for a long while, as if watching his life flash before his eyes, and then…
    

    

    
      “…I don't know if you're listening.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “But I feel I'll regret it again if I leave without saying this, so I'll speak.”
    

    

    
      He slowly began to open his mouth.
    

    

    
      “…My life was a series of escapes and regrets.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In contrast, your grandmother was a truly wonderful person. She humbly accepted the fate given to her and possessed a strong will that wouldn't give up, no matter the pain.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Seeing her, I admired her, but I was also afraid. Afraid of the fact that I would one day have to inherit that heavy burden.”
    

    

    
      The old man's voice was filled with bitter regret.
    

    

    
      “So I ran away. I abandoned the history of the Demonic Cult that had been passed down for hundreds of years, and the duty of the Heavenly Demon inherited from the very first.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…But in the end, I came to regret it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “On the outside, I resented it as an unfair treatment and a fool's errand, but deep down, I knew. I knew that the path our ancestors walked couldn't be called wrong.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I didn't act on what I thought was right; I merely ran away….”
    

    

    
      Cough, cough—
    

    

    
      With a dry chuckle and a few coughs, Blindman Shim continued in a voice that was even feebler than before.
    

    

    
      “…I don't know where this bastard rolled in from, but that rude bastard is right. I should have at least given you the chance to choose.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I didn't have the courage to see you follow the path of our ancestors and suffer in pain like your mother. I was afraid of that, so I ran away again….”
    

    

    
      Heh heh—
    

    

    
      “…And so, here I am, regretting it again.”
    

    

    
      I had witnessed countless deathbeds, but as expected, my heart wasn't at ease.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that tears were bursting out or anything… but how should I put it.
    

    

    
      Witnessing the weakness of someone dying, who had lost their will to live, was the furthest thing from pleasant.
    

    

    
      “…Do what you believe is right, Cheong-yi.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So that you don't end up like me, regretting at the very end… regretting the reality of not even being able to see my grown daughter's face.”
    

    

    
      Her eyes now brimming with tears, Shim Cheong grasped his hand and nodded.
    

    

    
      …Though he would never know.
    

    

    
      Perhaps having said all he wanted to Cheong-yi, he paused for a moment, then turned his head slightly and used a rather bewildering title.
    

    

    
      “…You there, you disrespectful punk. Are you listening?”
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      Just in case, I looked around, but Loxy and Jerry were staring at me as if it were obvious.
    

    

    
      “…Is he perhaps talking about me?”
    

    

    
      “…Of course.”
    

    

    
      “Who else would it be? There's no one else but you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I remembered being meticulous about using honorifics, so the title felt unfair to me, but I focused on his words for now.
    

    

    
      “If you so much as lay a finger on my daughter, I'll kill you.”
    

    

    
      “…Hold on.”
    

    

    
      “I'll tear you limb from limb and make you die in agony.”
    

    

    
      “What on earth did I even do……”
    

    

    
      As if calling me by an inscrutable title wasn't enough, he threatened me out of the blue, then immediately changed his tone to make a request.
    

    

    
      “…So, please take good care of her.”
    

    

    
      The old man's voice was desperate.
    

    

    
      “…Because of her worthless father, she is a child who knows nothing of the horrors of the outside world.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don't know what this third path you spoke of is—one where she can avoid the pain of the Divine Illness and not be forced into sacrifice—or if it's even truly possible… but if it's real, I'm asking you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…You didn't sound like a man with a wicked voice. I'll trust you.”
    

    

    
      Had some of my sincerity gotten through to him?
    

    

    
      I had no way of knowing what his hearing, on the verge of death, had read in my voice.
    

    

    
      In that short time, it seemed I had succeeded in gaining something akin to trust.
    

    

    
      “…Anyone hearing this would think I got something from this old man.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “All I got was a punch.”
    

    

    
      Still, along with the relief of having successfully informed him of a new path before he passed completely, a sense of unfairness crept in, and I grumbled.
    

    

    
      “…Don't think you received nothing. If you truly know about the Demonic Cult, then you, more than anyone, should know the value of the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art secret manual.”
    

    

    
      Stung—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …So this is what they mean by the wisdom of old age.
    

    

    
      I couldn't even break even.
    

    

    
      “…I'm done now.”
    

    

    
      He let out a deep sigh, of a different kind than before, and left his final words.
    

    

    
      “Don't get hurt, don't cry, and don't have regrets.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Live well, Cheong-yi.”
    

    

    
      With that, the old man's mouth closed.
    

    

    
      His ragged breaths grew fainter and fainter.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Soon, Jerry, noticing the breathing had stopped, checked his respiration.
    

    

    
      “…He has passed.”
    

    

    
      He quietly announced the old man's death.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi did not cry.
    

    

    
      Was it because it was a farewell she had been preparing for, or was she too shocked by the sudden separation to feel its reality?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps, was it because of his short last words, telling her not to cry?
    

    

    
      He was her father, her friend, her teacher.
    

    

    
      The man who had been her entire world within this narrow cave was no more.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Cheong-yi did not cry.
    

    

    
      Instead, she bit her lip until it bled and said to me.
    

    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…What must I do.”
    

    

    
      …That she would become the Heavenly Demon.
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      For Blindman Shim, who had passed away, we held a small funeral in front of the thatched-roof house.
    

    

    
      A complete funeral was impossible, as we couldn't make this gloomy cave his final resting place.
    

    

    
      But even if it was humble, I had often held simple funerals for those without remains during the War against Demons, so it wasn't difficult.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      “This guy will take responsibility for handling the burial.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      I hadn’t asked his opinion yet, but I decided to entrust Blindman Shim’s body to Jerry.
    

    

    
      I couldn’t quite remember if he had any related knowledge, but his appearance just seemed to fit the role perfectly.
    

    

    
      “He looks trustworthy, doesn’t he?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He’s the only one among us wearing a funereal suit with a black tie. He says he’ll do his best to find a sunny spot.”
    

    

    
      “…I never said any such thing-.”
    

    

    
      Jerry, seemingly determined not to be pushed around so unreasonably anymore, was about to raise a hand in protest.
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      But Cheong-yi’s polite words of gratitude beat him to it.
    

    

    
      Faced with the bereaved family member bowing ninety degrees in thanks, Jerry seemed too embarrassed to refuse and couldn't bring himself to finish his sentence.
    

    

    
      Haaa-.
    

    

    
      With a barely audible sigh, he closed his eyes in resignation.
    

    

    
      Perhaps recognizing this reluctant acceptance, Cheong-yi straightened her back and expressed her gratitude once more.
    

    

    
      “I will never forget this kindness and will surely repay you.”
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Par.”
    

    

    
      The title she used to address him was a bit strange.
    

    

    
      “…Young Master Par? Who’s that?”
    

    

    
      “…Did you not just correct me that your name was Partner?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Surname Par, given name Tner.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So, Par Tner… am I wrong?”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence fell.
    

    

    
      “Pfft-.”
    

    

    
      Loxy couldn't hold it in any longer and burst out laughing.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Ah, my stomach.”
    

    

    
      Her face flushed red from the prolonged laughter, Cheong-yi muttered in a voice full of complaint.
    

    

    
      “…You could have just told me from the start. Is it right to make fun of someone like this just because they don't know Western culture and terms?”
    

    

    
      “Hoo, what a shame. It would have been twice as funny if he were Young Master Ttol. Don’t you think?”
    

    

    
      “…I fail to see what’s so amusing about such a low-level joke.”
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, since Young Master Par (?) himself was nearly immune to humor, the banter didn't continue, but it seemed to have served its purpose.
    

    

    
      “Well, anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I think we’ve spent enough time on this.”
    

    

    
      Her blunder had appropriately lightened the heavy atmosphere of the funeral.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “I’m counting on you. We’ll take care of business on our end.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Let’s meet outside.”
    

    

    
      “…I’ll look for a burial site nearby.”
    

    

    
      We had placed Blindman Shim’s body in a temporary coffin made from the floorboards of the thatched-roof house. 
    

    

    
      I gestured toward it as I spoke to Jerry, and he nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been watching, pointed to herself and asked.
    

    

    
      “What about me? Where should I go?”
    

    

    
      “Over there, of course.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… that side looks more interesting… Don’t you need this?”
    

    

    
      Loxy held up the cracked medal.
    

    

    
      It seemed she was talking about the ‘Devil’s Singularity.’
    

    

    
      From her perspective, it made sense.
    

    

    
      The Shandong Peninsula was officially part of the war front against demons, a space where the Constellations could interfere and watch us at any time, even if we weren't on a mission.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Shake, shake-
    

    

    
      “I don’t need it.”
    

    

    
      That was only true if this place was an ‘ordinary space’ on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      When I took the medal from my pocket and showed it to her, Loxy’s eyes widened.
    

    

    
      “…Why is that.”
    

    

    
      “Because this is a rather special place.”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown error has occurred.]
    

    

    
      [Satellite Magic, Starlink, has been temporarily deactivated.]
    

    

    

    

    
      …Even though her hand hadn't touched it for a while, the ‘crack’ symbolizing the Devil's Singularity was already on my medal.
    

    

    
      The only difference was that this crack was a much deeper color than the purple one she had created.
    

    

    
      But its appearance and effect were the same as the one she had caused.
    

    

    
      “And.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Even if it weren't for the burial, it's too dangerous to go any further.”
    

    

    
      …Especially for her, a former member of the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Thud, thud-
    

    

    
      Jerry and Loxy headed outside first, while Cheong-yi and I ventured deeper into the cave.
    

    

    
      At first glance, the wide cavern where the house stood seemed like a dead end, but on one side, there was a gloomy secret passage blocked by a large boulder.
    

    

    
      As we walked along the passage, Cheong-yi suddenly asked a question.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t know what your identity is.”
    

    

    
      “My identity?”
    

    

    
      “…Even I, who have lived here for twenty years, knew nothing of this secret passage.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Besides, just as my father said, you seem to know more about the Demonic Cult than I do… What is your true identity?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    

    
      I needed a suitable excuse.
    

    

    
      Telling her I was a Hero candidate wouldn't immediately register with someone who lacked experience in the outside world, and even if it did, it wouldn't be a convincing answer.
    

    

    
      Nor could I reveal that I had already saved her once in a past life.
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, unable to find a fitting reply, I answered with something that was neither truth nor lie.
    

    

    
      “A person who shares the same blood as you.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      At my short reply, she furrowed her brow, her expression serious as she cupped her chin. Then, she nodded and muttered to herself.
    

    

    
      “…In that case, you and I must be some sort of ‘distant relatives’.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I have read about it in books. They call those who share the same blood but have different surnames relatives.”
    

    

    
      That wasn't what I meant, so her inference was wrong, but since she seemed to have accepted it, I didn't bother to correct her.
    

    

    
      What I wanted wasn't an accurate answer to her question, but one that would let us move on.
    

    

    
      Having finished her speculation, she looked at me with wide, round eyes and held out her hand.
    

    

    
      Cheok-
    

    

    
      “I never knew I had a relative.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I look forward to getting along with you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Brother.”
    

    

    
      Her eyes, filled with anticipation and joy at having a relative, pricked my conscience.
    

    

    
      So, I took her hand and added.
    

    

    
      “…There’s one more outside. Her name is Namgung Soso. She’s about ten years older than you. She’ll be your older sister.”
    

    

    
      …That one was likely a ‘real’ distant relative from a branch family.
    

    

    
      Things had moved so quickly that I hadn't been able to ask Blindman Shim directly, but my guess that the ‘Namgung’ clan was a branch bloodline of the Heavenly Demon was probably correct.
    

    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, it made no sense for someone who didn't carry the Heavenly Demon's blood to be able to use the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art.
    

    

    
      “An older sister!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I have an older sister, too. That is truly joyous news.”
    

    

    
      …The problem was that calling her just an ‘older sister’ was a stretch; they were likely as distant as third cousins twice removed, practically strangers.
    

    

    
      “First, let’s pull it out. I’ll introduce you when we get out of here. Though I have no idea if she’ll be happy about it…”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      I ran my hand along the passage wall, checking its texture as I spoke. She replied with a questioning "Hmm?"
    

    

    
      “…Pull what out? What are we suddenly pulling out?”
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      Right. When we entered the secret passage, I had only told her to follow me, not what we were going to do.
    

    

    
      “Did I not tell you? We’re on our way to pull out the ‘Demonic Sword’.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi’s eyes widened.
    

    

    
      “The Demonic Sword? The Demonic Sword is here?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “How…”
    

    

    
      “Your father didn’t live cooped up in this cave for no reason. He was guarding the path to the Demonic Sword's seal.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To prevent the tragedy of someone stumbling in here by chance and trying to pull out the Demonic Sword.”
    

    

    
      The reason Blindman Shim had been so wary and questioned my identity the moment he saw me was along the same lines.
    

    

    
      Perhaps he sensed something in my voice, for at death's door, he had strangely seemed to trust me.
    

    

    
      But he had spent his entire life in this underground cave to prevent outsiders (外人) from approaching the Demonic Sword, a duty passed down from his ancestors.
    

    

    
      Even while claiming to have abandoned his duty, he hadn't been able to completely let it go.
    

    

    
      At my added words, Cheong-yi lowered her head for a moment, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Then, she posed another question.
    

    

    
      “…There is something I don’t understand.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Putting your words together, brother, it seems the seal on the Primordial Demonic Beast is maintained by that Demonic Sword… In that case, if we pull the sword out for the succession, won't the seal break?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Isn't that why my father stopped those who approached the Demonic Sword? To prevent the seal on the Primordial Demonic Beast from being released.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “You’re wrong.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Blindman Shim didn't stop people from approaching the Demonic Sword to prevent the seal from breaking. It was to save their lives.”
    

    

    
      As its name implied, the Demonic Sword was not an object that just anyone could hold and wield.
    

    

    
      Among those who inherited the bloodline of the first Heavenly Demon, only those of the direct lineage who inherited the blood thickly—in short, the Sacred Bones —could withstand the immense energy radiating from the Demonic Sword and grasp it.
    

    

    
      Only by being acknowledged by the Demonic Sword, which carried the will of the predecessors, could one also undo the seal.
    

    

    
      If any ordinary person tried to grab the sword, forget the seal, their Mana Circuits would be instantly destroyed, and they would meet their end.
    

    

    
      This was why the succession of the Demonic Sword was also a symbol of the ‘Heavenly Demon ’.
    

    

    
      “Of course, it’s true that if you pull out the Demonic Sword, the seal suppressing the Primordial Demonic Beast’s power will be released. That will cause some problems later on.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But it’s going to be released soon anyway, even if you don’t pull it out.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “The seal.”
    

    

    
      If a single sealing could last forever, there would have been no reason to re-seal it over and over again.
    

    

    
      The past Heavenly Demons didn't pull out the Demonic Sword to inherit the title and then stab it back in to re-seal the beast just because they were bored.
    

    

    
      The Primordial Demonic Beast's immense power struggled and resisted even the strongest sealing technique.
    

    

    
      As time passed, the power of the seal was bound to weaken.
    

    

    
      Therefore, before the seal on the Primordial Demonic Beast broke completely, one had to pull the sword out and go through the process of re-sealing. What Blindman Shim referred to as the ‘fate of the Demonic Cult’ was also because of this process.
    

    

    
      The sealing technique left on the Demonic Sword by the first Heavenly Demon was powerful enough to bind the formidable Primordial Demonic Beast for decades, but it was a technique that required the caster's ‘Innate True Qi’ as collateral.
    

    

    
      One who pulled the Demonic Sword, inherited the Demonic Cult, and rose to the position of Heavenly Demon was inevitably required to make a sacrifice again.
    

    

    
      Moreover, unlike in the past when it was re-sealed every few decades, the cycle of re-sealing was broken at Blindman Shim’s generation and had been neglected for nearly a hundred years.
    

    

    
      The seal's suppressive power was reaching its limit, and it was about time for the Primordial Demonic Beast’s power to stir.
    

    

    
      The recent, unusual increase in Magical Beast sightings that Namgung Soso mentioned was likely proof of this.
    

    

    
      ‘…In fact.’
    

    

    
      If my memory served me right, the Primordial Demonic Beast was resurrected in the lands of Murim less than three years from this very point in time.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Demonic Sword was pulled out back then too, so one could argue, ‘It was released because the Demonic Sword was pulled out.’
    

    

    
      But I didn't really think so.
    

    

    
      The energy I felt when pulling out the Demonic Sword back then was so intense that even with my pathetic skills at the time, I could feel the resurrection of the Primordial Demonic Beast was imminent.
    

    

    
      “Well, anyway.”
    

    

    
      Squelch-
    

    

    
      As I touched the wall again, a sticky fluid that hadn't been there before clung to my hand.
    

    

    
      “Looks like we’ve arrived.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Thump-thump-
    

    

    
      Thump-thump-
    

    

    
      Looking ahead, I saw a dark, crimson mass pulsing faintly not far away.
    

    

    
      “That is…”
    

    

    
      “The heart of the Primordial Demonic Beast.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      The rugged, black sword hilt stuck right in the middle of that pulsating crimson mass was none other than…
    

    

    
      “…Naturally, the thing stuck in the middle is what we need to pull out.”
    

    

    
      The Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Sacred Relic: Weapon>
    

    
      ■Alias: [The Most Sacred Demonic Sword]
    

    
      ■Grade: [Incalculable]
    

    
      ■Description: [A weapon imbued with the soul of the first Heavenly Demon, the founder of the Demonic Cult.]
    

    
      ■Special Ability: [???]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      [Warning! There is information that cannot be viewed with your current access rights.]
    

    

    
      [A higher grade of access rights is required.]
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      Thump—
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      Its movements were too bizarre to be called a living creature, yet it was a strange thing that moved, making it impossible to call it dead.
    

    

    
      A creeping, unpleasant feeling welling up from the depths of my subconscious.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the first time I'd seen it, but as expected, I still didn't like the sight of that hideous mass.
    

    

    
      ‘…What a contradictory man.’
    

    

    
      I could almost feel the turmoil in Blindman Shim's heart, who, for the past 100 years, couldn't bring himself to do one thing or another, even with something like that by his bedside.
    

    

    
      As an immature human who could neither completely abandon his given destiny nor fully submit to it.
    

    

    
      As a man who was more human than anyone, and for that very reason, could not become a hero.
    

    

    
      …As a father who couldn't be proud.
    

    

    
      The powerlessness he must have felt, sleeping with that bizarre thing by his head.
    

    

    
      “So, I just need to pull that out?”
    

    

    
      It was Cheong-yi's question that broke me from my thoughts.
    

    

    
      She asked, pointing at the black hilt embedded in the crimson mass, the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, I nodded, and she took a deep breath, about to step forward.
    

    

    
      As if she had already steeled her resolve long ago, there was no hesitation in her steps.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      And just as she was about to move.
    

    

    
      “But.”
    

    

    
      Halt—
    

    

    
      I stopped her.
    

    

    
      …It was true that pulling it out was important, but there was still a procedure to follow before she drew the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      “Hold on a moment.”
    

    

    
      Rummaging—
    

    

    
      I stopped her and took out a tool I had prepared in advance.
    

    

    
      “That’s……”
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Item: Etc.>
    

    
      ■Name: [Orc Rope]
    

    
      ■Creator: [Seo U-jin]
    

    
      ■Grade: [☆☆☆☆☆]
    

    
      ■Description: [A rope made by twisting Orc sinews multiple times. It possesses strong resistance to physical impacts, excluding 'Cutting' and 'Ignition'.]
    

    
      ■Special Feature: [Enchanted with the No-Attribute Magic, 'Binding (☆☆☆☆☆)'.]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      A rope.
    

    

    
      A rope to bind her body.
    

    

    
      “Isn’t that… a rope?”
    

    

    
      “As you can see.”
    

    

    
      “Why that, all of a sudden…”
    

    

    
      “To pull out the Demonic Sword, I need to tie you up with this beforehand.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Although Cheong-yi's expression was grim, as if she didn't understand, I paid her no mind and approached, wrapping the rope around her hands and feet.
    

    

    
      Since I hadn't prepared a separate Artifact, I wasn't reassured by just one or two layers, so I wrapped it around her again and again, tying it tightly.
    

    

    
      “…Do we really have to do this to pull out that Demonic Sword?”
    

    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's all for my sake. So don't worry too much.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      As if sensing something strange in my nonchalant reply, she furrowed her brow and asked back.
    

    

    
      “…For you, not me?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, for me.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even with my repeated answer, her brow remained furrowed, as if she still couldn't understand.
    

    

    
      But that didn't matter.
    

    

    
      Because even without an explanation, the moment she grasped the Demonic Sword, she would understand better than anyone.
    

    

    
      …The reason why I tied her with this rope.
    

    

    
      Squeeze—
    

    

    
      “There.”
    

    

    
      “…My wrists hurt.”
    

    

    
      “Good. Seems like it's tied well.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Alright, now let's go and pull it out.”
    

    

    
      Though her expression was still dissatisfied with my unkind explanation, it seemed she understood I didn't have any bad intentions.
    

    

    
      Pushed by my hand, she turned her body and approached the giant heart with light steps.
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      With each step she took, the heart throbbed as if keeping time.
    

    

    
      The moment she reached out with her bound hands and gripped the hilt of the embedded sword.
    

    

    
      Thump-! Thump-! Thump-! Thump-!
    

    

    
      The beat repeated, twice as fast as before, and a fierce black energy began to be sucked into Cheong-yi's body through the hilt.
    

    

    
      Ssshaaa—
    

    

    
      The rapidly surging energy billowed intensely, as if to swallow Cheong-yi whole.
    

    

    
      “Ngh-!”
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi twisted her entire body from the overwhelming pain.
    

    

    
      She seemed to be barely holding back her screams by gritting her teeth, but that didn't last long.
    

    

    
      “…Kngh… Haa… Hngh-!”
    

    

    
      Soon, pained moans mixed with ragged breaths burst from between her teeth.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That was the 'Divine Illness' Blindman Shim had spoken of.
    

    

    
      The extreme, convulsive pain that comes without regard for time or place once one inherits the Demonic Sword and becomes the 'Heavenly Demon'.
    

    

    
      It was a side effect that occurred in a body not yet fully matured, a reaction to inheriting a portion of the immense energy dwelling within the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      It was a phenomenon that would naturally disappear if one raised their body's caliber enough to handle the Demonic Sword's energy.
    

    

    
      But how could that be easy?
    

    

    
      Reaching the level of the first Heavenly Demon, who was different from birth, through mere effort was a statement that was difficult to establish in the first place.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Cheong-yi was just turning 20, possessing the body of an adolescent whose growth hadn't even properly finished.
    

    

    
      According to her, who had experienced it firsthand in the first playthrough, it felt like every single cell in her body was being burned by fire, so it was easy to imagine how extreme the pain she was currently suffering was.
    

    

    
      Vmmm—
    

    

    
      How much time had passed?
    

    

    
      The fiercely surging energy was now subsiding.
    

    

    
      Of course, containing and digesting were separate matters, so Cheong-yi was still writhing in pain, but it seemed certain that most of the Demonic Sword's energy that needed to be digested was now contained within her body.
    

    

    
      As proof of that.
    

    

    
      Sliiiide—
    

    

    
      The blade of the Demonic Sword naturally slid out from the crimson heart-mass.
    

    

    
      She had been acknowledged by the Demonic Sword as the successor to the 'Heavenly Demon'.
    

    

    
      “…Now, is it my turn?”
    

    

    
      Normally, this would end with her writhing until she passed out from the extreme pain, then waking up later.
    

    

    
      But to get rid of Cheong-yi's Divine Illness, one more step was needed around this time—
    

    

    
      Snap—
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Along with a chilling sensation, I heard the sound of something breaking.
    

    

    
      Snap, snap—
    

    

    
      In succession, no less.
    

    

    
      I quickly turned my head to find the source of the sound. And just as I'd feared.
    

    

    
      “No……”
    

    

    
      The 'Orc Rope' tied around Cheong-yi's hands and feet was snapping helplessly.
    

    

    
      “…Why the hell is that breaking?”
    

    

    
      It wasn't a problem with the item.
    

    

    
      I had barely managed to find the time to buy it, so I couldn't conduct a thorough investigation or inspection, but for that reason, I had picked the most expensive one available on the market and personally braided it.
    

    

    
      I had even used the Memorize Paper I received from Eliya to enchant it with a No-Attribute binding-type magic that, albeit briefly, sealed mana movement.
    

    

    
      Which meant.
    

    

    
      “…This is bad.”
    

    

    
      It meant that Cheong-yi's pure physical strength far exceeded the level I had anticipated.
    

    

    
      Among the common items available on the market, the Orc Rope boasted, by far, the best performance.
    

    

    
      Especially in terms of physical resistance, it was second to none.
    

    

    
      And I had personally taken care to braid it and wrap it in several layers, so to be able to snap it in one go meant she possessed a level of strength that couldn't be restrained unless I had used an Artifact to tie her up.
    

    

    
      I couldn't tell if this was a temporary variable that appeared during the process of acquiring the Demonic Sword, or a simple miscalculation on my part.
    

    

    
      But the cause wasn't what was important.
    

    

    
      Swoooosh—
    

    

    
      …It was how to overcome this unexpected predicament.
    

    

    
      A powerful sword strike, swung without any control.
    

    

    
      No, it was less a sword strike and more like a swing of an axe.
    

    

    
      Vwoom—
    

    

    
      It didn't seem to be aimed at any particular target, so I could easily evade its trajectory by bending backward, but.
    

    

    
      CRASH!!!
    

    

    
      From the ensuing roar, I knew instinctively.
    

    

    
      Forget the Vampire Trait or anything else, the moment that thing hit, I would be split in two and die instantly.
    

    

    
      Vwoom—
    

    

    
      Once again, that brutish and monstrous strike was swung.
    

    

    
      Kicking off the ground to create distance, I checked Cheong-yi's condition.
    

    

    
      “…This is tricky.”
    

    

    
      Her pupils were gone.
    

    

    
      It didn't seem like the fuse in her brain had completely blown, but it looked like she had completely lost her reason to the pain and was releasing her unbearable struggles as an outburst of power.
    

    

    
      CRACK! CRASH!
    

    

    
      The sword strikes, swung indiscriminately, left behind sword marks akin to rifts all over the space.
    

    

    
      Even the Primordial Demonic Beast's heart, located to one side, was slashed by her strikes.
    

    

    
      Squirming—
    

    

    
      …Of course, a bundle of bizarre tentacles immediately emerged from its depths, fumbling over the wound and sealing it back up.
    

    

    
      “…And I can't even knock her out.”
    

    

    
      In truth, knocking her out with an impact wouldn't be that difficult.
    

    

    
      Although Cheong-yi now possessed immense physical strength, whether temporary or permanent, it was still unrefined power.
    

    

    
      If I exploited my advantages in speed or other areas, I could easily take down the mindless Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      Even if not, she must have accumulated damage.
    

    

    
      But the problem was that it was impossible.
    

    

    
      What was happening in her body right now was the process of digesting the Demonic Sword's energy, a kind of 'mana'.
    

    

    
      Even now, her Mana Circuit must be spinning as if it were about to burst from being full.
    

    

    
      If she were to be hit by external mana at a time like this, there was a risk of a backflow in her Mana Circuit, potentially leading to Qi Deviation.
    

    

    
      Besides, I didn't have the luxury of time to wait for her to pass out.
    

    

    
      The method I had prepared could only be used during the transitional period before the energy had fully settled.
    

    

    
      It was a method that would be useless once the succession process was complete.
    

    

    
      “…Feels like I'll die if it even grazes me.”
    

    

    
      Therefore, the only way to overcome this predicament was to evade all of her randomly swung attacks, get close, and proceed to the next step.
    

    

    
      “…Easier said than done.”
    

    

    
      A single misstep, even just staggering from the wind pressure of a swing, would lead directly to death.
    

    

    
      Vwoom— CRASH—!
    

    

    
      …Well, that being said.
    

    

    
      It's not like what must be done will suddenly become something I don't have to do.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh—
    

    

    
      Evading her sword strikes that flew nearby, I watched for the right timing.
    

    

    
      There couldn't be a pattern in the swings of a mindless person, so my only strategy was to aim for the blind spot created by her physical characteristics.
    

    

    
      …And I already knew her physical characteristics inside and out from my past life.
    

    

    
      ‘A typical right-handed, right-footed person. And the corresponding weaknesses.’
    

    

    
      Around this time, she showed a weakness in her upward slash from the lower left to the upper right.
    

    

    
      In the future, she would eventually crush everything with her immense strength and skill, but at this point, when she was like a blank slate, that weakness should still exist.
    

    

    
      Even if all her strikes looked monstrous on the surface, there was bound to be a move with slightly off-timing.
    

    

    
      And so, I waited for the timing I was most confident in.
    

    

    
      Right.
    

    

    
      Vwoom—
    

    

    
      “…Now.”
    

    

    
      Fwaat—!
    

    

    
      The moment I saw the preliminary motion for an upward slash after she finished her previous move, I rushed to her right side.
    

    

    
      Scrape—
    

    

    
      Thanks to the combination of a half-beat-faster approach and an exquisite blind spot, her sword strike grazed past my shoulder.
    

    

    
      I was able to reach point-blank range.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it was a shame that the shallow graze alone was enough to tear up my left shoulder to the point where the bone was visible.
    

    

    
      Still, since I had succeeded in getting close, I could call it a success.
    

    

    
      “…This will sting a bit.”
    

    

    
      And as soon as I reached her right side, I.
    

    

    
      “Hup—.”
    

    

    
      I sank my fangs into her neck.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [The Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆) is activated.]
    

    

    
      […Warning! An unknown magical formula is reacting to your mana.]
    

    

    
      [You have met the activation conditions for the hidden perk of <Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆)>, 'Subordination'.]
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [Would you like to turn <Person: Shim Cheong> into a Subordinate? Y/N]
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      After being officially appointed as a Hero, I carried out requests on the front lines of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      In my spare time, I would follow the Bamboo Hat Mister on ‘secret missions’ outside of regular requests, experiencing and learning various things.
    

    

    
      …It was during that time that I first met that girl, Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      The Bamboo Hat Mister, who had received the ‘Rebuild the Demonic Cult’ mission, took me to the Shandong Peninsula, and the person central to that mission was none other than Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      It was the same then as it is now.
    

    

    
      The only differences were that Blindman Shim had already passed away, and that Cheong-yi had already lost half her sight. 
    

    

    
      But just like I did now, the Bamboo Hat Mister told her the ‘truth of the Demonic Cult’.
    

    

    
      That girl, Cheong-yi, chose the path of drawing the Demonic Sword and accepting her fate.
    

    

    
      『Kuaaaargh-!』
    

    

    
      The Divine Sickness inflicted a tearing pain throughout Cheong-yi’s body back then, too. And I was the only one fidgeting restlessly as I watched her writhe in agony.
    

    

    

    
      『…Is it really okay to just leave her like that?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『She’s in so much pain, though?』
    

    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if the Bamboo Hat Mister had a comfortable expression on his face either.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…This is something that child must endure. It is a path she chose herself.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…There's nothing we can do anyway, so don't do anything foolish. Her entire body is filled with the energy of the Demonic Sword. If you touch her carelessly, she might fall into qi deviation instead.』
    

    

    

    

    
      It was just that his greater experience allowed him to be a bit more desensitized and calm than I was.
    

    

    
      It was clear he was feeling the same kind of discomfort as I was.
    

    

    
      …In reality, there was nothing wrong with what the Bamboo Hat Mister had said.
    

    

    
      There was no room for us to intervene in the succession process of the Demonic Sword, which had become fixed over generations.
    

    

    
      We could only tell her the truth regarding the stories of the previous Heavenly Demons and the traditions of the Demonic Cult, which her father had hidden.
    

    

    
      That was the extent of our role.
    

    

    
      As the Bamboo Hat Mister said, we weren't the ones directly inflicting the pain, and it was a path she had chosen for herself.
    

    

    
      But why?
    

    

    

    
      『…You rascal.』
    

    

    

    
      My naive younger self couldn't erase the guilt of having brought such pain upon that young, pitiful girl.
    

    

    
      She would have completely lost her sight if left alone, yes, but if we hadn't told her the truth, she wouldn't have had to suffer like this.
    

    

    
      …Right.
    

    

    
      I wonder if the feelings of Cheong-yi’s father, Blindman Shim, were similar to this.
    

    

    
      Knowing that neither choice would bring peace of mind and that I had no power to solve it, I found myself approaching her unconsciously.
    

    

    
      It wasn't because I had thought of a special method. It was just an instinctive movement born from the feeling of wanting to do ‘something’.
    

    

    
      Did he sense the weight of my footsteps? Or perhaps he had faith that I wouldn't do anything to harm Cheong-yi?
    

    

    
      The Bamboo Hat Mister only called out my name to dissuade me, but he didn't come over and grab my shoulder.
    

    

    

    
      『…It’s no use. U-jin, whatever you try to do will only stimulate her overflowing Mana Circuit and cause her more pain.』
    

    

    

    
      And those words, spoken by the Bamboo Hat Mister to stop me, became a hint.
    

    

    

    
      『…So, to put it simply, she’s in pain because her mana is full. Is that it?』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    

    
      Having reached Cheong-yi’s side, I sank my fangs into her neck.
    

    

    

    
      『……!!!』
    

    

    

    
      Along with that, through my fangs, which were a medium for ‘Vampire Black Magic’, I began to suck out the black energy that filled her body.
    

    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    
      […Warning! An unknown magic formula is reacting to your mana.]
    

    

    
      [The activation conditions for <Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆)>'s hidden perk, ‘Subordination’, have been met.]
    

    

    

    

    
      I couldn't read all the messages that popped up before my eyes, but they gave me the confidence that what I was doing wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      Filled with even more conviction, I absorbed that dense, black mana without delay.
    

    

    
      As a result, I was able to suck out the energy that had not only filled her Mana Circuit but also lingered throughout her body, causing her pain.
    

    

    

    
      [Do you want to subordinate <Person: Shim Cheong>? Y/N]
    

    

    

    
      That was the beginning of the ‘subordinate relationship’ between Cheong-yi and me.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Ughh-
    

    

    
      My dulled five senses slowly began to function again, and along with my stiff muscles, I felt a stabbing pain in my left shoulder blade.
    

    

    
      “…Are you awake?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Soon after, I heard that girl Cheong-yi’s voice and realized that I had fainted.
    

    

    
      At the same time, I felt an awkward softness behind my head.
    

    

    
      The fact that there couldn't possibly be a pillow in a cave like this made me realize I was resting my head on Cheong-yi’s lap.
    

    

    
      I immediately sat up.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      “Please lie down a little longer.”
    

    

    
      …But her hand pressing down on my forehead made me lean my head back again.
    

    

    
      “Your healing speed was unusual, so I left you be, but the wound on your shoulder is not shallow.”
    

    

    
      “…How much time has passed?”
    

    

    
      “Not long. If I regained consciousness right away, then not even a 15 minutes has passed.”
    

    

    
      “How’s your body?”
    

    

    
      “I am unharmed.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Thanks to you.”
    

    

    
      …It seemed to have been a success, for now.
    

    

    
      I hadn't considered the possibility of fainting, though.
    

    

    
      It seemed the unplanned damage to my shoulder was more severe than I thought.
    

    

    
      Haaah-
    

    

    
      Finally letting out a sigh of relief, I belatedly opened the system window to check the messages that had appeared while I was unconscious.
    

    

    

    
      [Do you want to subordinate <Person: Shim Cheong>? Y/N]
    

    

    
      [Yes.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! The data on the ‘Subordination Rite’ is incomplete.]
    

    

    
      [Missing data is being supplemented by <Artifact: Red Cross Earring (★☆☆☆☆)>.]
    

    

    
      [Forming a Subordination Contract with <Person: Shim Cheong>.]
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      [A strange, permanent change has occurred in your Mana Circuit.]
    

    

    
      [The upgrade conditions for <Trait: Half-Vampire (★☆☆)> have been met.]
    

    

    
      [Awakening <Trait: Whole Vampire (★★☆)>.]
    

    

    

    
      …It seems I somehow managed to finish the Subordination Contract while unconscious.
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi’s comment about my unusual healing speed was also likely thanks to the upgraded Vampire Trait.
    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Trait List>
    

    

    
      ■Whole Vampire (★★☆)
    

    
      [Vampires possess superior regenerative abilities compared to others. (This effect is drastically increased when absorbing the blood of a hunted target.)]
    

    
      [Can form Subordination Contracts depending on conditions. (Current Subordinates: 1. Shim Cheong)]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      Turning my head to look up at Cheong-yi’s neck, I saw that the spot where I had sunk my fangs was now engraved with the unique red Magic Circle of the Vampire Clan, signifying a ‘Subordination Contract’.
    

    

    
      “…What in the world did you do? When I regained consciousness, I found that you had bitten my neck, and the excruciating pain that pierced my entire body was gone.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “From the circumstances, I could tell it was your doing, Orabeoni… but I cannot fathom the principle behind it at all.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Of course you can't.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “This is the ‘Blood Demon Art’ of the long-lost Vampire Clan.”
    

    

    
      If I had shown this scene to Jerry, he probably would have lost his composure all over again.
    

    

    
      Subordination.
    

    

    
      Along with ‘Granting Racial Traits’, this was another Trait that formed a core part of the ‘Blood Demon Art’.
    

    

    
      If the first characteristic of the ‘Blood Demon Art’ is to grant the Vampire racial trait to humans or other demi-humans through Black Magic, just as Jerry did on the Guardian Train...
    

    

    
      ...then this Subordination could be called the ‘second characteristic’.
    

    

    
      It doesn't just stop at granting the Vampire racial trait; it forms a master-servant relationship with the target of the blood-sucking and allows for the absorption of the target's traits.
    

    

    
      It was a Trait that truly suited the name ‘Vampire’.
    

    

    
      It was thanks to this very Trait that the Vampire Clan, which maintained only small numbers, was once renowned within the Demon King's Army as the ‘Vampire Brigade’.
    

    

    
      Due to their racial characteristics, even if the number of true vampires was small, each vampire who commanded numerous subordinates already formed a considerable force on their own.
    

    

    
      As the owners of the Trait, the vampires knew their subordinates' abilities better than anyone and could command them in battle with optimal synergy.
    

    

    
      As battle commanders, each and every one of those vampires was a force that could be called nothing short of a calamity.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if Cheong-yi would understand if I explained all that.
    

    

    
      So I cut out the preamble and summarized only the important parts.
    

    

    
      “To put it simply, the excruciating pain you experienced was because the Demonic Sword's energy overflowed even after filling your Mana Circuit. You can think of it as me having absorbed that excess.”
    

    

    
      “…Absorbed.”
    

    

    
      This was the third path I had told Cheong-yi about.
    

    

    
      Because it was a defunct form of Black Magic, no detailed records or studies of it remained.
    

    

    
      The Subordination trait of the ‘Blood Demon Art’ was capable of absorbing even the powerful energy emanating from the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      By dividing the vast energy of the Demonic Sword, which one person had to bear, between two bodies, the pain of the Divine Sickness caused by the mana overflow would disappear.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean I had taken exactly half of the Heavenly Demon's power that Cheong-yi possessed.
    

    

    
      Energy has purity. 
    

    

    
      A phenomenon similar to osmosis occurs, so the purer energy had already been drawn into Cheong-yi's Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      What I absorbed were the impure dregs that had remained in her body causing her pain.
    

    

    
      In terms of actual energy, I couldn't be sure, but the ratio was probably around 7:3.
    

    

    
      …Of course, even that much was a power so great I wouldn't be able to utilize it properly for a while.
    

    

    
      As if something had occurred to her, she couldn't smooth her furrowed brow even after my brief explanation and asked me in a rather serious voice.
    

    

    
      “…My father once taught me that everything in the world comes with a price.”
    

    

    
      “Well, yeah, usually.”
    

    

    
      “…That Blood Demon Art seems to have had only positive effects on me. In that case… could it be that something is wrong with your body, Orabeoni?”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Is her intuition naturally sharp? She immediately pointed out the eternal truths of ‘give and take’ and ‘high risk, high return’.
    

    

    
      To this girl, I revealed one of the hidden facts about this ‘Subordination Contract’.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      “Well, there is a price. We did form a Subordination Contract, after all. For example…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Put both hands on your head.”
    

    

    
      “…H-Huh?”
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      “Wait… why are they moving on their own—.”
    

    

    
      “Shake them like crazy.”
    

    

    
      Flap, flap-
    

    

    
      …The fact that the Subordination Contract involves a kind of compulsory force.
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      “Are you mad?”
    

    

    
      “…I am not mad.”
    

    

    
      “You’re mad.”
    

    

    
      “…Did I not say that I am not!”
    

    

    
      The shock from the act of raising and waving both her arms around must have been considerable.
    

    

    
      The corners of her lips were turned down in a pout.
    

    

    
      But pouting wasn't going to undo the subordinate contract we had already formed.
    

    

    
      “…You damn robber.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “I said I'm sorry for not telling you beforehand. But thanks to it, the pain is gone, isn't it? I got hurt in the process, too.”
    

    

    
      Even if she treated me like a robber, I didn't have much to say for myself. It was true that I had waited for the Demonic Sword's energy to subside to some extent.
    

    

    
      But it was also a fact that I had formed the subordinate contract when her mind wasn't sound due to the pain.
    

    

    
      Due to the nature of the blood-mediated subordinate contract, for it to take true effect, it required not just verbal consent.
    

    

    
      It needed a powerful sincerity, enough to stir the mana infused in her blood.
    

    

    
      Her subconscious had likely agreed to the subordinate contract based on the primal judgment to ‘avoid pain’.
    

    

    
      …Even if that wasn't the whole story, I couldn't deny the fact that I had aimed for that exact timing.
    

    

    
      “…Promise me you will never make me perform such an outrageous act again.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    

    
      “If you do, then I shall forgive my Orabeoni, if only a little.”
    

    

    
      Her condition(?) was simple, but it wasn't something I could easily promise.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      It was just too amusing.
    

    

    
      It was a sight I hadn't been able to see easily even in my first playthrough.
    

    

    
      Back then, I didn't have the <Artifact: Red Cross Ring (★☆☆)>, so I couldn't form a complete subordinate ritual.
    

    

    
      With a half-baked ritual, the level of compulsion I could exert was naturally much lower.
    

    

    
      That's why this was unexpected for me, too—that she would wave her arms so enthusiastically just because I said one word.
    

    

    
      The sight of Shim Cheong, the ‘Heavenly Demon’ who once dominated battlefields, raising both arms high and waving them around diligently... I had a feeling I would want to see it again someday.
    

    

    
      “This is troubling.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Could I maybe make you do it just ten more times later?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I'll use them sparingly.”
    

    

    
      “Eek—!”
    

    

    
      At my joke of a proposal, she immediately raised the Demonic Sword and charged at me.
    

    

    
      I had no choice but to settle for about three times.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “You have promised. I will count them meticulously.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Do not even think of trying to gloss over it. I have quite a good memory.”
    

    

    
      Tightening her loosened jeogori and huffing, she looked down at the Demonic Sword in her right hand and changed the subject.
    

    

    
      “So, is the succession of the Demonic Sword finished with this?”
    

    

    
      “Well, you would know best.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For now, yes.”
    

    

    
      She had drawn the Demonic Sword, been acknowledged by it, and inherited its energy.
    

    

    
      Of course, drawing out that inherited energy was a separate issue, so it would be difficult to talk about grand things like using all of the ‘Heavenly Demon's’ power right away.
    

    

    
      That was something to be supplemented over time.
    

    

    
      As long as the Demonic Sword was successfully in her hand.
    

    

    
      For now, that was OK.
    

    

    
      Nodding at my brief reply, she soon turned her head back.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “Then… what about that.”
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      She trailed off, looking at the crimson mass where the Demonic Sword had been embedded.
    

    

    
      As if rejoicing at its release from the Demonic Sword, its faint pulse had grown slightly faster and stronger.
    

    

    
      “…Is it fine to just leave it like that?”
    

    

    
      “It's true that the source of the sealing ritual has been removed, but that doesn't mean it will revive right now. There's still time until the residual mana is completely exhausted.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “After all, it's a sealing ritual that held it bound for over several hundred years.”
    

    

    
      As if my answer wasn't to her liking, or perhaps she just couldn't accept it, she furrowed her brow and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…Is there not something that can be done?”
    

    

    
      “Something to be done?”
    

    

    
      “If I did not mishear, I recall you saying that was the heart of a Primordial Demonic Beast. Then just…”
    

    

    
      …It seemed she was asking if we couldn't just destroy it right here.
    

    

    
      In fact, as she spoke, the tip of the Demonic Sword was slightly raised.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Seeing is believing, as they say.
    

    

    
      Instead of bothering to list the reasons for her question.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      I took the Demonic Sword directly from her hand and approached the crimson heart-mass.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Slash—
    

    

    
      I slashed the mass horizontally in a single stroke.
    

    

    
      Against the sharp edge of the Demonic Sword, which hadn't dulled even after hundreds of years, the mass split open helplessly.
    

    

    
      It spewed a dark purple liquid from the gash.
    

    

    
      But that didn't last long.
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Soon, bundles of tentacles burst out from the gap, and the grotesquely writhing tentacles, along with the liquid, filled the empty space.
    

    

    
      In a form even more grotesque than the original.
    

    

    
      A bundle of tentacles that was closer to ‘proliferation’ than recovery.
    

    

    
      “As you can see, this is what happens.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This mass will probably regenerate even if you tear it apart a hundred times. If it could be destroyed by mere physical force, your ancestors would have torn it to shreds long ago.”
    

    

    
      “…How bizarre.”
    

    

    
      “It is bizarre.”
    

    

    
      In truth, the word ‘bizarre’ was not enough to describe this phenomenon.
    

    

    
      Though it looked like a simple black blade on the surface, this Demonic Sword was an item infused with the very soul of the ‘First Heavenly Demon’.
    

    

    
      Considering his esteemed status, having reached a transcendent realm all on his own without anyone's help, this was undoubtedly an item that had risen to the rank of a Holy Relic.
    

    

    
      Of course, at my current level, I couldn't draw out all of its power, but it was a high-tier weapon that wouldn't have been out of place inside the White Door—where Divine Instruments were stored—surpassing all the artifact slots in the Order's treasury, the Sevens Door.
    

    

    
      “Even if I can't wield it properly, it makes no sense that a weapon of this caliber can't cut through a single mass like that—.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      T-ring—!
    

    

    
      With the sudden notification sound of a system window, two sentences appeared before my eyes.
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', frowns at your words.]
    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', mutters, asking how someone who knows that could do such a thing.]
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      Reading the sentences that had suddenly appeared, I couldn't help but doubt my eyes.
    

    

    
      T-ring—!
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', is flustered by your reaction.]
    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', asks if you can perhaps hear its voice right now.]
    

    

    
      The voice of the Demonic Sword I held in my hand was appearing before my eyes in the form of sentences.
    

    

    
      “Why is this…”
    

    

    
      To be precise, receiving a message from a weapon with a will of its own wasn't that strange.
    

    

    
      Even without going as far as a Divine Instrument, a high-tier Artifact with a will could deliver a specific message to its user.
    

    

    
      However, that was only when a battle intensified and the level of resonance between the user and the weapon reached its peak.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was something that could only be experienced intermittently in the realm of ‘Sword and Body as One’.
    

    

    
      Moreover, even that wasn't capable of maintaining such a high level of conversation with two-way feedback like this.
    

    

    
      It was, at best, a one-shot, one-way transmission of the weapon's will.
    

    

    
      I was bewildered by this unprecedented experience, but a sentence that soon appeared revealed the cause of this phenomenon.
    

    

    
      [<Trait: Chosen One (★☆☆)> has been activated.]
    

    
      [Based on the analysis of the Order's database, the language of the armament is being translated.]
    

    

    
      ‘…To think it had a function like this.’
    

    

    
      It was something completely outside the scope of my expectations.
    

    

    
      This was my first time obtaining the Chosen One Trait, so in a way, it was to be expected.
    

    

    
      But no matter how vast the Order's database was, I truly had no idea it possessed the data to translate and convey the language of armaments.
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', urges you for an answer.]
    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', asks once more if you can hear its voice.]
    

    

    
      “…I can hear you.”
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', lets out a disbelieving laugh at your answer.]
    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', conveys that this is the first time its voice has reached someone directly.]
    

    

    
      …Of course, not all weapons would be capable of such an intelligent conversation.
    

    

    
      In the first place, weapons with a will were rare, and in most cases, the will wouldn't form a separate ego (Ego) like this, but would at most leave a one-way message.
    

    

    
      This was likely only possible because it was a weapon that had reached the level of a Divine Instrument.
    

    

    
      Given that a Divine Instrument itself was a weapon that an ordinary Hero would be lucky to even glimpse once in their lifetime, it was unlikely that an opportunity to use this translation function so actively would arise.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, I couldn't stop the corners of my mouth from curling up.
    

    

    
      “Is something the matter, Orabeoni?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why are you suddenly muttering to yourself like that?”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “Something is the matter.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “A ve-ry big something.”
    

    

    
      A conversation with a Holy Relic.
    

    

    
      …This was an event that could only be a gain, never a loss.
    

    

    
      Without even needing to weigh the pros and cons, to put it simply, this was a weapon infused with the will of the First Heavenly Demon, who had reached the ‘realm of the gods’.
    

    

    
      If I could receive even a quarter of his knowledge and skill, not only could I dramatically increase the speed at which I learned the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art.
    

    

    
      Based on undiscovered ancient information, I could also access options in realms unknown to others.
    

    

    
      For example.
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', demands that you stop talking and put your hand into that hideous mass first.]
    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', says that you will probably find something to grab.]
    

    

    
      …Something like this.
    

    

    
      It was a demand, almost an order, given without any particular explanation.
    

    

    
      But I followed its words without complaint and took a step forward.
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', shows interest in your unexpectedly(?) obedient behavior.]
    

    

    
      Splash— Splash—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      This was a weapon imbued with the soul of a Hero who had sacrificed himself for over several hundred years solely to protect Murim.
    

    

    
      This was the first thing the weapon spoke of, putting everything else aside, the moment its voice was heard.
    

    

    
      From its perspective, this was likely the most important thing it had wanted to talk about for the past few hundred years.
    

    

    
      I figured it wouldn't be a light matter that I could judge as good or bad.
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', advises you to bear with it, even if it feels unpleasant.]
    

    

    
      Squish— Squelch—
    

    

    
      Arriving in front of the heart, I pushed aside the tentacles still filling the gash and plunged my arm deep inside.
    

    

    
      Jiiiing—
    

    

    
      Then, along with a vibration that shook my mind like tinnitus, a bizarre voice began to be heard from somewhere.
    

    

    
      【■■■……ĳŒþºαø.!!】
    

    
      【⍹⍷⍳⍶⏄……!!!!!!!!!!!!!】
    

    

    
      …I knew it would be like this, but my brow furrowed automatically.
    

    

    
      It sounded like the creepy laughter of an old woman, the terrified cries of a child, and the sound of a rabid mammal's belly being torn apart.
    

    

    
      The string of collapsed, nonsensical language and the indescribable, chaotic noise threatened to turn my mind inside out.
    

    

    
      The unpleasant sensation of the tentacles at my fingertips only amplified the discomfort.
    

    

    
      Wriggle— Wriggle—
    

    

    
      Just as the unpleasantness transmitted through my five senses reached its peak, and the unbearable revulsion was about to erupt as vomit.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      My fingertips touched something solid.
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      Shuuuk—
    

    

    
      What I grasped in my hand from within the unpleasant lump was a fragment of a white sword.
    

    

    
      “That’s….”
    

    

    
      “…A sword hilt.”
    

    

    
      For some reason, the blade part was broken off, and only the hilt below the guard remained.
    

    

    
      In contrast to the plain, unadorned Demonic Sword, the handle was decorated with incredibly ornate designs.
    

    

    
      A decoration that seemed to depict dragon scales wrapped around the handle, and on the guard, a dragon's head appeared to be opening its mouth toward the blade.
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ advises that while it’s not as good as itself, it should still be usable.]
    

    

    

    
      “…This seems to be on a similar level, though.”
    

    

    
      Contrary to the Demonic Sword's advice that it was merely ‘usable,’ the sword's aura of nobility felt intuitively to be of a very high level.
    

    

    
      It was hard to be certain, perhaps because it wasn't in a complete state, but it felt as if it would have been on a similar level to the ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ if it were whole.
    

    

    
      What gave me confidence in this was the information on the hilt I checked through my <Trait: The Chosen One (★☆☆)>.
    

    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      <Artifact: Weapon>
    

    
      ■Name: [Fragment of the Nameless Sword]
    

    
      ■Grade: [???]
    

    
      ■Description: [A sword hilt broken for some reason. It contains an unknown power.]
    

    
      ■Special Ability: [???]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      [Warning! There is information that cannot be viewed with your current access authority.]
    

    

    
      [A higher-grade access authority is required.]
    

    

    

    
      It wasn't just that the information was unavailable because it was broken. 
    

    

    
      The requirement for a higher-grade access authority meant that its information, when whole, was of a rare level.
    

    

    
      And one more thing.
    

    

    
      ‘…I feel like I've seen this somewhere before.’
    

    

    
      This weapon, for some reason, felt familiar.
    

    

    
      I couldn't remember exactly, but I had a feeling I'd seen it sometime during my first playthrough.
    

    

    
      It was a sword with a rather impressive appearance, so I thought I might remember if I thought a little harder.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, I couldn't delve further into my memories.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ advises you to get your eyes checked again.]
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ expresses its displeasure, telling you not to treat such an uncool thing as its equal.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ tells you not to shove that crude blade at it.]
    

    

    

    

    
      …It must have been itching to run its mouth after being shut for hundreds of years.
    

    

    
      After all, a single comment about them being similar had triggered a barrage of feedback.
    

    

    
      “…Something feels ominous.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    

    
      “A thought just occurred to me.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I have a feeling I'm going to be pestered by something weird—.”
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ says that, come to think of it, its greeting is late.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ demands that you perform a deep bow to commemorate meeting the greatest sword in Murim.]
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ says it will forgive your past rudeness with its broad generosity, so hurry up and—.]
    

    

    

    
      Clang-!
    

    

    
      Unable to stand its incessant chattering, I took the fragment of the Nameless Sword I had pulled from the lump and struck the Demonic Sword with it.
    

    

    
      “…Shut up.”
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ is appalled by your acti—.]
    

    

    
      Clang-!
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ asks what the hell you think you're doi—.]
    

    

    

    

    
      Klaaang-!
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ says if it gets scratched—.]
    

    

    

    
      Kwaaang-!
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘Most Holy Demoni—.]
    

    

    

    
      KWAAAANG-!
    

    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    

    
      Just as I was about to increase the output of my mana circuit and fully activate my Trait.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, the Demonic Sword’s voice stopped.
    

    

    
      “Orabeoni……”
    

    

    
      “…Huu.”
    

    

    
      “…What in the world did you just do? Why were you striking it?”
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi, who had been silent during the sudden development, asked cautiously.
    

    

    
      “Establishing the hierarchy.”
    

    

    
      When I answered curtly, she asked back.
    

    

    
      “With a sword… you mean?”
    

    

    
      “No matter what, I can't be giving a deep bow to an object.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Naturally, Cheong-yi, who had no way of understanding what I meant, tilted her head with a clueless expression.
    

    

    
      I lowered my voice and spoke to the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      “Look, I'll at least use polite speech with you. If you don't want to be further embarrassed in front of your descendant, let's just agree on that.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      “It's not like we're in a relationship where we can determine who's the boss, and if we had to, I, the only one who can hear you, am the one in charge.”
    

    

    
      […….]
    

    

    
      “If you try to act high and mighty again, I'll shove you back into that lump.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Trudge, trudge—
    

    

    
      The experience of being beaten with another sword must have been quite a shock, as the Demonic Sword didn't conjure up any sentences for a while after that.
    

    

    
      The thought that I might have gone too far, considering the dignity of a soul that once held the title of the strongest in Murim, briefly crossed my mind, but since it was the one that crossed the line first, the thought was, quite literally, fleeting.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, the way out of the cave was quite quiet.
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of the brief lull, I opened my notebook and made a mark.
    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #9]
    

    

    
      「Project: Rescue Shim Cheong.」……O
    

    

    
      ‘…For now.’
    

    

    
      My business on the Shandong Peninsula was not yet over.
    

    

    
      Although I called it succeeding the Demonic Sword, what I had just done was also the act of releasing the seal on the 'Primordial Magical Beast'.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a mechanism where it would revive in a 'flash' the moment the Demonic Sword was pulled, but the residual mana of the sealing technique would gradually dissipate, and the revival of the Primordial Magical Beast was scheduled for the near future.
    

    

    
      On top of that, considering the turmoil the Shandong Peninsula would experience from the Demonic Sword being pulled, far from being over, the greatest challenge still remained.
    

    

    
      And most crucially.
    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #10]
    

    

    
      『Rebuild the Demonic Cult』
    

    

    

    
      The final bucket list item that would cap off my time on the Shandong Peninsula still remained.
    

    

    
      Until that was fully accomplished, I could never say it was over.
    

    

    
      …But putting those things aside, it was true that I felt encouraged deep down.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      In the end, Cheong-yi was the key.
    

    

    
      “…Why are you looking at me like that? Is there something on my face?”
    

    

    
      “No, it's nothing.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Just warm up your body. Try swinging that Demonic Sword a bit before we leave.”
    

    

    
      “…Warm up? Why should I warm up?”
    

    

    
      “You'll find out when we get out.”
    

    

    
      ‘…Now it's double digits, huh.’
    

    

    
      Was it ‘well begun is half done’?
    

    

    
      It wasn't a saying I was particularly fond of, but it came to mind.
    

    

    
      My actions from the Gateway Zone until now had merely been laying the groundwork for the beginning, and the real start would be after I achieved this 10th bucket list item.
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch—
    

    

    

    
      <List of Variables>
    

    

    
      [‘Isaac Einstein’s’ Intervention]
    

    
      [Discovery of 'Weapon Translation,' an additional ability of the Trait, 'The Chosen One']
    

    

    

    

    
      There were parts that got unexpectedly complicated, and parts that were unexpectedly resolved.
    

    

    
      The remaining bucket list items packed tightly in my notebook still felt heavy.
    

    

    
      Still.
    

    

    
      “…Not bad.”
    

    

    
      It felt like a not-so-bad start.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Haaah….”
    

    

    
      With dark circles hanging down to her chin, Eliya sighed, head bowed, as she left her assigned chapel.
    

    

    
      “…How can a person's speech be this sleep-inducing?”
    

    

    
      The course she had to retake due to the 'unauthorized use of an Artifact' incident was 'The Metaphysical Value of Adhering to Regulations in Accordance with the Principle of Good Faith'.
    

    

    
      It was a course infamous among priests for its fiendish difficulty.
    

    

    
      In fact, it was the course she had dreaded the most when she was a priest candidate at the monastery.
    

    

    
      Forced to retake a course she already disliked, she had to do her best to keep her eyes from closing in real-time.
    

    

    
      After narrowly overcoming several crises, she was able to complete the retake.
    

    

    
      “…It's a relief there were extenuating circumstances.”
    

    

    
      It was fortunate that the level of her disciplinary action was reduced to one-third after a post-hoc emergency substantial review.
    

    

    
      If she had to retake the entire course from the beginning, she might have found herself running out of the monastery without even realizing it.
    

    

    
      “Priestess Merculurt!”
    

    

    
      “Ah, Miss Hailey.”
    

    

    
      One of the things that helped her endure the difficult retake process was the attention from the priest candidates taking the class with her.
    

    

    
      Of course, a fully ordained priest retaking a course wasn't exactly something to be proud of, but to the priest candidates, the sight of an official priest—their future selves—was an object of envy.
    

    

    
      Hailey was the priest candidate who had welcomed Eliya the most.
    

    

    
      Trotting over, she looked at Eliya with eyes full of disappointment and asked.
    

    

    
      “…Are you leaving right away? You must be tired from the back-to-back classes, you should rest for at least a day….”
    

    

    
      “I have to go. Huhu. I am, after all, a priest in service to a Hero candidate.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “Miss Hailey, you'll know what it feels like when you're ordained as a priest.”
    

    

    
      At the words 'a priest in service to a Hero,' Hailey's eyes sparkled again.
    

    

    
      “What kind of person is the Hero candidate you're serving, Priestess?”
    

    

    
      To the question asked with sparkling eyes, Eliya briefly recalled U-jin's face.
    

    

    
      “Hmm….”
    

    

    
      The period she could call 'service' had been so short that she didn't really know him that well.
    

    

    
      But in that short time, the image of U-jin that had formed in Eliya's mind was.
    

    

    
      “Someone whose next move is completely unpredictable.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Unbelievably reckless.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Someone who makes you anxious if you leave him alone, and who only does the things you tell him not to.”
    

    

    
      “…Eh?”
    

    

    
      Quite clear.
    

    

    
      “…And yet, he's someone who pulls it off with strange proficiency.”
    

    

    
      Hailey furrowed her brow at the strange description but soon nodded and muttered.
    

    

    
      “Somehow… he sounds difficult, but cool. Seeing as you speak of him that way, Priestess.”
    

    

    
      Smile—
    

    

    
      “You think so?”
    

    

    
      “Yes! He'll probably become a Hero before long!”
    

    

    
      Answering energetically with the unique vigor of a priest candidate, she, as if sad that their short time was ending, immediately threw out another question.
    

    

    
      “So, where are you headed?”
    

    

    
      “To the Murim Empire in the eastern part of the continent. Do you know of the Shandong Peninsula?”
    

    

    
      “Umm….”
    

    

    
      Hailey, who had been pondering with her hand on her chin, suddenly let out a small cry of 'Ah!' and then tilted her head.
    

    

    
      “I remember! But….”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Isn't that the front line of the War against Demons? I thought I learned that Hero candidates usually build up their achievements by carrying out Magical Beast subjugation requests within The Order's territory….”
    

    

    
      Huhu—
    

    

    
      “That's right. That's why I said it earlier. Our Hero candidate is a bit peculiar.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…He was vague about it, so I don't know the details either, but he probably has something else in mind.”
    

    

    
      Nodding in agreement at Eliya's words, Hailey suddenly paused and asked cautiously.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… I see. Won't it be dangerous?”
    

    

    
      “It probably won't be. I looked into it beforehand, and although it's on the front line of the War against Demons, there aren't any particular dangers aside from the occasional appearance of a few Magical Beasts that have deserted the Demon King's Army.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's usually like that for isolated places on the fringes of the anti-demon front line.”
    

    

    
      Hailey tilted her head at Eliya's answer.
    

    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Have you not heard yet?”
    

    

    
      In that moment, a chilling sensation ran through Eliya's senses.
    

    

    
      And just as she expected, Hailey's next words followed.
    

    

    
      “If I didn't see it wrong….”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I think I heard they went on emergency defense alert this morning due to a large-scale unidentified Magical Beast outbreak.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Eliya couldn't help but shoot up from her seat.
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      Plunge—
    

    

    
      “…It seems we’ll have to find a new burial site.”
    

    

    
      Staring at the horde of Magical Beasts that filled the sea, Jerry muttered, his face covered in dirt.
    

    

    
      “…I knew something like this would happen.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I thought it was strange how quiet things were compared to what you said earlier……”
    

    

    
      Loxy, too, sighed as she slammed the shovel she was holding into the ground.
    

    

    
      “How many do you think there are?”
    

    

    
      “…At least a brigade’s worth, it seems.”
    

    

    
      “Looks like my eyes aren’t deceiving me. I was really hoping they were.”
    

    

    
      “…In terms of numbers, that would be around 5,000.”
    

    

    
      Along with Jerry’s dry assessment, a system window from The Order popped up in Loxy’s vision.
    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Sword Saint,’ requests your urgent participation in the War against Demons.]
    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [QUEST: Defend the Peninsula]
    

    
      Classification: Defence
    

    
      Difficulty: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      Client: <Constellation: Sword Saint>
    

    
      Quest Details: The Shandong Peninsula is in crisis due to the sudden appearance of a horde of Magical Beasts. Defend the Shandong Peninsula by any means necessary.
    

    

    
      Quest Reward: 1,000 Guardian Coins, 2x Merit Points based on contribution.
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      Reading the urgent message, Loxy muttered.
    

    

    
      “…That's not even funny. There's no way this is only a 1-star quest. Especially when we have to tank it without any proper forces.”
    

    

    
      “…What’s the reward?”
    

    

    
      “First, they give you 1,000 coins, and it seems they’ll double the merit points if we succeed?”
    

    

    
      Jerry’s eyes sparkled.
    

    

    
      “It's an investment with a closed downside and an open upside.”
    

    

    
      “…How so?”
    

    

    
      “The worst that can happen is we die, and if it goes well, we might get a Constellation’s Artifact, no?”
    

    

    
      “…If you like the terms so much, you do it.”
    

    

    
      “…Why?”
    

    

    
      Jerry tilted his head and asked at Loxy’s ice-cold reaction.
    

    

    
      “It's not like we can get away from our partner anyway. The 'NO' option is already off the table.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I think it's better to die holding something, if it comes to that.”
    

    

    
      Heh—
    

    

    
      “…That’s true, I suppose.”
    

    

    
      Shaking her head with a self-deprecating laugh, Loxy let out a deep sigh.
    

    

    
      “Haaa…”
    

    

    
      Honestly, if asked for her own opinion, Loxy had no intention of participating in such a ridiculous battle.
    

    

    
      This was beyond a simple matter of likes and dislikes; participating was a crazy quest akin to a suicide mission.
    

    

    
      To begin with, the minimum rank for a Hero to qualify for the War against Demons was 1-star, and ordinary Hero candidates weren't even given the right to participate.
    

    

    
      The fact that the message appeared immediately seemed to reflect the urgency of the situation, but for a normal Hero candidate, the standard procedure was to hunt Named Magical Beasts in their respective regions to gain experience, not to set foot on the front lines of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      And yet, this battlefield, which had appeared so suddenly without any context, was the size of a brigade.
    

    

    
      By the Demon King's Army's standards, this was the scale of a full force organized under a titled demon of 'Baron' rank.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were huge differences in the detailed organization, tactical aspects, and above all, the presence of a titled demon.
    

    

    
      To exaggerate a little, it was like facing an entire brigade of the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      So, considering the state of the Shandong Peninsula, which didn't even have a proper front line established, jumping in there to defend it wasn't just crazy; it was the kind of bizarre act that only a completely deranged woman would attempt.
    

    

    
      “…We can’t just walk away, can we?”
    

    

    
      …The problem was that the deranged woman was probably going to be Loxy herself.
    

    

    
      “…Seems that way.”
    

    

    
      Although she had no idea how he planned to rebuild that blasted Demonic Cult, Loxy was certain of one thing: it hadn't happened yet.
    

    

    
      And given U-jin's personality as she had seen it so far, he wasn't one to just let something he decided on slide.
    

    

    
      She could clearly see a future where U-jin would grab her by the hair and drag her onto that battlefield, one hundred percent.
    

    

    
      Tap, tap—
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had been watching Loxy, dusted off his hands.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go find our partner first.”
    

    

    
      Then, with the unique ‘clip-clop’ of his dress shoes, he muttered.
    

    

    
      “…If it's our partner, he probably has something in mind.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      At my brief, friendly greeting, Cheong-yi, who was next to me, raised his hand in imitation.
    

    

    
      The two people staring blankly at the sight muttered in protest.
    

    

    
      “…I don't think this is a situation where we can leisurely exchange greetings.”
    

    

    
      “…I agree.”
    

    

    
      It was a joke meant to lighten the tense atmosphere, but it seems it wasn't very funny.
    

    

    
      “…Well, you're right. I didn't expect a whole brigade-sized horde to wash up either.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      The surface of the beautiful sea, which should have been embroidered with sunlight, was now covered in disgusting scales.
    

    

    
      ‘Deep Sea People.’
    

    

    
      A swarm of grotesque fish-like bastards with half-human, half-beast appearances was approaching.
    

    

    
      The cause was probably…
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword,’ asks what you're looking at.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword,’ declares it has no intention of lending its power to a punk like you.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword,’ emphasizes that you should handle it yourself.]
    

    

    
      …the consciousness of the primordial Magical Beast, partially freed when I drew the Demonic Sword, setting off celebratory fireworks.
    

    

    
      “…Didn’t you have a plan?”
    

    

    
      “I have a plan.”
    

    

    
      Although I hadn’t predicted the exact scale, the flood of Magical Beasts that would occur the moment I pulled the Demonic Sword from the primordial Magical Beast’s heart was practically a foregone conclusion.
    

    

    
      It was true that more of them had appeared than I had anticipated.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't to the point where I thought I couldn't handle it.
    

    

    
      ‘…If I can just push through and pull it off somehow.’
    

    

    
      It was a decent début stage.
    

    

    
      If the scale had been so large that it was impossible to proceed with the plan, or if it had been too small, that would have been a problem.
    

    

    
      But a brigade-sized horde of Magical Beasts seemed about right.
    

    

    
      Other than the fact that the difficulty had risen slightly and the expected return had also increased as a result, there was no change to my plan for rebuilding the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      “…Of the three seas surrounding the Shandong Peninsula, the only passage to land is a single, narrow coastal bay in the center.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The other areas are blocked by high vertical cliffs, and a large amount of ‘Blackwater Moss,’ which secretes a slippery substance, grows there, making them unusable as passages unless you’re a flying species. Even more so for such a large number.”
    

    

    
      Information that one wouldn't easily know unless they were a resident of Shandong.
    

    

    
      “And even within this narrow bay, there isn't much usable space on the seafloor.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Due to the nature of a bay, the seafloor itself is shallow, and aside from the central channel, both sides are full of reefs.”
    

    

    
      “…So?”
    

    

    
      Perhaps they sensed some level of preparation in my words.
    

    

    
      The gazes of the three focused on me.
    

    

    
      Their eyes seemed to be expecting some incredible countermeasure.
    

    

    
      “The point is, the only passage they can use is the central part of that narrow bay.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So, we…”
    

    

    
      And to meet their expectations…
    

    

    
      I proudly declared my plan.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “…will stop them over there.”
    

    

    
      Following the declaration of the plan, a silence fell over the area for a moment.
    

    

    
      Loxy, who was looking back and forth between my finger and the coastal bay as if she had misheard, broke the frozen atmosphere and spoke up.
    

    

    
      “Uh……”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “So… maybe it's because I'm uneducated, but I don't quite understand.”
    

    

    
      “What about?”
    

    

    
      “I think… there should be something more after that……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Is that all there is to it?”
    

    

    
      …It wasn't an entirely wrong point.
    

    

    
      Normally, a battle plan would include countermeasures for when things went wrong due to variables, and its most basic framework was the 5 Ws and 1 H: who, when, where, what, how, and why.
    

    

    
      But my plan had none of that.
    

    

    
      No, in most of the battles in the latter half of my first life, there were no such things as detailed plans.
    

    

    
      There was no time to make them in the daily battles, and it was a battlefield where there was no ‘next time’ if you didn't risk your life to defeat the enemy in front of you right now.
    

    

    
      In that hellish battlefield, there was only one thing to remember.
    

    

    
      I had to defeat the enemy before me for me to live, and for my comrades to live.
    

    

    
      “That's it.”
    

    

    
      …Well, I didn't really expect them to understand.
    

    

    
      A second silence fell.
    

    

    
      The one who broke it this time was Jerry.
    

    

    
      “…I shouldn't have even asked.”
    

    

    
      It was a natural reaction, really.
    

    

    
      This plan, which was close to being no plan at all, was not only the complete opposite of Jerry’s disposition…
    

    

    
      but it also looked reckless beyond measure on the surface.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      Even though it was technically part of the War against Demons front, there were no notable troops from The Order or the Empire stationed on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      That meant there were no soldiers to form a front line and halt the advance of the Magical Beasts as was usually the case, and Hero-level personnel would always have to suffer the risk of being surrounded.
    

    

    
      If anything, we might be able to hope for help from Namgung Soso's New Demonic Cult, which acted as a self-defense force here.
    

    

    
      But it was a tall order to expect a significant role from them, as they had only ever hunted the Magical Beasts that occasionally appeared here.
    

    

    
      Not to mention the numerical inferiority.
    

    

    
      Perhaps having roughly calculated in his head that it was impossible…
    

    

    
      Jerry shook his head and raised his hand.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “…I am a non-combatant. I request to be excused, partner.”
    

    

    
      It was something I had fully expected, considering his disposition, and I had never considered him as combat personnel in the first place.
    

    

    
      So, I raised a hand and nodded at the guy requesting to be excused.
    

    

    
      “Don't worry.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “You have something else to do.”
    

    

    
      And to the guy who was slightly frowning as if he hadn't expected this, I handed him a note I had written in advance.
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      The guy took the note, unfolded it to check the contents, and fell silent for a long moment, his pupils shaking for an instant.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Then, with his brows furrowed in a somewhat grave manner, he replied.
    

    

    
      “…Impossible. I can guess the general intention, but this is a defunct method, and it's not something I can handle on my own.”
    

    

    
      “That's why I'm asking you. We're heading into that death trap, so if you're going to call yourself a partner, you should at least do that much.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Right?”
    

    

    
      From the side, Loxy quietly asked, ‘…By any chance, am I included in that 'we'?’ but I lightly ignored her and continued to stare directly at Jerry's face.
    

    

    
      “…No matter how I think about it, it's impossible. This isn't something that can be done with money alone.”
    

    

    
      “Just try it anyway. Who knows, you might get lucky, right?”
    

    

    
      “…I can't imagine what level of luck would be required. I don't even have a clue where to start, and the direction is…”
    

    

    
      Seeing his eyebrows, which seemed to show he was still reluctant, I threw him a carrot.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “This.”
    

    

    
      The magic circle engraved on Cheong-yi's neck.
    

    

    
      When I pointed to the red magic circle, the thrall formula of the Blood Demon Art, his eyes shook violently.
    

    

    
      “Aren't you curious how I did it?”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “Okay?”
    

    

    
      From his perspective, it was a carrot he couldn't possibly refuse.
    

    

    
      “…Understood. I will at least attempt it.”
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      “…However, since this is something unprecedented in the last 100 years, I cannot guarantee its success or failure.”
    

    

    
      “Well, let's cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, just look into it.”
    

    

    
      *Nod—*
    

    

    
      Although there was some grumbling, seeing his furrowed brows return to normal, it seemed he was motivated enough to at least give it a try.
    

    

    
      “…Then I shall make my move first. It doesn't seem like something that can be handled here.”
    

    

    
      “Alright. See you after you're done.”
    

    

    
      “…Understood.”
    

    

    
      After sending Jerry off first, I…
    

    

    

    
      [Urgently accepting the quest ‘Defend the Peninsula (★☆☆☆☆)’.]
    

    

    

    
      “…Let's go.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Us too.”
    

    

    
      I accepted the quest that had appeared and started walking toward the coastal bay.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      “…Just who is the real demon?”
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      Swoooosh—
    

    

    
      The waves crashed in.
    

    

    
      The unpleasant, fishy smell of the sea stabbed deep into my nose.
    

    

    
      The refreshing quality of the blue sea was nowhere to be found, and instead, ultramarine scales repeatedly appeared and disappeared, skimming the surface of the water.
    

    

    
      The sea was heavily polluted.
    

    

    
      “…This is a bit… no, quite different from the sea I had imagined.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The books certainly said the sea was a place filled with the color of green jade, where embroidered lights would beautifully shimmer…”
    

    

    
      Hmph—
    

    

    
      “This is rather foul. It’s like a pit where all the garbage has gathered to stink.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s not usually like this.”
    

    

    
      Fwooh—
    

    

    
      To think the first sea she sees in her life is in this state.
    

    

    
      Seeing the sea for the first time should naturally be met with an overwhelming gasp of admiration and wide eyes.
    

    

    
      Seeing her furrow her small brow and pull down the corners of her mouth didn’t sit well with me.
    

    

    
      …Of course, I wasn't in a position to say that, being the one who dragged her to a battlefield right after bringing her out.
    

    

    
      Anyway, that was just my sentiment.
    

    

    
      Fwooh—
    

    

    
      As I took another drag of my cigarette, exhaled the smoke, and made a complicated expression.
    

    

    
      Loxy shot a question at me, her eyes filled with disbelief.
    

    

    
      “Are you really planning to block all that with just the two of you?”
    

    

    
      “Three, including you. Why leave yourself out?”
    

    

    
      “…I have enough trouble just protecting myself. In the first place, if you die, I’m running away immediately. Without a single look back.”
    

    

    
      It seemed like 99% sincerity with a single, forced drop of a joke mixed in, so I let out a chuckle.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. That probably won’t happen.”
    

    

    
      “…That’s a shame. I couldn’t ask for more if that happened.”
    

    

    
      Indeed, it was true that this looked reckless.
    

    

    
      After all, the difference in numbers was what it was.
    

    

    
      Even if the 5,000-strong horde of Magical Beasts couldn’t rush in all at once because the passage was narrow, with a little exaggeration, it was still a 3 vs. 5,000 battle.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      Considering that the rabble from the New Demon Cult, standing awkwardly with their swords drawn, wouldn't be of any help, it wasn't much of an exaggeration at all.
    

    

    
      Still, since no titled Demons were involved in this battle, someone like Namgung Soso, who had experience in the War against Demons and had been active as a Hero, would probably have no trouble protecting herself.
    

    

    
      But that was it.
    

    

    
      Even she wasn't enough manpower to be of much help in stopping that horde of Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      Moreover, even if we could gain a geographical advantage from the narrow terrain, there was no other strategy besides holding the chokepoint.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, this battle was indeed a 3 vs. 5,000 dogfight.
    

    

    
      Kkuueeeek—!
    

    

    
      “…One has come up.”
    

    

    
      “So it has.”
    

    

    
      But that didn’t mean I was standing here without any thought.
    

    

    
      The meaning of my Regression wasn't so light that I would risk my life simply to take responsibility for and block the Magical Beasts before me.
    

    

    
      I could do it.
    

    

    
      Even in the Suicide Squad, which was overflowing with specialists in every field, I was second to none when it came to a ‘dogfight’.
    

    

    
      And here, I could even.
    

    

    

    
      “I followed you here, but this is my first time in a battle like this, so I don’t know what to do. Therefore, Brother, if you could show me an example first—.”
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      “What should I do? If you don’t say anything, I’ll just run—”
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: ■Augmentation Circuit> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [The property ‘Augment’ is granted to <Skill: Seal of the Ancient Priestess (★☆☆)>.]
    

    

    
      [Temporary forced body manipulation occurs!]
    

    

    

    

    
      “…Wait a minute. I have a bad feeling about this—.”
    

    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: Perfect Vampire (★★☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [The property ‘Augment’ is granted to ‘Subordination’.]
    

    

    
      [Temporary forced body manipulation occurs!]
    

    

    

    
      “Brother…? Something is strange. My arm is moving on its own again…”
    

    

    
      …because I could exert three times(?) the power.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      Although they weren’t clearly visible, Namgung Soso couldn't help but swallow dryly at the countless shadows flickering beneath the sea.
    

    

    
      The coastal bay, which usually seemed so narrow, looked exceptionally wide today.
    

    

    
      ‘…Is it possible?’
    

    

    
      Looking back at the members of the New Demon Cult lined up behind her, trembling, Namgung Soso asked herself.
    

    

    
      Of course, the answer was already there.
    

    

    
      ‘…No way it's possible.’
    

    

    
      There was no way it was possible.
    

    

    
      She couldn't tell the exact scale, but just from a glance, it was a massive horde of Magical Beasts that seemed to number in the thousands.
    

    

    
      She didn't know where such a number of Magical Beasts had been hiding, or for what reason they were suddenly swarming in like this.
    

    

    
      But it was certain that this was a number she had never experienced before on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      The Magical Beasts the New Demon Cult had dealt with were just stragglers that came in one or two at a time; the total number they had handled so far didn't even reach 100.
    

    

    
      The only variable she could hope for was.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      The mysterious Hero candidate, ‘Seo U-jin’, who had told her to ‘do a good job blocking any that slip through’ before heading to the center of the bay, and his two companions.
    

    

    
      She, who had crossed swords with him directly, acknowledged that he was no ordinary man, but honestly, it was hard to have high hopes.
    

    

    
      In the first place, a number in the thousands wasn't a gap that could be filled by the extraordinariness of one or two people.
    

    

    
      Whether it was a 1-Star or 2-Star, they only became meaningful when gathered; a single Hero couldn't handle such numbers.
    

    

    
      Moreover, what was needed here wasn't killing individuals, but a ‘defensive battle’ to prevent the Shandong Peninsula from being devoured by the horde of Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      The burden from the numerical disparity was bound to grow even heavier.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso, who had briefly glanced at U-jin and his party, soon looked past them toward the sea.
    

    

    
      Swaaa—
    

    

    
      The movements swimming just under the water's surface, the ultramarine scales, the distinct fishy stench.
    

    

    
      She could tell the type of Magical Beast swarming in without even needing to look into the sea.
    

    

    
      “…Deep Sea People.”
    

    

    
      They were the Magical Beasts she had constantly fought off in this land, the ones that had appeared most frequently on the Shandong Peninsula since her father's time.
    

    

    
      Deep Sea People.
    

    

    
      Also known by another name, ‘Fishmen’, they were common Magical Beasts that could be found on any coast of the continent.
    

    

    
      It was a collective term for Magical Beasts that had the unmistakable appearance of a fish for their head and torso but possessed arms and legs like a human.
    

    

    
      Although they had slightly different characteristics depending on the region and type, they were classified together because they shared enough traits to be called by a collective name.
    

    

    
      When a distinction was necessary, it was usually just by adding a description of their appearance based on their features, like ‘Red-Headed’ or ‘Black-Spotted’.
    

    

    
      Among them, the Deep Sea People that appeared here on the ‘Shandong Peninsula’ had the prefix ‘Hunchbacked’.
    

    

    
      Their only distinguishing feature was the long spinal thorns extending from their hunched backs; they were otherwise unremarkable Deep Sea People.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      …at least, that’s what they were to other people.
    

    

    
      ‘…A mutation.’
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso didn’t think the difference between these ‘Hunchbacked Deep Sea People’ and other Deep Sea People was simply their hunched backs.
    

    

    
      It hadn't been long, but as a 1-Star Hero who had participated in the Anti-Demon Front on other coasts several times, she could be sure.
    

    

    
      There was some more fundamental difference between the Deep Sea People from other places and those of the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      How should I put it?
    

    

    
      Would it be right to say that the Deep Sea People appearing on the Shandong Peninsula were a bit more ‘unpleasant’?
    

    

    
      It wasn't because of the stench, nor their appearance.
    

    

    
      It was a judgment made in the realm of ‘intuition’, so it was difficult to explain to others, but she felt an inexplicable unpleasantness every time she killed a Hunchbacked Deep Sea Person.
    

    

    
      Like someone was cackling with a piercing laugh in her ear, like some unknown entity was voyeuristically watching her.
    

    

    
      As if she could be devoured by someone at any moment.
    

    

    
      A strange and unpleasant sense of fear.
    

    

    
      Of course, given that none of the other New Demon Cult members who were with her had the same experience, it was highly likely that it was just a matter of her own feelings.
    

    

    
      But strangely, her intuition told her it wasn't a lie.
    

    

    
      …She could only hope that at this moment, the unknown fear she had been ignoring wouldn't return as a reality.
    

    

    
      Whoooosh—
    

    

    
      The wind blew fiercely once.
    

    

    
      Before she knew it, the black shadows that had filled the distant sea floor now loomed just off the bay.
    

    

    
      Creatures with repulsive appearances, covered in ultramarine scales, began to pull their bodies out of the water one by one.
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      With the battle imminent, Namgung Soso shifted her gaze back to U-jin.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Normally, at this timing, the standard procedure would be to advance and push up the initial line to start the battle early.
    

    

    
      Regardless of the timing, it was painfully obvious that the front line would be pushed back while trying to stop a horde of this size, and they didn't have a strategy that would benefit from pulling the line back like this.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, the reason she was waiting like this was.
    

    

    
      ‘…What on earth did he prepare?’
    

    

    
      Of course, because of U-jin and his party, who were standing far ahead of the front line with their backs to her.
    

    

    
      They wouldn't be standing in such a dangerous position without any basis, and if he went so far as to ask her to ‘catch any that slip through,’ she figured he must have prepared something.
    

    

    
      But just by looking, she had no idea what it could be.
    

    

    
      Of course, some ideas came to mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…A large-scale hidden trap device?’
    

    

    
      The trap of a strategist that collapsed half of the Empire's northern Anti-Demon Front, which she had experienced as a soldier before being appointed a 1-Star Hero.
    

    

    
      ‘…A tremendous technique that requires a great sacrifice?’
    

    

    
      The secret weapon of Jinwonjingi that she had only heard of in rumors.
    

    

    
      ‘…Or, the magic of The Order?’
    

    

    
      A mass-destruction Magic Circle from The Order that could overturn a numerical disadvantage in an instant.
    

    

    
      Having participated in the Anti-Demon Front, she had heard and seen many things, so such thoughts flashed through her mind for a moment.
    

    

    
      But she knew better than anyone that all of those things were ‘impossible’ to appear in the current sudden battle situation, so they were soon erased from her mind.
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      As Namgung Soso waited with great tension, trying to figure out what on earth U-jin had prepared,
    

    

    
      Paaak—!
    

    

    
      The sound signaling the start of the battle finally reached her ears.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso tilted her head.
    

    

    
      Paaak—!
    

    

    
      It wasn't the sound of a large-scale trap device activating.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the sound of a great technique requiring a huge sacrifice being unleashed.
    

    

    
      Nor was it the characteristic resonance of a mass-destruction Magic Circle from The Order being deployed.
    

    

    
      It was just.
    

    

    
      Paaak—!
    

    

    
      The sound of U-jin's impact, smashing a Deep Sea Person's head with his right fist without any particular weapon.
    

    

    
      The scene that followed was also not something she had imagined.
    

    

    
      In the blind spot created by U-jin's first strike, his companion smoothly took the position.
    

    

    
      Ssaek—!
    

    

    
      She simply cut down a Deep Sea Person in that direction with an ordinary black sword.
    

    

    
      A basic attack.
    

    

    
      An evasion, and then another basic attack.
    

    

    
      A series of unremarkable, concise attacks, optimized only for striking the vitals of the opponent in front of them, continued.
    

    

    
      This simple battle scene, so common it felt almost boring, was something Namgung Soso had seen and done to death as a soldier participating in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      ‘…A dogfight.’
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      With no particular strategy, no plan, no cause and effect, nothing.
    

    

    
      Just a reckless battle, moving one's limbs simply to survive and kill in the immediate moment.
    

    

    
      It was truly a plain and chaotic battle that perfectly fit the term ‘dogfight’.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso, who was quietly witnessing this unremarkable battle,
    

    

    
      “No way…”
    

    

    
      Couldn't help but let a gasp of astonishment escape her lips.
    

    

    
      “How on earth…”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The repetition of that unremarkable battle she had seen countless times.
    

    

    
      Strangely.
    

    

    
      Truly, strangely.
    

    

    
      Was holding back the thousands of Deep Sea People.
    

    

    
      Literally, ‘without letting a single one through’.
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      Splat-!
    

    

    
      I burst the head of the Deep Sea Person at the front and pulled out the spiny bone protruding from its back.
    

    

    
      Then, I took that spiny bone and drove it horizontally into the head of another Deep Sea Person I had already bound with ‘Mana Chains’.
    

    

    
      Crunch-
    

    

    
      From behind the collapsing Deep Sea Person, another one rushed in, its maw opening at the perfect moment.
    

    

    
      The timing was bad.
    

    

    
      Since I was already extending mana chains along a different path, its trajectory was difficult to completely avoid.
    

    

    
      I raised my shoulder and let it bite me instead.
    

    

    
      At the same time.
    

    

    
      Slice-!
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi's sword strike sliced off the Deep Sea Person's head, and its severed neck dripped with blood.
    

    

    
      Ding!
    

    

    
      [The Trait <Whole Vampire (★★☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [A large amount of the prey's blood is absorbed. Regeneration speed increases dramatically.]
    

    

    

    

    
      With the noticeably faster recovery speed, my tattered, torn-out shoulder began to heal.
    

    

    
      Loxy filled the gap that briefly appeared while I was recovering.
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Sword Saint’, is speechless at your fantastic combat synergy.]
    

    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      A laugh escaped me unknowingly at the sentence that popped up in admiration.
    

    

    
      ‘…Fantastic combat synergy, huh.’
    

    

    
      Certainly, from a distance, it might have looked that way.
    

    

    
      It's not that it wasn't true; the very idea of three people holding off thousands was something only possible in imagination, and even if it were to actually happen…
    

    

    
      They wouldn't imagine a situation like this, tanking hits in a close-quarters brawl.
    

    

    
      It was only natural to admire the synergy between me and these two that made it possible, even for a moment.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      …But as they say, life is a comedy when seen from a distance, and a tragedy when seen up close.
    

    

    
      In reality, the faces of the parties involved held no such emotions as surprise or joy.
    

    

    
      “…You cunning human!!! Release this absurd, strange curse at once! Can you even call yourself my brother after doing this?!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I'm going to bite my tongue. I'll die one way or another anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…It'll be less embarrassing later to die by biting my tongue than to have rumors spread that I was toyed with like a plaything and then bitten to death by these low-class fish bastards….”
    

    

    
      …It seemed there was a bit of dissonance mixed in to be called 'fantastic combat synergy'.
    

    

    
      I thought they wouldn't have such a strong negative reaction since they came here prepared for battle to some extent.
    

    

    
      Apparently, taking control of their entire bodies was a different matter altogether.
    

    

    
      As expected.
    

    

    
      …It was a good thing I didn't tell them beforehand.
    

    

    
      “Sorry, it won’t last long anyway.”
    

    

    
      They immediately replied to the short answer I threw out to boost their morale.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, right….”
    

    

    
      “As if it won’t!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Judging by their reactions, they seemed to think it was just an empty promise to calm them down.
    

    

    
      But saying 'it won't last long' wasn't a complete lie.
    

    

    
      Because it was actually impossible to continue this situation indefinitely.
    

    

    
      In the beginning, when there were some gaps between the Magical Beasts due to our movement, it was just a matter of taking down the ones that reached us.
    

    

    
      But as time passed, the increasing numbers accelerated, and just a moment ago, the gap between the beast in front and the one behind had noticeably shrunk, which was why my shoulder got bitten.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Proof of this were Namgung Soso and the members of the new Demonic Cult who had joined the battle from behind.
    

    

    
      The Deep Sea People, not a single one of whom had slipped through in the early stages of the battle, were now breaking through the encirclement one by one.
    

    

    
      …Well, it was ridiculous to even use the word 'encirclement' for just three people in the first place.
    

    

    
      It wasn't simply a matter of stamina, but a problem of saturation due to the accumulated numbers.
    

    

    
      ‘…It's about time.’
    

    

    
      This was the limit of just mindlessly bashing them with our bodies.
    

    

    
      Even for me, controlling the combat of three people consumed a lot of stamina.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from this point on, I had to move to the next phase.
    

    

    
      Meaning.
    

    

    
      ‘…I went through a lot of trouble to get this, I have to use it properly.’
    

    

    
      It was time to use the power of the 'Demonic Cult'.
    

    

    
      Sreuk-
    

    

    
      I smoothly took the Demonic Sword from Cheong-yi's hand just as she cut down one more, and tapping it with my index finger, I asked.
    

    

    
      “Had your fill of fodder?”
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', widens its eyes at your words.]
    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', shakes its head, saying it doesn't know what you mean.]
    

    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “…It's time to work now, Elder Demonic Sword.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      An Artifact is a general term for mysterious items that possess extraordinary abilities beyond simple physical use.
    

    

    
      In the Upper Plane, where all sorts of strange phenomena occurred day in and day out, numerous Artifacts existed.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the Order, which values records and order, had long graded Artifacts according to the rarity and influence of their abilities.
    

    

    
      Similar to the Hero rankings, there was a differential scale from 1-star to 5-star.
    

    

    
      But occasionally.
    

    

    
      Out-of-spec Artifacts would appear, possessing such transcendent abilities that it was impossible to assign them a grade by the Order's long-held standards.
    

    

    
      The Order gathered such Artifacts, judged them as 'Grade Unassessable', and classified them into a new, separate category called 'Holy Relics'.
    

    

    
      These classified Holy Relics were divided into 'Divine Instruments' and 'Demonic Instruments' according to their nature.
    

    

    
      They were further divided into two types based on their origins.
    

    

    
      One was the 'Innate Holy Relic', born with a 'divinity' from the moment of its creation.
    

    

    
      The second was the 'Acquired Holy Relic', which was not originally such an item but underwent a 'transcendence of status' due to various factors like the user's achievements or the restrictive force of time.
    

    

    
      Of course, some might say that they understand the distinction between Divine and Demonic Instruments, but why bother distinguishing between Innate and Acquired when a Holy Relic is a Holy Relic.
    

    

    
      The reason for distinguishing between Innate and Acquired, despite them both existing within the single category of Holy Relic, was clearer than one might think.
    

    

    
      ‘…A difference in level.’
    

    

    
      The very reason the 'Holy Relic' category was created was due to an overwhelming difference in level that made grading impossible, but ironically, a difference in level existed even within that category.
    

    

    
      Of course, the difference wasn't as stark and overwhelming as the one separating Artifacts from Holy Relics.
    

    

    
      But the difference between Innate and Acquired Holy Relics was clearer than one might think.
    

    

    
      Most Innate Holy Relics existed from a time long before human civilization, and the accumulated restrictive force of time consequently enhanced their value and power.
    

    

    
      …Among them, the Holy Relic in Cheong-yi's hand, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', was the latter.
    

    

    
      Meaning, it was an 'Acquired Holy Relic'.
    

    

    
      Though born a human, the soul of the first Heavenly Demon, who transcended the limits of his birth and sealed a primordial magical beast, came to dwell in the sword, completing its 'transcendence of status'.
    

    

    
      However, it was impossible to describe 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword' with just the words 'Acquired Holy Relic'.
    

    

    
      …If it were merely an item of that level, there would have been no reason for me to toss aside the leads to various Innate Holy Relics scattered about after my Regression and rush here first.
    

    

    
      The reason I set aside everything else and put the 'Rebuilding the Demonic Cult' plan at the top of my bucket list was very simple.
    

    

    
      Even looking back at all the Holy Relics I know of.
    

    

    
      When limited to the 'Demon King Hunt', the potential of this 'Most Sacred Demonic Sword' was the most powerful and could exert the greatest influence.
    

    

    
      …That's right.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, among all the Holy Relics I knew, this was the most suitable item for the 'Demon King Hunt'.
    

    

    
      Of course, not just anyone could manifest its potential at any time.
    

    

    
      As it wielded great power, the activation conditions for the potential of 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword' were strict.
    

    

    
      So strict that for most people, even attempting it was impossible.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      That was only referring to most people, 'excluding me'.
    

    

    
      Slice-
    

    

    
      “…If you've had your fill of fodder, it's time to work now, Elder Demonic Sword.”
    

    

    
      As I demanded this while cutting down a Deep Sea Person with the sword I'd taken from Cheong-yi's hand, a sentence of refusal immediately popped up.
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', refuses your demand.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', asks if you really thought it would lend you its power after you insulted it in such a way(?).]
    

    

    

    
      “‘He who eats must work.’ Don’t you know that proverb?”
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', asks where on earth such a proverb exists.]
    

    

    

    
      “Well, whatever, there are plenty of similar sayings. A person has to have some conscience.”
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', emphasizes the fact that it is not a person.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', vows that it will never, ever lend you its power, no matter what.]
    

    

    

    
      …It seemed this old fellow got seriously offended when I slammed its blade earlier.
    

    

    
      I considered trying to coax it with words to reconcile, but seeing the depth(?) of its indignation in the messages, it didn't seem like it would lend me its power meekly.
    

    

    
      Although, it seemed this old fellow had a hunch that 'it' might be possible.
    

    

    
      ……Well, it didn't matter.
    

    

    
      The situation was what it was, after all.
    

    

    
      Because even if this old fellow didn't help me, I could already fulfill the three activation conditions for its potential.
    

    

    
      Having given up on reconciliation, I turned to Cheong-yi, who had just twisted the neck of a Deep Sea fish and was covered in blood and gore, and said.
    

    

    
      “Watch closely, Cheong-ah.”
    

    

    
      “What in the world am I supposed to watch?! How can you say that after using me as a meat shield like this?!”
    

    

    
      “Just watch carefully while you block. I'll give you control of your body from the neck up.”
    

    

    
      “Grrr!!!”
    

    

    
      With a voice full of fury, her head turned, and as if I'd been waiting, I gripped the Demonic Sword with both hands and activated my Mana Circuit.
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', feels puzzled by your proficient actions.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', feels an unknown sense of anxiety from your stance.]
    

    

    
      There were a total of three conditions to activate the potential of 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword'.
    

    

    
      First, one must possess 'suitable mana'.
    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', resonates faintly with your mana.]
    

    

    

    
      The mana inherited through the bloodline of the first Heavenly Demon, and the energy of the Demonic Sword that Cheong-yi accepted after overcoming the pain of the 'Divine Sickness'.
    

    

    
      Possessing the 'unique mana of the Heavenly Demon' born from the meeting of these two was the first condition.
    

    

    
      Therefore, normally, only one person per era, the 'Heavenly Demon who inherited the Demonic Sword', would be able to activate this potential.
    

    

    
      ‘…A little of that blood flows in me, too.’
    

    

    
      Using the loophole provided by the 'Vampire' Trait, I could easily pass that stage.
    

    

    
      And second.
    

    

    
      The blade must be saturated with enough blood.
    

    

    
      This was a condition required by the nature of the potential, which is activated for a specific purpose; a certain amount of start-up time was needed to activate the ultimate skill of 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword'.
    

    

    
      My insistence on fighting up close and personal, cutting the necks of the Deep Sea People, was ultimately for this purpose.
    

    

    
      Wooooong-
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', resonates clearly with your mana.]
    

    

    

    
      And finally, the third.
    

    

    
      “…True Name Release.”
    

    

    
      Be acknowledged by the Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword'.
    

    

    
      And to recite the 'true name' of this Holy Relic, which had been called by the common noun 'Demonic Sword' since ancient times.
    

    

    
      Normally, this was a condition that even a Heavenly Demon who had already been acknowledged and inherited the sword couldn't fulfill until this stubborn old fellow decided to tell them directly.
    

    

    
      It would have been a considerably difficult condition to meet.
    

    

    
      But this, too, didn't matter to me.
    

    

    

    
      『Brother. Just now… did you hear that?』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    
      『…The sword told me its True Name.』
    

    

    
      『Its True Name? What did it say?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      …Because I had already heard its name from the Cheong-yi of the first timeline.
    

    

    

    

    
      『……Demonic Sword, Chiyou.』
    

    

    

    

    
      “……Demonic Sword, Chiyou.”
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', resonates violently with your mana.]
    

    

    
      [A portion of the release conditions for the Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', has been satisfied.]
    

    

    
      [The Trait <Lesser Heavenly Demon (★★☆☆☆)> blossoms.]
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      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', resonates violently with your mana.]
    

    

    
      [A portion of the release conditions for the Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demonic Sword', has been satisfied.]
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [The Trait <Lesser Heavenly Demon (★★☆☆☆)> blossoms.]
    

    

    

    

    
      Along with the message that appeared, a black aura erupted from the Demonic Sword, traveled up my wrist, and coiled around my entire body.
    

    

    
      Unlike the grand effect, there was no significant change in my appearance.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      …The only difference was a small horn, formed from the aura, now resting in the center of my forehead as if it had always been there.
    

    

    
      Woooong—
    

    

    
      The brimming energy filled me with an extraordinary sense of exhilaration.
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demon Sword,' is speechless at the unexpected appearance of its true name.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demon Sword,' does not understand the current situation.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, 'The Most Sacred Demon Sword,' asks you for the source of your information.]
    

    

    

    

    
      Having never hidden my name, I didn't know what it felt like to have a carefully concealed name exposed.
    

    

    
      But judging by the messages, it didn't seem to be a pleasant feeling.
    

    

    
      The successive messages from the Demonic Sword, 'Chiyou,' went beyond mere questioning incomprehension and were tinged with utter astonishment.
    

    

    
      It seemed to have anticipated that absorbing that guy Cheong-yi's mana might fulfill the first condition.
    

    

    
      But its reaction showed it hadn't dreamed that I would know its true name.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      Not that I had any intention of answering it.
    

    

    
      "...Well now. How on earth could I have known?"
    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Sword Saint,' lets out a groan at the unexpected power emanating from you.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Sword Saint,' recalls a certain hero who protected Murim in the distant past.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Sword Saint,' is bewildered by the broken link of causality.]
    

    

    

    
      The Constellation directing(?) the battle was just as clueless about the situation.
    

    

    
      As a direct party to and the one responsible for the battlefield, the 'Sword Saint' must have been focusing on the current situation more than anyone, but unless he could enter my mind, even he wouldn't know that I had regressed.
    

    

    
      He must have found it impossible to comprehend how I could use the power of the 'Heavenly Demon'.
    

    

    
      The only one who seemed to have a rough idea of the circumstances was that girl Loxy, who was glancing at me with an 'and what is it this time' look while dodging the attacks of the Deep Sea People.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    

    

    
      ■ Lesser Heavenly Demon (★★☆☆☆)
    

    
      [The Lesser Heavenly Demon can partially release the latent abilities of the 'Demonic Sword - Chiyou'.]
    

    
      [Heavenly Demon's Body: The Lesser Heavenly Demon can partially learn and use the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art.]
    

    
      [Copper Head, Iron Forehead: The Lesser Heavenly Demon's head is as hard as copper and iron.]
    

    
      [Warning! This Trait is applied temporarily.]
    

    

    

    
      For me, this Trait held its own special meaning.
    

    

    
      If I had enough time, I would have liked the leisure to appreciate this Trait I hadn't seen in a while and indulge in some reminiscence.
    

    

    
      But that seemed impossible.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Kuaaargh!
    

    

    
      - ...This way! We have an injured person.
    

    

    

    
      The moment I stepped away, the number of Deep Sea People slipping past to the rear was increasing exponentially.
    

    

    
      ‘…First things first.’
    

    

    

    

    
      [<Innate Ability: Absolute Embodiment> is activated.]
    

    

    
      [Activation of the Mana Circuit is detected.]
    

    

    
      [Analyzing the Mana Circuit's pattern…….]
    

    

    

    

    
      Immediately activating my Mana Circuit, I lifted my right foot without delay and took a stance.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      I clasped my hands behind my back.
    

    

    
      I envisioned an image of supreme arrogance, where all of creation lay beneath my feet.
    

    

    
      Indifferently, endlessly indifferently.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    

    
      『Am I doing it right like this?』
    

    

    
      『No, that's not it. Narrow your stance and step more lightly.』
    

    

    
      『…Like this, then?』
    

    

    
      『Not like that! I told you, you don't put your physical weight into it, but you press down firmly with the sole of your foot, giving it weight! Like this, with the feeling of stomping on Mount Tai.』
    

    

    

    
      Step—
    

    

    
      …With the feeling of stomping on Mount Tai.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    
      [<Skill: Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps (★★☆)> is forcibly implemented.]
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      "...Dammit."
    

    

    
      Shhk—
    

    

    
      A curse laden with emotion escaped Namgung Soso's lips as she sliced a Deep Sea creature's torso in half.
    

    

    
      It wasn't thrown to offend anyone, nor was it a light, habitual curse.
    

    

    
      It was simply an expression of rage at the reality of being thrown into this ridiculous situation, and at her own powerless self, unable to exert any strength within it.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      She cut down the enemy before her, again, and again, and again.
    

    

    
      Despite that, the Deep Sea People were still pouring out like mad.
    

    

    
      No, to say 'still' was an understatement; the number of remaining Deep Sea People vastly surpassed the number she had cut down.
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, the expression 'it's just the beginning' was more appropriate.
    

    

    
      ...What was actually running out was her, Namgung Soso's, mana.
    

    

    
      At first, she had definitely thought it was manageable.
    

    

    
      U-jin, true to his word to 'just block the ones that slip through,' had blocked the initial assault of the Deep Sea People almost perfectly.
    

    

    
      All she and the members of the New Demonic Cult had to do was gang up on the one or two that slipped through.
    

    

    
      Hunting as a group against a single target was what the New Demonic Cult was most confident in, and it was the hunting method they had the most experience with.
    

    

    
      Because of that, up to that point, she had truly thought, 'We might be able to block them on our own.'
    

    

    
      If that situation had just continued, it seemed possible to actually fend off the horde of Deep Sea People.
    

    

    
      The problem started after that.
    

    

    
      The number of Deep Sea People slipping through one by one began to increase, and the number of New Demonic Cult members assigned to each one began to decrease.
    

    

    
      Then, from the moment U-jin took the sword from his companion's hand and began preparing something, the numbers swelled to the point where several Deep Sea People were swarming a single New Demonic Cult member.
    

    

    
      So many Deep Sea People began to push forward that it was hard to use the expression 'slipping through' anymore.
    

    

    
      Of course, she couldn't blame U-jin for it.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the fact that just three people had perfectly blocked the initial wave was already nonsensical.
    

    

    
      It would be as ridiculous as yelling at someone who showed up with an umbrella on a rainy day for not being able to stop the rain.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Namgung Soso didn't feel any anger toward U-jin.
    

    

    
      Instead.
    

    

    
      A somewhat incomprehensible emotion did well up in her chest.
    

    

    
      ‘…Please.’
    

    

    
      What took the place of anger in Namgung Soso's heart was none other than 'expectation'.
    

    

    
      She was hoping that U-jin, who had stopped fighting, would cause 'something inexplicable' to happen and turn this despair-filled situation around.
    

    

    
      And that expectation of hers.
    

    

    
      Jjeojeok—
    

    

    
      …soon became reality.
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      The one light step U-jin took.
    

    

    
      With that incredibly light step, the ground cracked, and with a deafening roar, the heavens and earth shook.
    

    

    
      “This is…….”
    

    

    
      It wasn't difficult to recognize what it was the moment she saw it.
    

    

    
      It was clearly the footwork of the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art that she herself had unconsciously activated during her previous duel with U-jin, the 'Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps'.
    

    

    
      …However, there was such a stark difference between the one she had used and U-jin's that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say they were qualitatively 'completely different things'.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The weight of the air changed.
    

    

    
      This wasn't just a figurative expression meaning a 'change in atmosphere'.
    

    

    
      A heavy pressure actually pressed down on the heads of the Deep Sea People within a certain radius, forcing their heads to bow low.
    

    

    
      The effect of the pressure was immediate.
    

    

    
      “Cult Leader! The Deep Sea People's movement speed is…!”
    

    

    
      The speed of the Deep Sea People who had been breaking through the triangular formation's encirclement created by U-jin and his party had noticeably slowed.
    

    

    
      It didn't end there.
    

    

    
      A second wave, like an aftershock following an earthquake, emanated from U-jin's foot, which was still on the ground.
    

    

    
      That wave, layered on as if 'stacked', added even more to the already intense pressure weighing down from the air.
    

    

    
      Of course, this didn't completely block the Deep Sea People's assault.
    

    

    
      Although the Reigning Steps exerted a crushing force, the Deep Sea People were still moving toward Shandong.
    

    

    
      But that second effect reduced the movement speed and combat intensity of the tide of Deep Sea People by more than half.
    

    

    
      That alone was enough to give the members of the New Demonic Cult, who had been breathless, a little room to breathe.
    

    

    

    
      - Cult Leader! At this rate, I think we have a chance!!!
    

    

    
      - Bwaaaaargh!!
    

    

    
      - Die, you fish bastards!!
    

    

    

    
      …Indeed, the combatants themselves were vying to express their confidence.
    

    

    
      “This is the real…….”
    

    

    
      Was it because she had now witnessed the true power of the 'Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps', which she had only glimpsed in the secret manual?
    

    

    
      A flame resembling hope and passion now flickered in Namgung Soso's eyes as she looked at U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…If only I could learn that.”
    

    

    
      She was someone who had keenly felt her own weakness in the current battle.
    

    

    
      She had given up her title as a 1-star Hero, returned to her hometown, and built her own faction.
    

    

    
      She thought that with this much, she could control the events happening on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      That even without the support of Constellations and The Order, if she just tried a little, she could do anything.
    

    

    
      But what was the result?
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      She was this powerless.
    

    

    
      Compared to U-jin, who had turned the tide of battle and instilled hope in the New Demonic Cult members that this impossible task might be achievable, she, who had secretly prided herself on being the cult leader and a former 1-star Hero, felt so ashamed she wanted to find a hole to crawl into and hide.
    

    

    
      That's why she desperately needed that technique.
    

    

    
      ‘…At least 2-stars (★★☆☆☆).’
    

    

    
      Because she was certain.
    

    

    
      The 'real Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps' that U-jin had displayed would correspond to at least a 2-star rank or higher in The Order's skill rating system.
    

    

    
      Her reason for thinking so was simple.
    

    

    
      “…A Crowd Control Skill.”
    

    

    
      An area-of-effect skill that induces status ailments on multiple targets, a Crowd Control Skill, exerted such a powerful influence that it could overturn a disadvantageous battle situation like the one just now in an instant.
    

    

    
      As such, it wasn't a common skill that could be learned just anywhere.
    

    

    
      Naturally, they were welcomed everywhere.
    

    

    
      Crucially, all the crowd control skills she had encountered in her numerous Wars against Demons had been rated 2-stars or higher.
    

    

    
      The effect of the 'Heavenly Demon's Reigning Steps' U-jin had just shown was not at all inferior to those.
    

    

    
      No, in fact, it had such a wide range and powerful effect that she was certain it was above average among all crowd control skills.
    

    

    
      ‘…I have to learn it.’
    

    

    
      Vowing that she must learn that technique to protect the Shandong Peninsula with her own strength in the future, she revised the perception of U-jin she held in her mind.
    

    

    
      From 'an extraordinary Hero candidate of unknown identity'.
    

    

    
      To 'a 2-star Hero hiding his identity (#CouldBe3Star #ProspectiveMaster #OrNot)'.
    

  
    Chapter 71: Revival of the Demonic Cult (5)

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ lets out a groan at the unbelievable situation.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ stares at you bizarrely, stating this is a first in its life(?).]
    

    

    

    
      “…This is the real deal.”
    

    

    
      Using the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step after so long, a smile unknowingly formed on my lips.
    

    

    
      Everything I had seen before was a fake Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step, a mere imitation without the Heavenly Demon's mana. This, a 'crowd-control skill' that directly exerted its power over a wide area, was the 'genuine article' I had learned and seen from that Cheong-yi kid.
    

    

    
      As was evident from the creator's reaction, it wasn't something just anyone could use.
    

    

    
      …I can’t say this anywhere, but thinking back on the days I struggled to learn this, it was so tough that I still tear up.
    

    

    
      Of course, for all that hardship, the effect was undeniable.
    

    

    
      With the activation of the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step, the speed of the rapidly charging Deep Sea People decreased significantly.
    

    

    
      And when I added a stacking property through <Trait: Mana Augmentation>, the tide of battle, which had been drastically tipping towards the Deep Sea People, regained its balance.
    

    

    
      The Deep Sea People who had been madly pouring through the gaps were once again being dealt with to some extent.
    

    

    
      Of course, considering 'sustainability', it wasn't yet a situation I could call 'good', but it was definitely an improvement considering we had been on the verge of being swept away.
    

    

    
      …Besides, while this 'Little Heavenly Demon' trait was active, I could fight much more comfortably.
    

    

    
      Slice-
    

    

    
      As I cut down two Deep Sea People rushing at me with a single strike, Loxy's question flew at me as if she had been waiting.
    

    

    
      “…Is it over?”
    

    

    
      The object of her question wasn't clear, so I turned my head toward the sound and asked back.
    

    

    
      “Is what over?”
    

    

    
      As if fascinated by the horn on its forehead, a symbol of the 'Copper Head and Iron Brow', she was dodging an attack from a Deep Sea Person while keeping her eyes fixed on it.
    

    

    
      “That Demonic Cult reconstruction plan. From the looks of it, you’ve gotten stronger in various ways.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I was just thinking that once we deal with these things, our work here is more or less done.”
    

    

    
      I shook my head at her added question as she finished off another Deep Sea Person.
    

    

    
      Shake, shake-
    

    

    
      “It's true that it's almost over. But it's not completely finished yet.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “To be precise, it's because I've only set the stage.”
    

    

    
      As I said before.
    

    

    
      I had released the Little Heavenly Demon trait and demonstrated the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step to regain control of the disadvantageous battle, but that wasn't the 'essential' reason.
    

    

    
      It was literally to 'demonstrate' it.
    

    

    
      As one could tell from the character 'Little' attached to the trait's name, no matter what shortcuts I took or how I imitated it, I could fundamentally never become the Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      That was a position for which the person was already decided from the start.
    

    

    
      My role ended here.
    

    

    
      Next up was.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “Here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Now it's your turn, Cheong-yi.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “Here… Now it's your turn, Cheong-yi.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's words, spoken so abruptly without context or explanation, Shim Cheong wore a bewildered expression.
    

    

    
      What on earth did he mean, 'her turn' had come?
    

    

    
      Though that was the thought that reflexively surfaced in her heart, Shim Cheong had no choice but to accept the hilt of the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      Partly because U-jin had passed it over as if tossing it, but the more fundamental reason lay elsewhere.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      An unknown pull, originating from the depths of her, Shim Cheong's, own heart.
    

    

    
      A fundamental emotion.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      Thump-
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That simple stance U-jin had taken, holding the sword, and those brief words.
    

    

    
      Thump-
    

    

    
      The overwhelming power he had displayed along with it.
    

    

    
      Thump-
    

    

    
      She was mesmerized by the 'indescribable coolness' created by the combination of his attitude, accepting the situation as if it were natural.
    

    

    
      That was the reason she had helplessly accepted the sword from U-jin.
    

    

    
      Thump- Thump-
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong felt a sense of confusion at this unfamiliar feeling, 'as if her heart would explode,' which she was experiencing for the first time in her life.
    

    

    
      Her own reaction was proof of this.
    

    

    
      The moment U-jin had gripped the Demonic Sword and focused his mind, the compulsory force of 'Subordination' had been released, and she had regained control of her entire body from him.
    

    

    
      However, Shim Cheong, who had just moments ago desperately wanted to be free, couldn't move the body that had finally regained its freedom.
    

    

    
      …She could only stare blankly at U-jin.
    

    

    
      “Try it.”
    

    

    
      What on earth was he telling her to do?
    

    

    
      That thought momentarily crossed Shim Cheong's mind at U-jin's prodding murmur.
    

    

    
      But watching U-jin's back as he turned after those words, picking up a spiny bone from a deep-sea fish instead of the Demonic Sword to rejoin the battle, she found herself unknowingly raising the sword's hilt.
    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Though she herself hadn't properly realized it.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong's heart, captivated by his 'coolness,' had led to 'admiration' for U-jin.
    

    

    
      And the admiration that had settled in her subconscious manifested as an imitation of his actions.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Therefore, Shim Cheong, just as U-jin had demonstrated before.
    

    

    
      Stretched forward the hand holding the sword.
    

    

    
      “Release True Name.”
    

    

    
      Recalling his presence that had felt so overwhelming it was wondrous, she muttered, following U-jin's example.
    

    

    

    
      『…Demonic Sword, Chiyou.』
    

    

    

    
      “…Demonic Sword, Chiyou.”
    

    

    
      And with those words.
    

    

    
      The same black energy that had risen from U-jin began to slither up from Shim Cheong's hand, which now held the Demonic Sword.
    

    

    
      …However, there was one difference.
    

    

    
      If the energy that rose from U-jin's grasp had merely been enough to faintly wrap around his hand, the energy that rose from Shim Cheong's…
    

    

    
      No, the word 'rose' itself was inadequate to describe the phenomenon.
    

    

    
      Rather.
    

    

    
      The mass of energy that burst forth, as if vomiting something held back, powerfully enveloped her, to the point where it seemed it would not just surround but devour her.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      Unlike U-jin, whose energy had merely circulated once where he stood, Shim Cheong's body, engulfed in the black energy, was rising into the air.
    

    

    
      And at that moment.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was not visible to Shim Cheong's eyes, which did not receive the benefits of the 'System'.
    

    

    
      But in its place, messages were frantically appearing before U-jin's eyes.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ feels as if the tables have turned.]
    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ beats its chest as it watches its descendant being played by some strange fellow.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Sword Saint’ senses the nostalgia of a certain hero who protected the ancient Murim from your subordinate, ‘Shim Cheong’.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Sword Saint’ lets out a groan at the phenomenon he is seeing for the first time in his life.]
    

    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ resonates madly with the mana of your subordinate, ‘Shim Cheong’.]
    

    

    
      [The release conditions for the Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’ are fully satisfied.]
    

    

    
      [A temporary change occurs in the Mana Circuit of your subordinate, ‘Shim Cheong’.]
    

    

    
      [She awakens the <Trait: Heavenly Demon (★★★☆☆)>.]
    

    

    

    

    
      ■Heavenly Demon (★★★☆☆)
    

    

    
      [The Heavenly Demon can release the latent abilities of the 'Demonic Sword - Chiyou'.]
    

    
      [Heavenly Demon's Body: Can learn and use the Heavenly Demon's Divine Art.]
    

    
      [Copper Head and Iron Brow: The Heavenly Demon's head is harder than copper and iron.]
    

    

    

    

    
      The loud notifications from the system window subsided.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong's body, which had risen into the sky, made a soft landing back on the ground.
    

    

    
      Every being on the battlefield stopped what they were doing and witnessed it.
    

    

    
      With dazed expressions, as if they were watching a god descend from the heavens.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Just like U-jin, Shim Cheong's appearance was unchanged, save for the horns that had sprouted on her forehead.
    

    

    
      Unlike U-jin, who had a single horn, the horns on Shim Cheong's forehead were in the shape of ram's horns, jutting out on both sides.
    

    

    
      Softly-
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As she slowly descended and set foot on the ground, apart from her changed appearance, she exuded an atmosphere completely different from before.
    

    

    
      The most intuitive indicator of this was the look in her eyes.
    

    

    
      The feelings of confusion that had built up from leaving the cave and encountering so many new things had vanished as if washed away.
    

    

    
      Her eyes, as they scanned her surroundings, were simply indifferent.
    

    

    
      As if observing 'lesser beings'.
    

    

    
      Infinitely arrogant, and yet perfectly solitary.
    

    

    
      Was it her gaze, or was there another reason?
    

    

    
      Stealthily-
    

    

    
      The Deep Sea People that had been surrounding U-jin's party retreated, forming a circle with Shim Cheong at its center.
    

    

    
      In the silence that enveloped the area.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because the phenomenon was that hard to comprehend.
    

    

    
      Loxy asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…What is this?”
    

    

    
      It was a short question, but that single sentence she uttered contained many questions.
    

    

    
      It was a question about Shim Cheong, who had suddenly floated into the air and come down exuding a different aura.
    

    

    
      It was a question about why the Deep Sea People, who had been charging to kill them just moments before, were now retreating.
    

    

    
      And it was a question about the incomprehensible change itself.
    

    

    
      After a moment of pondering what would be an appropriate response, U-jin, perhaps finding it difficult to explain in a single word.
    

    

    
      Gave a long answer, with a distinctly different feeling than usual.
    

    

    
      “…The world knows the 'Demonic Cult' as a massive organization made up of the Heavenly Demon and its followers, but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The reality is a bit different. The Demonic Cult is composed solely of the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    
      It was difficult to explain the true nature of the Demonic Cult in one go, but U-jin didn't bother to tack on lengthy explanations.
    

    

    
      Because the most fitting example was already unfolding before their eyes.
    

    

    
      “…Devour.”
    

    

    
      Crunch-
    

    

    
      “…Why are they……”
    

    

    
      At Shim Cheong's single muttered word, the first row of Deep Sea People that had been surrounding her turned around and began to attack their own kind.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a momentary change.
    

    

    
      It was a change in the tide.
    

    

    
      The Deep Sea People who had turned on their kin formed a single group and began to surround Shim Cheong as if to escort her.
    

    

    
      “The Heavenly Demon ‘is’ the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…That's probably the sentence that best explains the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      The transcendent skill possessed by the Holy Relic, <Chiyou>.
    

    

    
      An absolute authority that can only be wielded by one who has ascended to become the 'Heavenly Demon'.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Patriarch of a Myriad Demons]
    

    

    

    
      The Innate Ability of the first Heavenly Demon, which exerted compulsory force on an entire 'bloodline' after consuming enough of their blood, was the cause of this unbelievable phenomenon of kin-slaying.
    

    

    
      Crunch-
    

    

    
      Kuaaak-!
    

    

    
      Soon, beyond the first row surrounding Shim Cheong, the second row of Deep Sea People also began to attack their own kind, and the charging hordes fell into disarray, sparking a chaotic melee.
    

    

    
      “No way……”
    

    

    
      “This very ability is why a ridiculous lie like the Righteous-Demonic War was believable.”
    

    

    
      “…How on earth.”
    

    

    
      “The previous Heavenly Demons who inherited the Demonic Sword must have led Magical Beasts like this, and in a chaotic battle where you couldn't distinguish friend from foe, it would have looked as if the Heavenly Demon was leading the Magical Beasts.”
    

    

    
      “How can such a broken-ass skill exist……”
    

    

    
      Watching Loxy mutter with a look of disbelief, U-jin let out a smirk.
    

    

    
      “…Accomplished.”
    

    

    
      After leisurely observing the chaotically entangled battlefield, he took a notebook from his pocket and murmured softly.
    

    

    
      Rustle-
    

    

    
      “Revival of the Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List#10]
    

    

    
      『Rebuild the Demonic Cult.』 O
    

  
    Chapter 72: Divergence (1)

    
      A foul, fishy smell so strong it was suffocating.
    

    

    
      The overwhelming scent of blood that muddled the mind.
    

    

    
      A sea drenched in blood.
    

    

    
      And a silence more profound than any other.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      As she came to her senses, the unbelievable sight unfolding before her eyes made Namgung Soso unwittingly drop her guard and collapse to the ground.
    

    

    
      “…No matter how I look at this, I can’t understand.”
    

    

    
      It was clearly an impossible event.
    

    

    
      “There’s no way…”
    

    

    
      And yet, at the same time, it had undeniably happened right before her eyes.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Already drained from the long, drawn-out battle.
    

    

    
      She had no strength left to speak, wishing she could summarize the ironic situation in a single, concise phrase.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, what had occurred before her was not something that could be expressed in a single phrase.
    

    

    
      No, trying to explain something she couldn't even comprehend was a contradiction in itself, but that was genuinely how she felt.
    

    

    
      Summarizing that situation in one simple phrase was in the realm of the impossible.
    

    

    
      …Nevertheless, if she had to try and condense it.
    

    

    
      “…It seems to be over, but.”
    

    

    
      An incomplete end to the war.
    

    

    
      It was a contradiction, a phrase that couldn't exist by its very definition.
    

    

    
      But there were no other words that could possibly contain this absurd situation.
    

    

    
      Pffft-
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even though the battle was over, she stared at the horrifying face of a hunchbacked Deep Sea Person, still alive and making noises.
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso tried to retrace the events of this incomprehensible battlefield.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In the early stages of the battle, during the brief vacuum left by U-jin, the tide of war had rapidly begun to turn in the Deep Sea People’s favor.
    

    

    
      But when U-jin, now with small horns on his head, reclaimed his position, a stomp of his foot rebalanced the teetering battlefield.
    

    

    
      That single stomp triggered a crowd control skill that drastically reduced the Deep Sea People’s movement speed. 
    

    

    
      With U-jin rejoining the fray and fighting like a madman, the battlefield not only found its balance but began to flow in an overwhelmingly advantageous direction.
    

    

    
      And the baton of that fierce momentum was passed to her comrade, the young girl.
    

    

    
      The girl, emanating a scent similar to U-jin's but slightly thicker, floated into the air. Like him, she landed back on the ground with black horns sprouting from her head.
    

    

    
      ‘…A singularity.’
    

    

    
      If what she saw was correct.
    

    

    
      The moment Shim Cheong had floated in the air was the turning point when the entire aspect of the war had completely changed.
    

    

    
      From that point on, what transpired could no longer be called a battle between two evenly matched forces.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The girl who landed on the ground exuded a bizarre aura, completely different from how she had been before.
    

    

    
      Even before she landed, a prelude to this singularity had already appeared.
    

    

    
      The Deep Sea People, who had been rushing in madly until then, formed a circle around her, refusing to approach within a certain radius.
    

    

    
      As if that wasn't enough, the front line of Deep Sea People surrounding her turned around and began attacking the others.
    

    

    
      As if they had suddenly become ‘the girl’s allies,’ the number of Deep Sea People protecting her grew one by one, as if by contagion.
    

    

    
      And the result of this continuous chain of unbelievable events was this.
    

    

    
      “…There’s still a third of them left.”
    

    

    
      Even though a third of the ‘hunchbacked Deep Sea People’ were still alive on the battlefield, they no longer showed any aggression or even moved.
    

    

    
      As if they had become soldiers under the girl’s command, they simply stood still, surrounding her.
    

    

    
      Thus, without a retreat, a surrender, or an annihilation, the battle had come to an end in the most nonsensical way.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      No matter how many times she replayed it, it was an unprecedented event that Namgung Soso’s mind could not comprehend, something she could never explain to anyone.
    

    

    
      Honestly, even now, she couldn't decide whether she should order the troops to withdraw or what to do next.
    

    

    
      …Except for one thing.
    

    

    
      “Ssk-.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As U-jin surveyed the faces of the Deep Sea People and casually lit a cigarette, she could only guess that all of this had been orchestrated within his mind.
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…Well, up to this point.’
    

    

    
      The horde of nearly five thousand Deep Sea People had been split into three.
    

    

    
      One-third had died at my and Cheong-yi’s hands, and another third had been killed by their own kind.
    

    

    
      The final third remaining…
    

    

    
      Stood with their eyes wide open, surrounding Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      The very beings who had been baring their fangs at her just moments ago were now as obedient as hunting dogs.
    

    

    
      All with a single, indifferent glance from her.
    

    

    
      All with a single, low murmur.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      …This was the power of the Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      The ultimate skill of the Demonic Sword, which exerted dominance over Magical Beasts, displaying unparalleled might, especially in large-scale battles.
    

    

    
      ‘Lord of Ten Thousand Demons.’
    

    

    
      A power that had left even the most seasoned veterans of the Death Squad speechless.
    

    

    
      “…It’s a bit disappointing, though.”
    

    

    
      Every single person on this battlefield was likely looking at the same scene and feeling the complete opposite of what I felt.
    

    

    
      Ironically, the first emotion that came to my mind as I looked at the Deep Sea People surrounding Cheong-yi was ‘disappointment.’
    

    

    
      ‘…Only this much.’
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      What she had crudely manifested was indeed the power of the Heavenly Demon I knew.
    

    

    
      But the true power of the ‘Heavenly Demon’ I knew didn't exist to control such low-level Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      Nor did it exist to command a small force of less than two thousand.
    

    

    
      The power of the Heavenly Demon I had personally experienced and witnessed at the end of my first life was so majestic and sublime that it felt insulting to compare it to the current scene.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…How do I never get used to seeing this?』
    

    

    
      『…Don’t be too surprised. It’s no big deal. Any of my predecessors could have done this, as long as they were acknowledged by the Demonic Sword.』
    

    

    
      『…A single human fighting against an entire legion?』
    

    

    

    
      She controlled far more powerful Magical Beasts.
    

    

    

    
      『Nod-.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『And besides, who said I’m alone? Is my dear brother not with me?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      She controlled far more numerous Magical Beasts.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…What a broken, bloodline-based trash game.』
    

    

    
      『Ahem. There are some things my dear brother should not say.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『As your elder, it is not proper to belittle the results another has achieved through their own hard work. Take that to heart.』
    

    

    
      『…Yeah, right.』
    

    

    

    

    
      She was the Cheong-yi who had earned the title of a ‘One-Person Legion,’ a name befitting her ultimate skill, ‘Lord of Ten Thousand Demons.’
    

    

    
      …And that wasn’t just a phrase to emphasize her impact.
    

    

    
      It was a title based strictly on fact, as Cheong-yi’s main duty in the Death Squad at the time was to join me in holding back legion-sized forces of Magical Beasts led by Duke-rank demons.
    

    

    
      Naturally, from my perspective, having witnessed the pinnacle of that power firsthand, I couldn't help but feel a touch of disappointment.
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s that.”
    

    

    
      Having regressed, I couldn't afford to live in the past.
    

    

    
      Enough with the complaints. It was time to deal with the present situation, disappointing as it was.
    

    

    
      “Cheong-yi.”
    

    

    
      “…I know.”
    

    

    
      I had only turned my head and called her name, but as if she already knew what I was about to say, Cheong-yi nodded without needing me to elaborate.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “…From now on, kill each other.”
    

    

    
      At the low command that followed, a cham-sang / tragic spectacle unfolded.
    

    

    
      Kwaddeudeuk-!
    

    

    
      The moment her order was given, the Deep Sea People surrounding Cheong-yi began attacking each other without a shred of hesitation.
    

    

    
      Within the circular space they had formed around us, a bloodbath where kin slaughtered kin erupted.
    

    

    

    

    
      -…….
    

    

    
      -…….
    

    

    

    

    
      It was an ideal situation where the enemy we had to defeat was self-destructing.
    

    

    
      But no one watching the scene was smiling happily or rejoicing.
    

    

    
      They could only stare blankly at the grotesque spectacle unfolding before their eyes.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Sword Saint,’ sighs in relief at the situation being resolved.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, ‘Sword Saint,’ sends you a suspicious glance.]
    

    

    

    
      It was expected, and only natural.
    

    

    
      It seemed I had earned the suspicion of the Constellation, ‘Sword Saint.’
    

    

    
      It couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      Since I had decided to make this place the debut stage for the ‘Demonic Cult Reconstruction’ plan, borrowing the power of the Demonic Cult was inevitable.
    

    

    
      From the Constellation's perspective, my presence at the center of all these sudden events in his domain must have seemed incredibly strange.
    

    

    
      A horde of Magical Beasts, a Demonic Sword, a Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      These three things appearing without any prior signs, unlike in previous years, would have been baffling enough.
    

    

    
      But the existence of a ‘Hero candidate’ who seemed to be connected to all of it must have appeared not just unnatural, but contrived.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Still, as a ‘Constellation’ in charge of a region, the ‘Sword Saint’ wouldn't be ignorant of what these events signified.
    

    

    
      He would know that the Demonic Sword in Cheong-yi’s hand and the unannounced attack of the Magical Beasts heralded the ‘resurrection of the Primordial Demonic Beast.’
    

    

    
      There was no way a being on the level of a Constellation wouldn't know of the countless sacrifices the Demonic Cult had made throughout the history of Murim.
    

    

    
      …However, with something strange (?) now inserted into the succession of the Demonic Cult, which had previously occurred without outside intervention, he was likely feeling anxious that something was going wrong.
    

    

    
      Whether it was a Constellation or The Order, once an entity grew to that size, they tended to have an extreme aversion to events that occurred outside their range of expectations.
    

    

    
      Well, I had no intention of explaining myself to him and clearing things up.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Still, his reaction was one of the better ones.
    

    

    
      Because he knew the truth about the ‘Demonic Cult’ that had existed in this land since ancient times and the secret of the first Heavenly Demon, his reaction was limited to a ‘suspicious glance.’
    

    

    
      …The members of the ‘New Demonic Cult’ participating in the battle were looking at Cheong-yi, who was controlling the Deep Sea People, as if she were some kind of monster.
    

    

    

    
      -…What in the world is that…….
    

    

    
      -…I thought only a Demon King could compel Magical Beasts…….
    

    

    
      -My god…….
    

    

    

    
      In that brief moment, the treatment the ‘Demonic Cult’ had received since ancient times was laid bare.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a gaze that simply thought, ‘She seems different.’
    

    

    
      What their eyes held was clearly the emotion of ‘terror.’
    

    

    
      Even though she had not turned her blade on them, and had in fact achieved the result everyone wanted with more distinction than anyone else.
    

    

    
      Even though they had all seen it and knew it well.
    

    

    
      Despite all that, they couldn't accept Cheong-yi as a human like themselves.
    

    

    
      Because the dimension of the power she used was on a completely different level.
    

    

    
      Because it reached a distant realm that was utterly incomprehensible from the perspective of an ordinary person.
    

    

    
      Even though they were all human, even though they were comrades-in-arms who fought for the same purpose, they looked at Cheong-yi as if she weren't human at all.
    

    

    
      “Brother.”
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    
      It seemed she, too, had read the piercing, vivid terror in their eyes.
    

    

    
      “…I understand now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Why Father turned his back on this position of the ‘Heavenly Demon.’”
    

    

    
      Staring at them from beyond the Deep Sea People, Cheong-yi murmured quietly.
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      What Blindman Shim had spoken of.
    

    

    
      The ‘Heavenly Demon’s destiny’ that he had witnessed firsthand.
    

    

    
      It seemed she was now feeling it for herself.
    

    

    
      Of course, given the nature of the battle on the Shandong Peninsula, they hadn't fought long enough for a sense of camaraderie to blossom.
    

    

    
      And since Cheong-yi had been active on the front lines, there had been little interaction during the fighting.
    

    

    
      Even so, receiving ‘gazes of terror’ from comrades who had stood on the same battlefield for the same purpose was not something one could brush off with a simple ‘I see.’
    

    

    
      Just as Blindman Shim had said, Cheong-yi was inexperienced and still naive about the ways of the world.
    

    

    
      But she was still human, and there were things she could feel instinctively.
    

    

    
      In that short time, the moment she saw their eyes, she must have intuited it.
    

    

    
      That what their gazes held was not something welcoming, nor was it something that could be easily changed.
    

    

    
      Ggyeeek-!
    

    

    
      How much time passed, with one side in silence and the other filled with screams?
    

    

    
      Of the Deep Sea People that had swarmed the battlefield, fewer than ten remained standing on their two feet.
    

    

    
      Even those were killing each other, until only a single Deep Sea Person was left, thrashing its head about.
    

    

    
      And with Cheong-yi personally beheading that last one…
    

    

    
      Sguk-
    

    

    
      The request was completed.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      [You have successfully completed the request, ‘Defend the Peninsula (★☆☆☆☆)’.]
    

    

    
      [A reward is given by the Constellation, ‘Sword Saint.’]
    

  
    Chapter 73: Divergence (2)

    
      As soon as she heard the news of the Magical Beast raid on the Shandong Peninsula, the very first thing Eliya did was activate a communication spell to try and contact U-jin.
    

    

    
      Putting everything else aside, her first duty as an Acolyte Priest was to confirm the 'safety' of the Hero she was serving.
    

    

    
      But what on earth was he doing?
    

    

    
      Contrary to her hopes, U-jin didn't even receive her repeated calls, let alone send a reply.
    

    

    
      Around that time, feeling a chilling premonition, Eliya hurried her preparations and immediately headed for U-jin's Lair.
    

    

    
      Since the communication spell had failed, she intended to check the system data left in the Lair to confirm U-jin's well-being.
    

    

    
      It was also to find out U-jin's exact location before heading to the Shandong Peninsula herself.
    

    

    
      After all, there was no faster or more accurate way to check U-jin's status than the system data.
    

    

    
      And so, upon arriving at the Lair, Eliya checked U-jin's system data.
    

    

    
      The moment she saw his history, she froze on the spot.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘Oh, my god….’
    

    

    
      Despite having moved as quickly as she could, the system data already showed that U-jin had been caught up in that Magical Beast raid.
    

    

    

    
      [You have urgently accepted the quest ‘ Defend the Peninsula (★☆☆☆☆)’.]
    

    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Some might have tilted their heads at Eliya's reaction.
    

    

    
      The very reason for a Hero's existence was to carry out quests from the Constellations.
    

    

    
      It might have been understandable for someone who didn't know U-jin well. But for Eliya, who had witnessed his extraordinary nature closer than anyone, it was strange for her to react this way to him undertaking a slightly higher-level quest.
    

    

    
      …However, the problem was the word 'urgent' attached to the acceptance notification.
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [QUEST: Defend the Peninsula]
    

    
      Classification: Defence
    

    
      Difficulty: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      Client: <Constellation: Sword Saint>
    

    
      Quest Details: The Shandong Peninsula is in crisis due to the sudden appearance of a horde of Magical Beasts. Defend the Shandong Peninsula by any means necessary.
    

    

    
      Quest Reward: 1,000 Guardian Coins, 2x Merit Points based on contribution.
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      Unlike a typical War against Demons participation quest, the one U-jin had accepted from the Constellation, the 'Sword Saint,' listed neither the 'scale of the attacking Magical Beast horde,' the 'type and quality of the Magical Beasts,' nor even the numerical balance between allies and enemies.
    

    

    
      It was, in short, a slapdash quest.
    

    

    
      Although it was rated as a 1-star (★) quest, that was merely a rating hastily assigned in a situation where various pieces of information hadn't been confirmed.
    

    

    
      From Eliya's perspective, who knew that the Shandong Peninsula was the most underdeveloped region among Murim's frontlines in the War against Demons and that the number of stationed imperial soldiers was practically zero (0), the rating could only be seen as abnormal.
    

    

    
      …And U-jin's action of accepting such a quest without a second thought seemed even more abnormal.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      That part was relatively trivial.
    

    

    
      Of course, the fact that U-jin had accepted the quest was, objectively speaking, not something that could be dismissed as 'trivial'.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      …At least, it was true that it paled in comparison to U-jin's 'Quest Performance Summary' that appeared right after.
    

    

    

    

    
      <Quest, ‘Defend the Peninsula (★)’ Summary: Seo U-jin>
    

    

    
      ■Temporary blossoming of <Trait: Lesser Heavenly Demon (★★)>.
    

    
      ■Temporary blossoming of Subordinate, Shim Cheong's <Trait: Heavenly Demon (★★★)>.
    

    
      ■1,819 'Hunched Deep Sea People' killed.
    

    
      -[Hits: 4,401]
    

    
      -[Hits Taken: 22]
    

    
      -[Dodges: 1,295]
    

    
      -[Primary Cause of Kills: Simple Strikes]
    

    
      -[Combat Time: 6 hours 21 minutes 03 seconds]
    

    
      ■Suffered comprehensive physical damage including fractures, bruises, and lacerations, but fully recovered via <Trait: Perfect Vampire (★★)>.
    

    
      ■Final Contribution [92.3%]
    

    

    

    

    
      Putting aside the fact that he had participated in such a ridiculous quest without her knowledge.
    

    

    
      Just what in the world had happened in that short time?
    

    

    
      With the appearance of unknown Traits and the feast of stars before her eyes, Eliya couldn't help but doubt what she was seeing.
    

    

    
      Seeing even a single high-star Trait was hard enough to comprehend.
    

    

    
      But U-jin's summary list had not just 1-star, but 2-star Traits.
    

    

    
      It even showed a 3-star Trait, albeit with the word 'temporary' attached.
    

    

    
      All during the short time she was away for her 'retraining'.
    

    

    
      "Does this even make any..."
    

    

    
      From her perspective, who thought she had somewhat adapted to U-jin's extraordinariness, this was simply incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      She had tried to convince herself that the Hero candidate she served was simply more outstanding than others.
    

    

    
      But this was a story on a completely different level.
    

    

    
      Eliya had already acknowledged that U-jin was very different from other Hero candidates, but this showed a gap so vast that it could no longer be contained within the frame of the word 'different'.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      Now, it was a level that made no sense even when compared not to Hero candidates, but to already ordained Heroes.
    

    

    
      The star-studded Traits were one thing, but what caught Eliya's eye even more was the 'Final Contribution' at the very bottom of the 'Summary'.
    

    

    

    

    
      [92.3%]
    

    

    

    

    
      The moment she saw that number, the word 'bullshit' involuntarily flashed through her mind.
    

    

    
      …She couldn't help it.
    

    

    
      Receiving a final contribution of over 90 percent in a War against Demons quest meant that, literally, almost all the credit for winning the battle belonged to U-jin.
    

    

    
      Of course, looking at the summary's information, the absence of Named-grade Magical Beasts or Titled Demon-grade Magical Beasts suggested that the incident on the Shandong Peninsula was a bit different from a typical War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Strictly speaking, it was a 'lower-class' battle.
    

    

    
      Even so.
    

    

    
      No matter how outstanding U-jin's individual abilities were.
    

    

    
      It was nonsensical for the victory in a battle involving clashes in the 'thousands', let alone tens or hundreds, to be the work of a single person.
    

    

    
      Although it varied greatly depending on the scale of the quest, the general consensus was that a Hero's contribution was considered quite excellent if it exceeded 1% in a brigade-scale War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Based on that standard, even considering it was a relatively low-class battle without any Titled Demons or Named-grade beings, the figure of 92.3% was utterly unbelievable.
    

    

    
      It meant that if U-jin had done just a little better, he could have stopped the Magical Beast raid all by himself.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      Of course, this figure was slightly distorted.
    

    

    
      This was because the 'Heavenly Demon, Shim Cheong', who had exerted a similar, or perhaps even more overwhelming, influence than U-jin, had not undertaken a separate quest from a Constellation.
    

    

    
      Based on the subordinate contract of the <Trait: Perfect Vampire>, her achievements were added to U-jin's, to whom she was bound.
    

    

    
      But even taking that into account, two people.
    

    

    
      The fact that this was too small a number to have played the absolute role in achieving victory in the War against Demons did not change.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      It couldn't be a system error.
    

    

    
      The achievement point calculation system was a field the Order had poured the most effort into, based on several intricately designed criteria, Constellation comments, and accumulated data.
    

    

    
      Even if an error occurred, a certain degree of correction value would inevitably be applied to compensate for its precision.
    

    

    
      …If the 92.3% figure was the result after applying a correction value, that would be even more terrifying.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      It was like this from the beginning.
    

    

    
      U-jin always gave the impression that the 'chain of causality' was broken.
    

    

    
      He brought about impossible results from unbelievable situations without ever providing a plausible reason.
    

    

    
      Results, results, results.
    

    

    
      A list of inexplicable results that far surpassed the normal level.
    

    

    
      This list of results had soon entered a realm that could no longer be described by words like 'outstanding' or 'genius'.
    

    

    
      And with this final point made on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    

    
      [You have successfully completed the quest, ‘Defend the Peninsula (★☆☆☆☆)’.]
    

    
      [A reward is given from the Constellation, ‘Sword Saint’.]
    

    

    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      [1,000 Guardian Coins will be transferred to the Lair.]
    

    
      [Achievement points will be awarded based on contribution. (Will be applied at 2x according to reward conditions.)]
    

    

    

    
      …it had reached a level that was simply 'indescribable'.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    

    
      [Hero candidate, ‘Seo U-jin’'s achievement points are reaching the threshold.]
    

    
      [The conditions for ordination as a full-fledged Hero have been met.]
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      "…Is this a dream, perhaps?"
    

    

    
      As the term 'Hero candidate' itself implied.
    

    

    
      The primary goal of every Hero candidate was, without a doubt, to become a 'full-fledged Hero'.
    

    

    
      Of course, some were content with the various benefits received as a Hero candidate and chose to remain in that position.
    

    

    
      But the vast majority of Hero candidates who had even a slight understanding of the Upper Plane's principle that 'to be eliminated is to die' had no choice but to move upwards, whether by their own will or not.
    

    

    
      So, what was the method to become a full-fledged Hero?
    

    

    
      …It was to 'accumulate achievement points' by carrying out quests in various regions of the continent.
    

    

    
      Traversing the continent, a place entangled with endless diversity and interests, to build up lacking combat experience and achievements, and to grow one's reputation as a Hero, however small.
    

    

    
      Most existing Hero candidates were stuck in this 'achievement point accumulation' phase.
    

    

    
      Just as a hundred people have a hundred different faces, there were many exceptional cases, so it was difficult to uniformly judge the time it took.
    

    

    
      'Three to ten years.'
    

    

    
      On average, that was how long it took for a Hero candidate to accumulate the 'achievement points' needed for ordination.
    

    

    
      In terms of quests, it was the time it took to complete about 100 starless quests targeted at Hero candidates.
    

    

    
      …Therefore, from the perspective of Eliya, who had just begun her service to a Hero candidate, it was something she thought she would only have to worry about in the distant future.
    

    

    
      She had thought that no matter how extraordinary U-jin was, accumulating that many achievement points would require a certain amount of time.
    

    

    
      But as always.
    

    

    
      U-jin shattered Eliya's expectations once again.
    

    

    

    
      [Hero candidate, ‘Seo U-jin’'s achievement points are reaching the threshold.]
    

    
      [The conditions for ordination as a full-fledged Hero have been met.]
    

    

    

    
      Those sentences left in U-jin's data clearly meant that he had satisfied the achievement point requirement in one fell swoop.
    

    

    
      A requirement others met through 100 quests, he did in a single one.
    

    

    
      "…Haha."
    

    

    
      It was a record that prompted an empty laugh.
    

    

    
      Even if you gathered all the legendary Hero candidates from history, there had never been one who met the conditions for ordination as a full-fledged Hero in less than ten days.
    

    

    
      The fastest one on record still took a 'long'(?) period of over 100 days.
    

    

    
      Without a doubt, U-jin was bound to become the 'case of the fastest Hero in history'.
    

    

    
      Considering that the time spent as a Hero candidate was usually inversely proportional to that Hero's potential, the significance of this could not be understated.
    

    

    
      Therefore, as she left the Lair and moved towards the Shandong Peninsula, Eliya began to make a plan.
    

    

    
      Until now, she had been dragged around by U-jin, unable to get a grip on herself.
    

    

    
      So that after U-jin was ordained as a full-fledged Hero, she could truly fulfill her role as an Acolyte Priest.
    

    

    
      "First… I'll decide in advance the type of Artifact he can choose from <Seventh Door> so he doesn't pick something weird like last time, and since it's such an overwhelming record, The Order might not be stingy with additional rewards…"
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Her plan was, once again, already going awry from the very beginning.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't Eliya's fault.
    

    

    
      It was just that Eliya was completely unaware of the 'divergence' occurring on the Shandong Peninsula at that moment.
    

    

    
      And the fact that this small 'divergence' would cause U-jin's 'Hero Ordination' to be postponed for a long time...
    

    

    
      …was not something she could have known in advance.
    

  
    Chapter 74: Divergence (3)

    
      Jegal Cheon.
    

    

    
      He was a ‘2-Star (★★) Hero’ who had an exclusive contract with the Mount Hua Sect’s Guardian Constellation, the ‘Sword Saint’.
    

    

    
      Having built a reputation through various battles in the War against Demons within the Murim Empire and earning the title ‘Hwasan Taedo)’.
    

    

    
      He was one of those who lived with a sense of pride in his position.
    

    

    
      Of course, compared to the direct disciples of other sects or the children of direct bloodlines under the patronage of a Sect Leader, it was hard to say his achievements were great for the time he had invested.
    

    

    
      Still, considering his humble origins, he held the pride that he could at least be called a ‘veteran’.
    

    

    
      Indeed, he could now skillfully handle most unexpected situations that arose in the War against Demons, and it had been a long time since he’d felt the emotion of ‘panic’ while carrying out a request.
    

    

    
      Therefore, he thought.
    

    

    
      The ‘Defend the Peninsula’ mission he had accepted as an emergency request would be no different.
    

    

    
      ‘A sudden appearance of a Magical Beast horde?’
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't without its strange points.
    

    

    
      In fact, if he were to scrutinize it, the very circumstances that led to the ‘Defend the Peninsula’ request were quite unfamiliar to him.
    

    

    
      A sudden appearance of Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      At a glance, it might seem plausible, but from a common-sense perspective, it was impossible.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Throughout the Order's territory, there were cathedrals, and their central role was precisely to ‘detect invasions by the Demon King's Army’.
    

    

    
      If it were so easy for a horde of Magical Beasts to attack without being detected by the intricate invasion detection magic installed by The Order, they would have lost the War against Demons long ago.
    

    

    
      The detection magic installed in the cathedrals was that meticulously and finely designed.
    

    

    
      It was set to detect an invasion the moment a Titled Demon took even a single step into an area designated as The Order's territory.
    

    

    
      No, strictly speaking, it wasn't limited to ‘Titled Demons’.
    

    

    
      As long as it was a ‘Magical Beast from the Neutral Zone’ or ‘an alien entity with threatening levels of mana’, the detection magic circle would activate the moment it was sensed within The Order's territory.
    

    

    
      Of course, if only a horde of grunt Magical Beasts attacked without any Titled Demon-class creatures, it wasn't entirely impossible for a battle on the scale of the War against Demons to occur without an alarm.
    

    

    
      But the possibility was extremely slim.
    

    

    
      In the first place, if it was a horde of Magical Beasts that a region couldn't defend against with their own strength, it wouldn't be a naturally occurring attack based on their instincts.
    

    

    
      In that case, there was bound to be a leader-class Magical Beast, equivalent to a Titled Demon, leading them.
    

    

    
      ‘A happening caused by an error in the detection magic.’
    

    

    
      That was how Jegal Cheon viewed this ‘Defend the Peninsula’ request.
    

    

    
      He thought there would be nothing surprising this time either. It would probably be resolved on its own after he arrived on-site and crushed a few units of Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      A run-of-the-mill request.
    

    

    
      A run-of-the-mill Magical Beast extermination.
    

    

    
      A run-of-the-mill.
    

    

    
      ...honey pot request that he had experienced countless times.
    

    

    
      However, those thoughts were instantly erased from his mind the moment he witnessed the scene for himself.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      At the place he had arrived at without any preparation, thinking it was a honey pot request, he was greeted by a ‘bewilderment’ he hadn't felt in a long time.
    

    

    
      A battlefield twisted in a way that couldn't be described with ordinary words.
    

    

    
      Although the unique sense of release that comes after a battle lingered here and there, an unknown tension still filled the air.
    

    

    
      And it wasn't hard to find the cause.
    

    

    
      “…That's.”
    

    

    
      A horde of countless ‘Deep Sea People’ breathing brazenly in the center of the battlefield.
    

    

    
      And the three humans standing in their midst.
    

    

    
      That was the source of this inexplicable atmosphere.
    

    

    
      ‘……!’
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      The scene that unfolded before his bewilderment could even subside…
    

    

    
      …was something that even Jegal Cheon, who prided himself on having seen it all, found utterly incomprehensible.
    

    

    

    

    
      —…Kill each other.
    

    

    

    

    
      The young woman, who looked to be around twenty, standing among the Magical Beasts, muttered something as she scanned them with an indifferent gaze.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously with her murmur, the remaining horde of Magical Beasts began to attack and devour one another.
    

    

    
      Crunch—
    

    

    
      Kkuueeek—!
    

    

    
      Squelch—
    

    

    
      It was a cruelty on a different level from the occasional infighting between creatures seen on the battlefield.
    

    

    
      As if harboring hatred for their own kind, they were throwing everything they had into devouring each other.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      How could he possibly describe the emotions he felt at that scene of utter pandemonium?
    

    

    
      Displeasure? A sense of depravity?
    

    

    
      It was… an unsettling feeling, as if he had peeked at something he shouldn't have seen.
    

    

    
      It couldn't be summed up with a simple assessment like ‘bizarre’ or ‘strange’.
    

    

    
      It was something utterly unacceptable by the common sense of the Upper Plane he had experienced and built up until now.
    

    

    
      ‘…First.’
    

    

    
      Pushing aside the revulsion welling up from deep within his chest, Jegal Cheon approached them.
    

    

    
      …After all, he hadn't come here just to spectate.
    

    

    
      Thud- Thud- Thud- Thud-!
    

    

    
      “Battalion, halt.”
    

    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    

    
      Thud-!
    

    

    
      The thousand warriors of the Mount Hua Sect's unit, who had been marching behind him, stopped in unison at the command.
    

    

    
      A strange atmosphere began to flow between U-jin's group and Jegal Cheon.
    

    

    
      After staring at Sim Cheong for a moment, Jegal Cheon issued a low command without looking back.
    

    

    
      “Present arms.”
    

    

    
      “Present arms!”
    

    

    
      At his command, the warrior unit flawlessly spread into formation and assumed a combat stance.
    

    

    
      Taking two steps forward, Jegal Cheon questioned U-jin and Sim Cheong aggressively.
    

    

    
      “State your affiliation and names.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Otherwise, I will consider you enemies and cut you down.”
    

    

    
      It was a rather aggressive and rude tone to take in a situation where nothing had been judged yet, but Jegal Cheon didn't think his tone was excessive at all.
    

    

    
      The inexplicable revulsion he felt deep in his chest.
    

    

    
      The bizarre scene he had just witnessed.
    

    

    
      A single word that suddenly came to mind was justifying his thoughts, telling him that such treatment was only natural for them.
    

    

    
      …An answer soon returned.
    

    

    
      “Hero candidate, Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      It was a rather curt answer to explain the situation, but it was a faithful response to what Jegal Cheon had asked.
    

    

    
      “…Hero candidate?”
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      Hearing the answer and accepting it were two different matters.
    

    

    
      U-jin had clearly stated his identity as a Hero candidate.
    

    

    
      But Jegal Cheon thought his calm demeanor, completely unfazed despite numerous spearheads pointing at him, didn't match the identity U-jin had revealed at all.
    

    

    
      “…You're telling a pointless lie.”
    

    

    
      After a moment of deliberation, Jegal Cheon concluded that U-jin was lying. He drew the tachi slung across his back and took another step forward.
    

    

    
      “It seems you didn't quite understand my question, so I'll ask again.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Could it be that your identities are…”
    

    

    
      Shing—
    

    

    
      “…of the Demonic Cult?”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Could it be that your identities are… of the Demonic Cult?”
    

    

    
      Hearing the man's voice and seeing his blazing eyes, Loxy intuitively knew that things had taken another bizarre turn.
    

    

    
      “…The Demonic Cult, the Demonic Cult. That damn Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      The battle had ended early thanks to Sim Cheong's bizarre ability to control Magical Beasts, which she had displayed since gripping the Demonic Sword. That part was a result Loxy couldn't have wished for more.
    

    

    
      ‘…I'm going to get a neurosis at this rate.’
    

    

    
      Seeing how things were unfolding, it seemed they were misunderstood again.
    

    

    
      From what U-jin had told her in the underground cave where Blindman Sim was, Loxy thought the ‘Demonic Cult’ seemed closer to heroes than villains.
    

    

    
      But it seemed unlikely that the foolish man holding a sword bigger than his own body knew that.
    

    

    
      “…Well, he's not wrong.”
    

    

    
      …And it seemed U-jin had no intention of explaining it all to him either.
    

    

    
      Haaa—.
    

    

    
      Loxy let out a sigh that escaped her unconsciously.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Not a single day went by normally.
    

    

    
      Starting with things going wrong from the very beginning in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      Then being attacked by an Oni and left behind while riding the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      On the cliffs of Kunlun where they were stranded, he suddenly grabbed her and dived off, and as if meeting the Ruined Baron ‘Shuten’ wasn't enough, they even met ‘Isaac Einstein’ in person.
    

    

    
      This time, she thought it would end after fending off a large-scale Magical Beast horde, but now some foolish man had shown up, misunderstood the Demonic Cult, and was pointing a sword at them.
    

    

    
      Loxy had wondered if, with this continuous series of outrageous events, she might eventually build up a tolerance to this absurd journey, but…
    

    

    
      “…So it was true.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …She just gave up.
    

    

    
      This wasn't the kind of thing one could ever build a tolerance to.
    

    

    
      Every single step U-jin took was on the line between life and death.
    

    

    
      “…So remnants of the Demonic Cult were still around.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's response, which seemed to confirm they were from the Demonic Cult, the man gave a sardonic smile as if his prediction was correct. He channeled mana into his drawn tachi and asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “Then are you the Heavenly Demon?”
    

    

    
      “…Not me.”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      “She's the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    
      U-jin shrugged at the question and pointed to Sim Cheong as he answered.
    

    

    
      As the gazes naturally shifted to her, Sim Cheong opened her mouth as if to defend herself.
    

    

    
      “…It is true that I have inherited the position of the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…However, the Demonic Cult is not the nefarious place you think it is. The Magical Beasts are merely subjects controlled by my ability—.”
    

    

    
      …Of course, she couldn't finish her sentence.
    

    

    
      “Shut your mouth, you vicious wench.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At that curt dismissal, the now-silent Sim Cheong realized the man misunderstood the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Perhaps.
    

    

    
      It was the misunderstanding that all her predecessors had likely faced, a fate she too would have to endure—the destiny of a hero cast as a villain.
    

    

    
      “Because of the Righteous-Demonic Great War you bastards started 100 years ago to swallow Murim, my Jegal Family was ruined. Did you know that?”
    

    

    
      She didn't.
    

    

    
      She didn't know exactly what happened 100 years ago, nor what the Jegal Family the man spoke of was.
    

    

    
      However, there was one thing she knew for certain.
    

    

    
      She knew that it was neither her fault nor her predecessors' fault.
    

    

    
      But for some reason, Sim Cheong felt no desire to persuade him.
    

    

    
      ‘…Why bother.’
    

    

    
      It was true that a sense of injustice washed over her at his scathing anger.
    

    

    
      But she wondered if persuasion would even work, and she felt no need to justify herself to a man who seemed to have no room for dialogue.
    

    

    
      She just.
    

    

    
      …wished that the man before her would disappear.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Hatred, an emotion she was feeling for the first time in her life.
    

    

    
      In that moment, overcome by the strange feeling that blossomed within her, Sim Cheong unconsciously began to raise the sword she was gripping.
    

    

    
      Her subconscious was consumed by the emotion that stirred and rose within her.
    

    

    
      Thak—
    

    

    
      But before the sword could be raised all the way, U-jin pressed her hand down and took the sword from her grasp.
    

    

    
      “…Orabeoni.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      In response to Sim Cheong's call, U-jin simply shrugged instead of answering.
    

    

    
      And soon after.
    

    

    
      “…Allow me to express my deepest gratitude in advance. It seems taking the head of you, the Heavenly Demon wench, will be a great help in me reaching 3-Stars.”
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon declared a ‘death threat’ disguised as gratitude towards Sim Cheong.
    

    

    
      At that mutter, Loxy's eyes glinted with a strange light.
    

    

    
      ‘…2-Star?’
    

    

    
      Unlike his foolish head, she realized that the man named ‘Jegal Cheon’ possessed a high level of skill.
    

    

    
      To say he was reaching for 3-Stars meant he was already at the 2-Star level.
    

    

    
      A 2-Star Hero was a core Hero-class asset in the War against Demons. While not strong enough to lead the course of a major battlefield, in a small-scale battle, they were influential enough to turn the tide at will.
    

    

    
      It seemed unlikely he would lie in this situation.
    

    

    
      If he truly was a Hero with a 2-Star rank, it was a fact that he was not an opponent even U-jin could take lightly.
    

    

    
      Regardless, he was the owner of enough military might to turn the tide of battle.
    

    

    
      And unlike their side, which had just arrived on the battlefield fresh and full of energy, her side had already poured all their strength into a fierce battle for hours.
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, their side was at a significant disadvantage.
    

    

    
      The Hero ranking wasn't just an expression of the highs and lows of martial power; it was an indicator of the absolute difference in class.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      “My head, you say.”
    

    

    
      …That wasn't to say she was worried about U-jin.
    

    

    
      Hoo—.
    

    

    
      “…That last comment seems to have been a bit dangerous.”
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      As 100 years had already passed since the last outbreak of the Righteous-Demonic War.
    

    

    
      The hatred for the Demonic Cult, which had once spread rampantly throughout Murim, had diluted to a certain extent in many cases.
    

    

    
      Immediately after the Righteous-Demonic War, many gnashed their teeth at the Demonic Cult as they witnessed a Murim half-decimated by Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      But 100 years was a long time.
    

    

    
      Many of those who remembered that time had already closed their eyes for the last.
    

    

    
      While they knew words like ‘Righteous-Demonic War’ or ‘Demonic Cult,’ not many had the sentiment so deeply ingrained as to react instinctively to them.
    

    

    
      …Jegal Cheon was one of those few.
    

    

    
      The Jegal Family, to which Jegal Cheon belonged, had been a powerful clan under the Jongnam Sect, which was annihilated during the last Righteous-Demonic War. With the fall of the Jongnam Sect, his family lost all its glory and suffered the calamity of their clan's destruction.
    

    

    
      Of course, Jegal Cheon had never experienced the Righteous-Demonic War of 100 years ago, let alone remembered it.
    

    

    
      But if the Jongnam Sect had not been destroyed during the war.
    

    

    
      If his ‘Jegal Family’ had remained one of the important pillars of Murim.
    

    

    
      He was certain of one thing: he would have lived a much better life than he did now.
    

    

    
      Like the direct disciples of Hwasan or other sects.
    

    

    
      Like the direct bloodlines of the leaders of various great sects.
    

    

    
      He would have inherited the Artifacts passed down through his family for generations, and he would have received the secret tomes given to the family’s successor.
    

    

    
      He would not have had to enter another sect as a disciple, suffering all sorts of humiliation just to learn swordsmanship.
    

    

    
      Such thoughts had unknowingly piled up within him.
    

    

    
      The regret and inferiority complex over a future that could have been different eventually took root in his heart as hatred for the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      And that was ultimately the cause of the present battle.
    

    

    
      …But that was merely the surface-level reason.
    

    

    
      In truth, the feelings he held in his heart were a little different.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was true that he harbored hatred for the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Having constantly heard from his father about the days when the Jegal Family was influential, he couldn't help but feel regret for the background he had lost overnight.
    

    

    
      And his innate disposition was that of a person who hated losing to others.
    

    

    
      But if that was really all there was to it.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon probably wouldn't have drawn his sword so readily.
    

    

    
      Whatever the circumstances, the Magical Beast raid here had been dealt with.
    

    

    
      And while he disliked the Demonic Cult, he didn't harbor a thirst for revenge that demanded he kill them.
    

    

    
      The fundamental reason he had risked drawing his sword lay elsewhere.
    

    

    
      Namely.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Demonic Cult’s Artifact.’
    

    

    
      The black sword held in the grasp of the woman called the Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      He coveted that sword.
    

    

    
      He didn't know its exact name or what abilities it possessed.
    

    

    
      But his calculation was that if it was something handed down from the organization that had annihilated half of Murim 100 years ago, it must possess a considerable level of power.
    

    

    
      The bizarre movements of the Magical Beasts that had unfolded before his eyes proved its capabilities.
    

    

    
      …The justification was already sufficient.
    

    

    
      By calling herself the successor of the Demonic Cult, the ‘Heavenly Demon,’ she had admitted to being the enemy of all people in Murim.
    

    

    
      Even without any other reason, that alone was a crime punishable by death in the lands of Murim.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the timing was perfect.
    

    

    
      Although it was a thing of the past, the Demonic Cult's reputation was such that Jegal Cheon would not have been able to charge in so easily if they were at their full strength.
    

    

    
      But judging from the blood covering her body and the strange behavior of the Magical Beasts at the end.
    

    

    
      It seemed she had used up her strength fending off the Magical Beasts that appeared on this Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      The circumstances of the Heavenly Demon, who was supposed to attack Murim, defending it instead were puzzling, but her situation was none of his concern.
    

    

    
      What was important was that she had exhausted all her power doing so.
    

    

    
      Vwoong—
    

    

    
      With his calculations complete, Jegal Cheon’s Tachi swung towards Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      Chaeng-!
    

    

    
      The Demonic Sword in U-jin’s hand deflected its path.
    

    

    
      A heavy gust of wind rose from the clash of the two swords, sweeping low across the surroundings.
    

    

    
      The surface of the shallow puddles of blood on the ground trembled—brrr.
    

    

    
      “…You little punk.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Drop your sword and step aside. My business is with that wench.”
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon sneered at U-jin for blocking his Tachi, but instead of replying to such cliché and meaningless words.
    

    

    
      U-jin stomped his foot once.
    

    

    
      Kwoong-!
    

    

    
      At the same time.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      A system window message appeared before Jegal Cheon’s eyes.
    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown external mana is causing a status abnormality.]
    

    

    
      And before he could even finish reading the message.
    

    

    
      An immense pressure bore down on his body.
    

    

    
      ‘……!’
    

    

    
      It was a familiar, yet strange, experience.
    

    

    
      Would it feel similar if the gravity he normally felt unconsciously were to increase tenfold?
    

    

    
      An unpleasant dizziness, as if his blood pressure was dropping all over his body, accompanied a discomfort in his overall physical movements.
    

    

    
      [Warning! ‘Physical Ability’ is significantly decreased.]
    

    

    
      …It was something Jegal Cheon couldn't possibly know.
    

    

    
      But it was, of course, the effect of U-jin’s ‘Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Step’.
    

    

    
      The only difference was one thing.
    

    

    
      U-jin’s ‘Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Step’, which used to act over a wide area, had shrunk its range to exert a more powerful effect.
    

    

    
      And unlike before, when it merely slowed movement speed, it now placed a powerful strain on Jegal Cheon’s entire body.
    

    

    
      “This brat and his petty tricks……”
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon muttered in complaint at the unpleasantness of having his body suppressed.
    

    

    
      But once again, U-jin did not reply.
    

    

    
      He simply swung the sword in his hand instead of answering.
    

    

    
      Chaeng-!
    

    

    
      The second strike landed.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon, feeling the immense weight of his Tachi, threw it up as if to toss it, barely managing to block U-jin’s sword.
    

    

    
      But before he could even catch his breath after blocking the second strike.
    

    

    
      This time, he felt a suffocating stuffiness that made his breath catch in his throat.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he was actually having trouble breathing.
    

    

    
      It was just that.
    

    

    
      [Warning! The Mana Circuit is being deactivated by external mana intervention!]
    

    

    
      A chain of mana, having extended from U-jin’s hand at some point, was now embedded in his side, suppressing the circulation of his Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      Grit—
    

    

    
      “…You sneaky bastard.”
    

    

    
      Of course, U-jin’s skill, ‘Mana Chain (★)’, could only hold Jegal Cheon’s Mana Circuit for a moment.
    

    

    
      After all, Jegal Cheon held the rank of a 2-star Hero.
    

    

    
      He was a man who possessed power and mana befitting that rank.
    

    

    
      U-jin's unorthodox and swift use of his abilities at the very start of the battle was certainly surprising to him.
    

    

    
      But the absolute gap in their physical and magical power was not small.
    

    

    
      Jjaeng-!
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon forcefully circulated his mana, shattering the chain that bound his Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      He swung his Tachi horizontally and retreated out of the range of U-jin’s ‘Heavenly Demon’s Reigning Step’.
    

    

    
      Vwoong—
    

    

    
      Tadak-!
    

    

    
      ‘…A 1-star at best.’
    

    

    
      The probing was over.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon had been momentarily flustered by the unexpected petty tricks.
    

    

    
      But the level of mana he had gauged through the Mana Chain clearly showed that he had the upper hand.
    

    

    
      The strange area-of-effect skill that weighed down the body within its range seemed tricky, but he wasn’t the type who wielded a swift sword anyway.
    

    

    
      It might be a problem for someone who enjoyed a battle of speed within the skill's range, but for him, such an inconvenience was not a major issue.
    

    

    
      No matter how much strain was put on his body, he was confident as long as their swords met.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’ll go head-on.’
    

    

    
      Although it varied depending on the user, the Tachi was a sword that had no rival in a matchup between blades.
    

    

    
      From the very beginning, the design of the sword known as the Tachi was focused on clashes of power between swords, rather than strategy or speed.
    

    

    
      Its specialty and forte was to crush the opponent's weapon with overwhelming weight and durability.
    

    

    
      And the one Jegal Cheon wielded.
    

    

    
      As was evident from its moniker, ‘Hwasan Tachi’, it was the largest of its kind within the Hwasan Sect.
    

    

    
      This overwhelmingly large greatsword, with a blade length exceeding one meter excluding the handle, had destroyed the swords of countless men.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, Jegal Cheon didn't think that the Artifact with the black blade would break after just a few simple attacks.
    

    

    
      But it didn't matter.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll show you what it means to be crushed to death, sword and all.”
    

    

    
      If he couldn't break the sword.
    

    

    
      He just had to break the person receiving the weight of that sword.
    

    

    
      Kkudeudeuk-!
    

    

    
      “Let’s see you withstand this.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The moment you dodge, that wench called the Heavenly Demon will lose her head.”
    

    

    
      Paat-!
    

    

    
      With that short warning, Jegal Cheon kicked off the ground with great force and swung his Tachi at U-jin’s sword with all his might.
    

    

    
      KWANG-!
    

    

    
      The massive Tachi wielded by Jegal Cheon smashed down on U-jin, sword and all, just as he had warned.
    

    

    
      The ground where U-jin stood caved in from the powerful blow.
    

    

    
      He hadn't even used a particular skill.
    

    

    
      The combination of Jegal Cheon's 2-star strength, the weight of the Tachi, and the powerful load on the point of action that accompanied its great size created an overwhelming strike.
    

    

    
      …The ensuing strikes were the same.
    

    

    
      KWAANG-!
    

    

    
      KWANG-!
    

    

    
      KWANG!
    

    

    
      There were no feints, no calculations of trajectory.
    

    

    
      Whether U-jin blocked it or not.
    

    

    
      He simply swung his sword with all his might towards a path U-jin could not evade.
    

    

    
      And Jegal Cheon's strategy certainly.
    

    

    
      Seemed to be ‘meaningful’.
    

    

    
      Psik—
    

    

    
      ‘…Of course.’
    

    

    
      As if he had forgotten all the petty tricks he had been using before.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon’s lips curled up as he watched U-jin receive his blows in a purely defensive manner.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just a small fry hanging around the Heavenly Demon.’
    

    

    
      It was because he believed he had completely nullified U-jin’s petty tricks.
    

    

    
      It was nothing remarkable.
    

    

    
      He had met types who specialized in unorthodox methods a few times, but the solution was always the same.
    

    

    
      ‘A frontal assault.’
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon believed that unconventional methods were just petty tricks that came out when one thought they had a low chance of winning under equal conditions.
    

    

    
      As such, he thought that as long as he could drag the fight into a head-on, one-on-one confrontation, he could seize victory without difficulty.
    

    

    
      And in reality, that method had never disappointed him until now.
    

    

    
      KWAANG-!
    

    

    
      …Just how many clashes, which were closer to hammer blows than sword strikes, had been exchanged?
    

    

    
      ‘……?’
    

    

    
      Feeling the heavy damage accumulating in his own hands, Jegal Cheon sensed something was wrong.
    

    

    
      ‘…Why.’
    

    

    
      The number of hits he had expected to land had long since passed, and he had certainly struck enough times.
    

    

    
      But strangely, there was still no reaction from U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…This can’t be.”
    

    

    
      …This wasn't just him talking out of sheer arrogance.
    

    

    
      As mentioned before, the Tachi was a sword that held absolute superiority in clashes of power between swords.
    

    

    
      Having sacrificed everything else, including agility, for overwhelming power, the identity of the Tachi was its unparalleled might.
    

    

    
      In fact, if they clashed under equal conditions, it was common sense for the opponent to be sent flying by the physical rebound after just a few strikes, not even needing dozens.
    

    

    
      In reality, even those at the same 2-star rank had never taken more than ten of Jegal Cheon’s Tachi blows head-on.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the current battle was not on equal terms.
    

    

    
      Considering that physical and magical power generally corresponded to one's star rank, it was certain that this man who introduced himself as ‘Seo U-jin’ was at a lower level than Jegal Cheon himself.
    

    

    
      It was something Jegal Cheon simply couldn't comprehend with his experience and common sense.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      For a man with a lower level of mana and physical strength than himself.
    

    

    
      “…Is that all?”
    

    

    
      …from that very first spot.
    

    

    
      To take every single one of his blows from the same spot, without retreating a single step.
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      “Is that… it?”
    

    

    
      At U-jin’s taunt that wasn’t quite a taunt, as he looked up and asked.
    

    

    
      For a moment, a surge of anger welled up from deep within Jegal Cheon’s chest, but.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon quickly suppressed the rising emotion and cleared his chaotic mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      His combat senses, honed through countless battlefields, were telling him.
    

    

    
      That this was not an opponent he could face carelessly, just as he pleased.
    

    

    
      Despite clearly having the upper hand in every objective metric, and despite being the one to initiate the fight.
    

    

    
      In the end, it was U-jin who was leading the flow of battle.
    

    

    
      He couldn't tell exactly what trick U-jin had pulled, but it was an undeniable fact that he had already been manipulated this much according to the other's will.
    

    

    
      ‘…This fight cannot continue any longer.’
    

    

    
      The battle was dragging on for much longer than he had initially thought.
    

    

    
      So far, the ‘Heavenly Demon’ hadn't shown any signs of intervening, but it wouldn't be strange if she changed her stance and jumped in at any moment.
    

    

    
      Even if she didn't interfere, considering what would come after, giving her time to recover was something Jegal Cheon absolutely had to prevent.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Moreover, there was another individual on that side who appeared to be of Hero-level strength.
    

    

    
      No matter how he looked at it, the longer the situation dragged on, the more dangerous it became for his side.
    

    

    
      Sseup-
    

    

    
      Therefore, Jegal Cheon made a decision.
    

    

    
      He had been refraining from ‘using skills’ to save them for cutting down the Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      But it seemed he couldn't win against this opponent that way.
    

    

    
      Fuwu-
    

    

    
      The unique breathing method of the Hwasan (Mount Hua) Sect.
    

    

    
      The distinct pattern Namgung Soso had shown just before shouting ‘Plum Blossom Dance’ was now present in his breathing.
    

    

    
      He began to slowly raise the Tachi, gripped with both hands, above his head.
    

    

    
      Fshhhh-
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, with the explosive rotation of his Mana Circuit, residual mana flowed out.
    

    

    
      That indigo mana swirled around Jegal Cheon's feet, forming a circular vortex.
    

    

    
      To anyone watching, it was clearly the precursor to an extraordinary skill.
    

    

    
      So much so that one could be certain the moment the strike landed successfully, the battle between the two would conclude.
    

    

    
      However, U-jin's eyes as he watched were indifferent.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      It was unclear whether he intended to dodge, or if he was planning to take the hit.
    

    

    
      U-jin watched Jegal Cheon with an impassive expression, as if observing someone else's business.
    

    

    
      Just like before.
    

    

    
      From his spot.
    

    

    
      Without moving a single step.
    

    

    
      Vrrr-
    

    

    
      How much time had passed like that?
    

    

    
      Under U-jin's irresponsible inaction, all the time Jegal Cheon needed passed.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon's Tachi, now saturated with mana, began to hum—vrrr—as it started to draw a specific mana pattern.
    

    

    
      “…Plum Blossom Sword Style, Third Form.”
    

    

    
      Soon, the pattern was complete.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon's strongest sword strike was swung towards U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…Plum Blossom Annihilation.”
    

    

    

    
      [<Skill: Plum Blossom Annihilation (★★☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    

    

    
      SWOOOOSH-!
    

    

    
      The Tachi, raised to its limit in Jegal Cheon's hands, reached its apex with his chant and plunged down without delay.
    

    

    
      The mana-infused sword strike, cleaving through the heavy air, left a massive afterimage as it rushed to bisect U-jin's head.
    

    

    
      ‘……?’
    

    

    
      And in that fleeting moment.
    

    

    
      The very moment he should have been cheering in triumph, certain of ‘victory’ from the successful activation of his skill, the emotion that struck Jegal Cheon's heart was.
    

    

    
      Ironically, ‘fear’.
    

    

    
      An inexplicable chill.
    

    

    
      ‘…But why.’
    

    

    
      It was an emotion he had rarely felt after becoming a Hero and reaching a certain level, so he couldn't immediately define it.
    

    

    
      But it was unmistakably the emotion of 'fear'.
    

    

    
      The emergence of such an unusual emotion was difficult for Jegal Cheon to comprehend, but.
    

    

    
      Strangely, the cause of that terror seemed self-evident.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      U-jin.
    

    

    
      To be precise, U-jin's unchanging ‘reaction’ was the cause.
    

    

    
      From the preparation of the skill to the sword strike swung at its activation.
    

    

    
      From U-jin's indifferent gaze, watching the sword descend upon his head without moving a single step.
    

    

    
      His subconscious combat senses, honed through countless battlefields, judged that something was going terribly wrong.
    

    

    
      That something was strange.
    

    

    
      Even if he couldn't pinpoint what it was.
    

    

    
      It was certain that something was amiss.
    

    

    
      And Jegal Cheon's intuition.
    

    

    
      In the 'slight anomaly' that occurred the moment his sword touched U-jin's head.
    

    

    
      It became 'reality'.
    

    

    
      Krrrrrk-
    

    

    
      It was nothing much.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who hadn't moved at all until the moment Jegal Cheon's all-out strike reached his head.
    

    

    
      Just before the sword made contact, he slightly tilted his head.
    

    

    
      That was all.
    

    

    
      A trivial, insignificant movement, almost embarrassing to call an 'anomaly'.
    

    

    
      That was really it.
    

    

    
      The problem was.
    

    

    
      “…If you came at me ready to take my head.”
    

    

    
      …that the result of that utterly trivial movement was anything but trivial.
    

    

    
      CLANG-!
    

    

    
      “…You must have been prepared to lose an arm, right?”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      ‘Jegal Cheon of Hwasan.’
    

    

    
      The face of the man who had arrived here leading a thousand soldiers was quite familiar to Namgung Soso.
    

    

    
      And for good reason.
    

    

    
      Because back when she was in Hwasan, Jegal Cheon had been her direct senior who instigated discrimination against her for the sole reason that she was from the ‘Shandong Peninsula’, a former garrison of the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      They had in common that they were both heirs to families that had been wiped out during the Righteous-Demonic War, but she remembered him clearly because he was different from her in every other aspect.
    

    

    
      His personality.
    

    

    
      The path he had walked.
    

    

    
      …And the martial power he possessed.
    

    

    
      ‘…How on earth.’
    

    

    
      Therefore, Namgung Soso could not easily accept the situation unfolding before her eyes.
    

    

    
      “…If you came at me ready to take my head. You must have been prepared to lose an arm, right?”
    

    

    
      “Kughh…”
    

    

    
      He had a difficult personality and was a selfish man, but.
    

    

    
      His skill was undeniably real, so much so that among his peers within Hwasan, Jegal Cheon had no rival.
    

    

    
      Moreover, around the time Namgung Soso left Hwasan, he had been recognized for his skill and achievements and had even achieved the rank of a 2-star Hero.
    

    

    
      And yet, to think that one of such a man's arms was cut off so easily.
    

    

    
      …Even though she had clearly witnessed what happened right before her eyes, Namgung Soso couldn't immediately comprehend the fact.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Staring at the incomprehensible sight, Namgung Soso replayed the recent events in her mind.
    

    

    
      She could clearly read the flow of the battle up until the sudden shift in atmosphere and the exchange of a few blows.
    

    

    
      Until then, Namgung Soso had been planning to wait for the right timing and jump in to stop them when the battle reached a lull.
    

    

    
      However, the flow of the battle progressed faster than she had anticipated.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon, who had briefly withdrawn his blade, assumed a familiar stance, and with the words ‘Plum Blossom Annihilation’ muttered from his lips, his mana-filled sword rushed towards U-jin.
    

    

    
      And, the moment that descending blade touched U-jin's head.
    

    

    
      That was the moment.
    

    

    
      …The moment the incomprehensible ‘anomaly’ occurred.
    

    

    
      A krrrrrrk- sound.
    

    

    
      A scraping noise, like metal grinding against metal, rang out as Jegal Cheon's sword, which had been brought down in a perfect vertical slash, began to crack.
    

    

    
      Soon after, with a clang-, the massive Tachi shattered.
    

    

    
      And U-jin sliced off Jegal Cheon's right arm as it tilted diagonally, having lost control of the broken sword.
    

    

    
      …That was the end of it.
    

    

    
      After the anomaly that happened in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon, having lost his right arm, was clutching his shoulder and screaming.
    

    

    
      U-jin was looking down on him with the same indifferent eyes as before.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Even Namgung Soso, who had been watching the entire scene, couldn't tell exactly why Jegal Cheon's sword had broken.
    

    

    
      In the first place, it was rare for a Tachi of that size to break, and it was certain that Jegal Cheon had been leading the flow of the battle right up until that ‘anomaly’ occurred.
    

    

    
      Even she, who had witnessed the entire sequence of events, found it difficult to pinpoint and explain how the tide of battle, which had been so one-sided, could suddenly turn and lead to the conclusion of ‘an arm being severed’.
    

    

    
      It was just that.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Based on the bizarre metallic sound she heard at the end, she could only surmise that the small, black horn in the center of U-jin's forehead.
    

    

    
      Might have caused the anomaly.
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      “Kugh-!”
    

    

    
      “On second thought, I don't think one arm is enough to settle the score.”
    

    

    
      The situation had already spiraled far beyond the point where she could mediate.
    

    

    
      What on earth had made him so angry?
    

    

    
      U-jin was now telling Jegal Cheon, who was already crying out in pain from his severed arm, that he would cut off the other one too.
    

    

    
      …His two companions standing nearby seemed to have no intention of stopping him.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      If it had been something that could be stopped by words in the first place, it probably wouldn't have gone as far as an arm being cut off.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Grit-
    

    

    
      Because the fight had happened from a distance, and so suddenly.
    

    

    
      She didn't know the details or the exact circumstances between the two of them, but.
    

    

    
      ‘…I should have stopped them earlier.’
    

    

    
      Namgung Soso was certain of one thing: the current battle had been caused by ‘some misunderstanding’ between the two.
    

    

    
      Therefore, she thought.
    

    

    
      This was her mistake.
    

    

    
      She shouldn't have waited for a lull in the fighting; she should have thrown herself in to stop them before things got to this point, even if it meant taking some risks.
    

    

    
      …And that self-blame, now settled in the center of her heart, led to the thought that she had to stop U-jin, even now.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Soon after, it made her raise her battle-weary body and take a step forward.
    

    

    
      “Wai—.”
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Her step, taken with great effort to stop the two, halted before she could even take a second.
    

    

    
      THUD-!
    

    

    
      …The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “…That's enough. Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      The moment she took her first step, a heavy roar echoed as a cloud of dust erupted between the two men.
    

    

    
      And within the dust cloud, which soon cleared in the wind, stood a certain blond boy.
    

    

    
      “Any further, and things will get truly dangerous.”
    

    

    
      …Because it seemed he would be able to stop this situation.
    

    

    
      A smirk played on his lips.
    

    

    
      “…Didn't expect to see you here.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Louis Button.”
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      The figure who appeared with a roar was none other than the Inquisitor, ‘Leonardo Louis Button’.
    

    

    
      “…Didn't expect to see you here, Louis Button.”
    

    

    
      It was an unexpected appearance.
    

    

    
      Broadly speaking, it wasn't entirely unrelated, but my plans for rebuilding the Demonic Cult never included a scenario where he would show up here in person.
    

    

    
      ‘…He can't have come simply as support to hunt magical beasts.’
    

    

    
      Even though a horde of magical beasts had appeared unannounced on the Shandong Peninsula, the urgency of the matter was primarily the responsibility of the Murim Empire.
    

    

    
      Of course, as The Order keeps an eye on all the anti-demon fronts of the allied nations, they would have known about what happened here. But for an official from The Order to intervene directly within a nation’s borders was something that only happened when a situation became so severe that initial measures failed to resolve it.
    

    

    
      Like when a regional anti-demon war began to turn drastically, or when an allied nation suffered damage tantamount to annihilation.
    

    

    
      Of course, that wasn’t to say the sudden magical beast attack wasn't serious.
    

    

    
      But that was only when looking at it from a local perspective.
    

    

    
      Relatively speaking, the continent was riddled with regions that were more important and in more critical situations than this one.
    

    

    
      For him to have come here simply because of a horde of magical beasts was, by common sense, illogical.
    

    

    
      …Besides, Louis Button wasn't just any ‘official from The Order’; he was a High Priest, holding the highest rank just below the Head of the Order.
    

    

    
      Of course, he was the type who liked to wander around and was known to be restless.
    

    

    
      Still, he wasn't idle enough to personally intervene in the affairs of a rural backwater like this.
    

    

    
      Which meant.
    

    

    
      He had come here for a reason separate from the appearance of magical beasts.
    

    

    
      In that case, I could only think of one possibility.
    

    

    
      ‘The Primal Magical Beast.’
    

    

    
      Sure enough.
    

    

    
      “…You’ve gotten yourself involved in a dangerous matter, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      He muttered, his gaze shifting toward the Demonic Sword I was holding.
    

    

    
      It seemed he already knew.
    

    

    
      About the Demonic Sword ‘Chiyou’, and the Primal Magical Beast tied to it.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Have I?”
    

    

    
      “…Don't play coy. We're well past the point where you can feign ignorance.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's no use pretending you don't know.”
    

    

    
      He was right.
    

    

    
      It was ridiculous for me to feign ignorance now, especially with the horn-shaped manifestation of the Heavenly Demon's trait, ‘Bronze Head and Iron Forehead’, on me.
    

    

    
      Everything had already been laid bare before the Constellation, ‘Sword Sage’.
    

    

    
      And there was no way a man who came here knowing about the Primal Magical Beast would be ignorant of the ‘Demonic Sword’.
    

    

    
      Pretending not to know about the Demonic Sword in front of him right now would be a pointless endeavor.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Louis then picked up Jegal Cheon’s severed arm, examined his condition, and clicked his tongue, his brow furrowed.
    

    

    
      “…Tsk.”
    

    

    
      …It wasn’t hard to guess why.
    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’, snorts as it looks at the severed arm.]
    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘The Most Sacred Demonic Sword’, expresses its fury, saying that for such an incompetent human, even this is getting off easy.]
    

    

    

    
      It seemed he was checking if the arm could be reattached, but there was no way that was possible.
    

    

    
      Although I hadn't used its full potential, that wound was undeniably inflicted by a ‘Holy Relic’.
    

    

    
      At a glance, it might not look much different from a normal wound, but the divinity infused into the sword cut…
    

    

    
      …would have melted Jegal Cheon’s Mana Circuit in the arm.
    

    

    
      So it wasn't a typical wound that could be reattached simply by connecting nerves and bones.
    

    

    
      At the very least, to restore the damaged Mana Circuit, one would need the power of another Holy Relic with the authority of Regeneration, or a legendary potion like an ‘Elixir’.
    

    

    
      …Though it was unlikely anyone would use such a precious ability to reattach something like that (?).
    

    

    
      “…I believe an explanation is in order.”
    

    

    
      Louis Button, who seemed to have grasped the gist of the situation, asked me.
    

    

    
      The intent behind his words seemed less like an actual request for an explanation and more like, ‘What are you going to do about this?’
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “We did nothing wrong.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That guy came at us first, spouting nonsense about taking the Heavenly Demon's head and what-not about the Demonic Cult. He attacked with the intent to kill on a battlefield. Considering that, getting away with just one arm is quite considerate.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Don't you think?”
    

    

    
      At my nonchalant reply, he glanced at Cheong-yi, who was standing behind me, then covered his face with his right hand and let out a sigh.
    

    

    
      Haaah-
    

    

    
      “…You've really made a mess of things.”
    

    

    
      He muttered as if blaming me, but.
    

    

    
      He wasn't actually pointing a finger at me for creating this situation.
    

    

    
      The point was more on the ‘messed up situation’ itself.
    

    

    
      “…I've had my own connections with the descendants of the first Heavenly Demon. So I have a rough idea of why this happened.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It was probably a fight that stemmed simply from the name ‘Demonic Cult’. Just like all the other incidents that have happened until now.”
    

    

    
      In fact, unless it was a special case, he would know better than anyone that this situation qualified as ‘self-defense’, just as I had said.
    

    

    
      As he himself mentioned, he was one of the few who was well aware of the misunderstandings surrounding the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      Therefore, considering the circumstances—that the other side attacked first without any valid reason and that my response of severing just one arm was not excessive—
    

    

    
      by the ‘Principle of Self-Protection’ upheld by The Order's laws, the act should be considered justified.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      …as long as it wasn't a ‘special case’.
    

    

    
      “But… you will likely be punished for this, regardless of who attacked first, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      What might seem like a simple brawl at first glance was a ‘special case’ involving a conflict between ‘Heroes’ sponsored by The Order.
    

    

    
      As Louis said, the principles for handling it were a little different from ordinary cases.
    

    

    
      “…In a normal case, it would be recognized as a defensive act against an unjust infringement, just as you said. But this case is a little different.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Because the arm you severed belongs to a ‘Hero’.”
    

    

    
      Incidents that occurred within The Order’s territory were, by the ‘territorial principle’, primarily handled within that nation.
    

    

    
      However, in cases directly involving Heroes, the anti-demon war, and The Order, the trial was conducted directly under the laws protected by The Order.
    

    

    
      And The Order's legal system was broadly divided into two categories.
    

    

    
      The `<Commandments>`, which were the foundation of all of The Order’s statutes and could not be violated by any law within its territory.
    

    

    
      And the `<Laws>`, enacted to protect the various forms of justice that exist under the Commandments.
    

    

    
      “…Acts of harm between Heroes are forbidden by The Order's ‘Commandments’.”
    

    

    
      That was the problem.
    

    

    
      The ‘self-defense’ I mentioned earlier was certainly in line with a form of justice protected by The Order, the ‘Principle of Self-Protection’.
    

    

    
      However, an act of harm between Heroes was forbidden by something that belonged to a higher law.
    

    

    
      It was forbidden by The Order's ‘Commandments’, which held absolute authority within the framework of the law.
    

    

    
      That was the ‘messed up situation’ Louis was talking about.
    

    

    
      “Even if your self-defense is acknowledged, the most you can hope for is a reduced sentence.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “‘Irreversible damage’ to a Hero's body is, in itself, an item strictly forbidden by the Commandments.”
    

    

    
      Due to the long-standing anti-demon war, the current alliance of The Order was suffering from a severe manpower shortage.
    

    

    
      Unlike the magical beasts of the Demon King's Army, which bred and multiplied with each passing year, the growth of The Order's forces was somewhat limited.
    

    

    
      This manpower shortage was particularly severe among the ‘Hero-level’ personnel who dealt with named magical beasts and titled demons.
    

    

    
      Unlike the imbalance between soldiers, which could be covered to some extent by The Order's magic, the shortage of Hero-level personnel was a problem that even The Order could not easily solve.
    

    

    
      Ultimately, they had to reach across dimensions and pull in manpower from lower-dimensional planes.
    

    

    
      U-jin himself had obtained his current position as a Hero candidate as part of this ‘Hero system’.
    

    

    
      Having gone through such a history, from The Order's perspective, every single Hero they had painstakingly recruited was as precious as gold.
    

    

    
      This attitude and situation of The Order were specifically manifested in.
    

    

    
      The act of ‘Hero-slaying’, which was forbidden by the ‘Commandments’.
    

    

    
      “…I don't think you did something fundamentally wrong. After all, you're someone I officially vouched for.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Still, I'll try to find a way to sort this out, but don't get your hopes up.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…It'll probably be impossible.”
    

    

    
      At the end of Louis’s low murmur.
    

    

    
      Jegal Cheon, who was disgracefully sprawled on the ground clutching his shoulder, let out a metallic laugh, keukkeuk-.
    

    

    
      It seemed the pain in his arm had subsided somewhat, and he had been liberated from the fear of death with Louis's arrival.
    

    

    
      “…Serves you right, you son of a bitch.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…How dare you cut off my arm, not knowing your place?”
    

    

    
      His face dripping with scorn, he spat out his hatred for me as if in a last-ditch effort.
    

    

    
      “You’ll be executed for Hero-slaying, you Demonic Cult flun—”
    

    

    
      THWACK-
    

    

    
      …His voice was cut short.
    

    

    
      “…It’s not execution.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…You pathetic fool.”
    

    

    
      It was because Louis, his face deeply scrunched in a frown, had kicked him in his repulsively moving jaw.
    

    

    
      Louis’s rare curse and the rather satisfying scene drew a laugh from me, but.
    

    

    
      “…Orabeoni.”
    

    

    
      “…You.”
    

    

    
      Despite my laughter, Cheong-yi and Loxy couldn't join in.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      The charge of ‘Hero-slaying’ that Louis mentioned was by no means a light one. Just as he said, aside from getting his self-defense considered for a reduced sentence, I would be dragged to court to be sentenced without recourse.
    

    

    
      Even if they didn't know the exact details, it wasn't hard to sense the gravity of the situation from the tone of the conversation.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      As the person directly involved, I didn't care.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      To be precise.
    

    

    
      It was actually a good thing.
    

    

    
      Smirk-
    

    

    
      At a glance, it might have seemed like a flaw on my smooth path as a Hero.
    

    

    
      As if a momentary ‘divergence’ had blocked my future success.
    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #12]
    

    

    
      『Hero-slayer.』
    

    

    

    
      …Because it was part of my plan all along.
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      Orc Mountain Range (★★★☆☆).
    

    

    
      The longest-running Anti-Demon Front in the northern part of the continent, and the one boasting the largest scale among all existing 3-star Anti-Demon Fronts.
    

    

    
      It was one of the regions most avoided by Heroes for undertaking quests.
    

    

    
      As a place renowned as an avoided region even among the numerous Anti-Demon Fronts on the Central Continent, if one were to list all the various reasons Heroes gave for refusing to undertake quests in the <Anti-Demon Front: Orc Mountain Range (★★★☆☆)>, half a day wouldn't be enough.
    

    

    
      In reality, the fundamental reason could be summarized in one sentence.
    

    

    
      ‘High risk, low return.’
    

    

    
      The imbalance between the ‘reward’ one could obtain by completing a quest and the ‘risk’ one had to bear.
    

    

    
      This was because the balance of that core factor, which dictated whether a Hero would take on a quest, was completely broken.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      It wasn't as if such cases were nonexistent.
    

    

    
      Quests were, by nature, a type of contract between a Constellation and a Hero, so they had a fluid quality, with the balance constantly shifting according to macro-dimensional politics and local variables.
    

    

    
      When these factors overlapped in an extreme way, a temporary break in that balance was a common occurrence that any Anti-Demon Front had likely experienced at least once.
    

    

    
      However, such a ‘temporary imbalance’ was bound to be rebalanced according to market principles.
    

    

    
      Other Anti-Demon Fronts didn't let it persist long enough for it to become a reason for ‘avoidance’.
    

    

    
      But the Orc Mountain Range was a slightly different case.
    

    

    
      The imbalance between risk and return, which was merely temporary elsewhere, had become permanently entrenched due to two unique characteristics of the Orc Mountain Range.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The first unique characteristic was the fact that the war in the Orc Mountain Range had been going on for the longest time in the northern part of the continent.
    

    

    
      It lay in that ‘long period of war’.
    

    

    
      Due to the excessively long Anti-Demon War, the very ‘scale’ of the rewards offered as returns for completing quests had diminished.
    

    

    
      The absolute reduction in rewards had become a key factor in the avoidance.
    

    

    
      Although the existence of Constellations was transcendent, even they couldn't create an infinite supply of physical rewards to provide to Heroes.
    

    

    
      The rewards a Constellation gave to a Hero originated from the offerings made by the people in the region under that Constellation's care.
    

    

    
      Countless believers offered a portion of their production to the Constellation as tribute, and the sum of these tributes became the basis for providing rewards to the Heroes.
    

    

    
      Of course, since these offerings accumulated over eons on a national or racial scale, it was extremely difficult for a Constellation's treasury to run dry.
    

    

    
      But the unparalleled duration of the war in the <Anti-Demon Front: Orc Mountain Range> had managed to accomplish that difficult feat.
    

    

    
      The second unique characteristic that fanned the flames was the ever-expanding ‘scale of the front line’.
    

    

    
      As explained earlier, the Orc Mountain Range was the largest among the existing 3-star Anti-Demon Fronts, but it hadn't always been that size.
    

    

    
      It was small-scale, one of the smallest among the 3-star fronts.
    

    

    
      A tiny front line that anyone would have called ‘small’.
    

    

    
      At the time, the Orc race wasn't perceived as a particularly powerful one, so the Constellation overseeing the <Anti-Demon Front: Orc Mountain Range>, ‘Olympus's Ruffian’, didn't think of the front as a serious matter.
    

    

    
      Amidst his indifference, as he was simultaneously managing other Anti-Demon Fronts in adjacent regions, the Orc race expanded its power.
    

    

    
      Eventually, the Orc Mountain Range, which had expanded based on its overwhelming reproductive power, grew to a massive scale, becoming one of the largest among the 3-star Anti-Demon Fronts.
    

    

    
      Only then did the Constellation, ‘Olympus's Ruffian’, realize the gravity of the situation and pour in all its resources and supplies.
    

    

    
      Despite his efforts, they ultimately ended up growing their forces to their current size.
    

    

    
      An overwhelming growth rate considered ‘unprecedented’ even in the long history of the Anti-Demon Wars.
    

    

    
      The ‘risk-return imbalance’ of the <Anti-Demon Front: Orc Mountain Range>, exacerbated by this ‘sustainability’ and ‘growth rate’, soon became an unsolvable problem.
    

    

    
      This led to the ‘avoidance phenomenon’ that currently plagued the Orc Mountain Range.
    

    

    
      “…Hah.”
    

    

    
      And the 1-star Hero, ‘Jackson’, who was under an Exclusive Contract with the Constellation, ‘Olympus's Ruffian’, was an unlucky man who, while feeling the cause of this avoidance phenomenon more keenly than anyone, had no choice but to participate in the war.
    

    

    
      “What sin did I commit in my past life to deserve this…”
    

    

    
      At first, he didn't know what was wrong either.
    

    

    
      During his clueless days as a Hero candidate, he was just happy about the name ‘Olympus’ and the fact that he had an Exclusive Contract.
    

    

    
      Back when he had just come up from a Lower-Dimensional Plane as a candidate, he received all sorts of support that others didn't, allowing him to receive his 1-star Investiture relatively quickly.
    

    

    
      But the problem started after that.
    

    

    
      As soon as he received his 1-star Investiture and became an official Hero, the Constellation, ‘Olympus's Ruffian’, threw him into this hellish Orc Mountain Range.
    

    

    
      It wasn't without pay, but compared to other quests of the same class, he had to carry them out for a reward so miserably small it was numbing.
    

    

    
      The bright future he had envisioned as an official Hero during his candidate days vanished without a trace, and when he came to his senses, he was living a life no different from a slave.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Other than completing the number of priority quests stipulated in his Exclusive Contract, there was no way out of this situation.
    

    

    
      “…Looks like this place is about done for, too.”
    

    

    
      Jackson sighed and muttered as he looked around the base, which was quiet in the early morning dawn.
    

    

    
      The 77th Garrison.
    

    

    
      It was the third battlefield Jackson had participated in since becoming an official Hero and being stationed continuously in the Orc Mountain Range.
    

    

    
      A garrison, as the name implied, meant a base where the soldiers of the anti-demon army stayed.
    

    

    
      The number in front of it signified that it was the 77th defensive base of the anti-demon army, established around the Orc Mountain Range.
    

    

    
      “…I liked the number, though.”
    

    

    
      Unlike the number, which seemed to hold some significance, the 77th Garrison was not a very important area in the Orc Mountain Range.
    

    

    
      The fact that the number assigned to a garrison was almost proportional to its importance proved this, as did the fact that it was the garrison farthest from the central front where the Orc Lord was active.
    

    

    
      …Furthermore, the fact that Jackson was the only Hero in the base starkly revealed just how low its importance was.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Though he didn't say it out loud, Jackson believed that the retreat of the 77th Garrison was a foregone conclusion.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The two previous battlefields he had experienced both ended with the base's retreat, and from Jackson's perspective, having personally gone through it all, it was painfully obvious that the 77th Garrison was following the same pattern as the previous two.
    

    

    
      A gradual retreat of the defensive line.
    

    

    
      A reduction in the scale of participating troops.
    

    

    
      Frequent defeats.
    

    

    
      Loss of the base’s purpose.
    

    

    
      Base retreat.
    

    

    
      When he was first dispatched to this garrison, it had already reached the ‘reduction in participating troops’ stage.
    

    

    
      And now, the purpose for which the ‘77th Garrison’ was established—‘defending the Bloodflow Gorge of the Orc Mountain Range to the death’—seemed to have already concluded in failure.
    

    

    
      For now, the continuous battles had entered a lull.
    

    

    
      But the condition of the base was so dire that if an orc troop were to attack right now, they would have to immediately give up their position and pull back the defensive line.
    

    

    
      Of course, that wasn't to say that the commander of the 77th Garrison's anti-demon forces, ‘Colonel Hank’, had just stood by and watched.
    

    

    
      He felt sorry for Jackson as a commander, given the harsh environment where he had to face Named-class Magical Beasts alone.
    

    

    
      Beyond just that apology, improving the situation was his mission as the garrison commander, so he constantly requested support from his superiors.
    

    

    
      And eventually, he received a firm promise that they would be provided with Hero-class personnel.
    

    

    
      …The problem was.
    

    

    
      “…This isn’t a problem that can be solved by sending a ‘Penal Soldier’.”
    

    

    
      The Hero-class personnel they had managed to secure with such difficulty turned out not to be a Hero, but a ‘Penal Soldier’.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Rattle. Rattle.
    

    

    
      Screech-
    

    

    
      “…Hangma! We’re here from The Order's headquarters on business to hand over a ‘Penal Soldier’.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Penal Soldier.
    

    

    
      A soldier with the status of a ‘convict’, forcibly deployed to the Anti-Demon War.
    

    

    
      It was a term for those who were specially assigned quests instead of hard labor under The Order's ‘penal system’.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, they could be summarized as ‘convict soldiers who were formerly Heroes’.
    

    

    
      Of course, as they held the unpredictable risk of being a ‘former convict’, not just anyone was eligible to live outside of prison.
    

    

    
      It was a system implemented only for convicts of certain crimes who, according to The Order’s various criteria, were judged fit to serve on the battlefield without causing major problems.
    

    

    
      It was a special troop transfusion system that The Order had established a few years ago, mostly for regions like the ‘Orc Mountain Range’ where the Heroes’ avoidance phenomenon was at its peak.
    

    

    
      The reason Jackson was out in front of the barracks since before dawn was ultimately because of the handover of that ‘Penal Soldier’ coming from The Order's headquarters.
    

    

    
      Normally, it would have been the commander’s duty, but that was only possible when the commander was a superior officer equivalent to ‘Hero-class personnel’.
    

    

    
      The commander of a small base like this was usually an ordinary person, with a Hero dispatched separately.
    

    

    
      Since they were treated as separate domains, Jackson had decided to take over the duty.
    

    

    
      “…Thank you for your hard work.”
    

    

    
      As Jackson offered a perfunctory greeting toward the window of the arrived vehicle, a soldier stepped out from the passenger seat of a military truck emblazoned with The Order’s cross symbol.
    

    

    
      “Hero Jackson-nim. Is that you?”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “Ah, confirmed.”
    

    

    
      At the soldier’s request for identification, Jackson expertly held up his medal.
    

    

    
      - Get out. Number 4331.
    

    

    
      - …….
    

    

    
      The Crusader soldier, having confirmed Jackson’s identity, gave a nod and went back to the cargo bed, bringing out a figure with both hands in cuffs.
    

    

    
      He handed over a sealed document envelope bearing the seal of The Order's headquarters.
    

    

    
      “The information on the Penal Soldier is in here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Please confirm and then dispose of it.”
    

    

    
      “…Is this it? Just one? I thought at least two would be coming.”
    

    

    
      The soldier nodded as Jackson took the envelope with a familiar motion and asked.
    

    

    
      “It seems we don't have a surplus of Penal Soldiers either.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The Penal Soldier assigned to the 77th Garrison is just this one.”
    

    

    
      At the soldier’s reply, Jackson muttered to himself.
    

    

    
      ‘…It really seems like the end is near.’
    

    

    
      It was a moment that clearly revealed the Constellation’s inner thoughts of having given up on this place.
    

    

    
      Sending a Penal Soldier instead of a proper Hero was already unsettling, but to send only one…
    

    

    
      It further solidified Jackson’s own conviction that the end of the 77th Garrison was imminent.
    

    

    
      “Keep this in mind, Number 4331.”
    

    

    
      The soldier then unlocked the Penal Soldier’s cuffs and warned him.
    

    

    
      “Your person will be free from restraints only for the duration of the quest. If you cause any trouble or are caught after deserting, you will be immediately sentenced to death without a trial.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      The man called Number 4331 nodded indifferently at the soldier’s warning.
    

    

    
      With his cuffs removed, his custody was transferred to Jackson.
    

    

    
      “Hangma!”
    

    

    
      Once again, a salute was exchanged, and the vehicle from The Order's headquarters that had delivered the Penal Soldier immediately left the 77th Garrison.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      ‘…Execution?’
    

    

    
      An unbelievable word from that brief exchange caught Jackson’s ear.
    

  
    Chapter 79: Hero-Slayer (2)

    
      ‘Execution?’
    

    

    
      His first impression of ‘Number 4331’ was nothing special.
    

    

    
      In fact, based on appearance alone, he seemed not just ordinary but even gentle compared to the other Penal Soldiers Jackson had seen.
    

    

    
      …That's why Jackson couldn't help but question the word ‘execution’ that had caught his ear.
    

    

    
      After all, even for a Penal Soldier, mentioning ‘execution’ to Hero-class personnel was not something one could take lightly.
    

    

    
      But that fleeting thought didn't last long.
    

    

    
      “…Uh.”
    

    

    
      The Penal Soldier, who had an East Asian appearance, was rubbing his wrists as if they were sore from the cuffs. 
    

    

    
      He glanced around for a moment before extending his hand to Jackson for a handshake.
    

    

    
      “Uh… Nice to meet you. I'm Number 4331, the Penal Soldier.”
    

    

    
      What would be a good response?
    

    

    
      ‘Welcome?’
    

    

    
      That wouldn't sound sincere.
    

    

    
      ‘Nice to meet you?’
    

    

    
      While it was true they needed support personnel, he wasn't exactly pleased to see a Penal Soldier dispatched instead of a Hero.
    

    

    
      After a moment's thought, Jackson cut to the chase and replaced a greeting with a brief self-introduction.
    

    

    
      “…Hero Jackson.”
    

    

    
      With a slightly tense expression he couldn't quite shake, Jackson took his hand.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because they knew nothing about each other, an awkward silence fell as they held their handshake.
    

    

    
      “…Can I ask you a question?”
    

    

    
      It was Jackson who broke the silence first.
    

    

    
      He'd had a few opportunities to talk with Penal Soldiers before, so he had some idea of how to treat them.
    

    

    
      Of course, the slight awkwardness of fighting back-to-back with a convict on the battlefield was unavoidable.
    

    

    
      But he knew it was best to resolve this awkwardness beforehand for the sake of close communication on the battlefield, so he spoke up first.
    

    

    
      “Ah. Yes, sure.”
    

    

    
      The question Jackson chose to break the ice in that awkward silence was, even in his own opinion, quite a clever one.
    

    

    
      “…How did you end up as a Penal Soldier?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Half of it stemmed from his curiosity sparked by the word ‘execution’, while the other half was a question that could build some rapport to lighten the mood.
    

    

    
      “I'm not asking with any special intention, so don't take it too seriously. It's not my first time seeing a Penal Soldier anyway. Well… people make mistakes in life.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…The Order's military law is pretty strict, after all. I've even thought that if I keep living carelessly like this, I might end up in there myself someday.”
    

    

    
      Even the added banter seemed perfect at a glance.
    

    

    
      “…Well, it's nothing major. But you'll probably feel uncomfortable if you hear it.”
    

    

    
      But despite the encouragement, Prisoner Number 4331 maintained a passive stance.
    

    

    
      “It's fine! I'd like to think I'm a decent judge of character, and you don't seem like such a bad guy.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “We have to fight together anyway, so just think of it as getting acquainted and speak freely. Haha…”
    

    

    
      From his attitude, Jackson became convinced that he was, at the very least, a person of decent character who could consider others' perspectives and was capable of a common-sense conversation.
    

    

    
      He urged him for an answer as if it were no big deal.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Hero-slaying.”
    

    

    
      “Haha…”
    

    

    
      …Unlike what he had expected, he would soon come to regret that question.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      “…Hic!”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      [Information Summary]
    

    

    
      ■ Prisoner Number: [#4331]
    

    
      ■ Crime: Hero-Slayer (Attempted)
    

    
      ■ Hero Rank: Hero Candidate
    

    
      ■ Main Weapon: None
    

    
      ■ Main Position: None
    

    
      ■ Special Note: Does not meet the standard criteria for conscription as a Penal Soldier, but was conscripted due to extenuating circumstances, including notarization from the judiciary and a High Priest.
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      Fwoosh-
    

    

    
      “Hooo…”
    

    

    
      Having belatedly opened the envelope from The Order and confirmed the crime of ‘Hero-Slayer’ with his own two eyes, Jackson burned it and let out a sigh so deep it felt like the ground would collapse.
    

    

    
      “…What in the world is this situation.”
    

    

    
      Something was wrong.
    

    

    
      Jackson thought so.
    

    

    
      Unless something was wrong, there was no way the situation could have turned out like this.
    

    

    
      “…Why would a Hero-Slayer be conscripted as a Penal Soldier?”
    

    

    
      Usually, the crimes of those conscripted as Penal Soldiers were on the lighter side.
    

    

    
      Of course, if the crime was light enough to be dismissed as a mere mistake, it wouldn't even warrant punishment, perhaps resulting in a suspended sentence or probation, so it wasn't ‘that’ light.
    

    

    
      Still, convicts whose crimes warranted the label ‘felony’ were not conscripted as Penal Soldiers.
    

    

    
      This was because the potential risk if things went wrong far outweighed the benefit of using them as Penal Soldiers.
    

    

    
      That's why Jackson had asked the question so easily. He had assumed it would be something like ‘theft’ or ‘assault’ at worst.
    

    

    
      “…Does that even make sense.”
    

    

    
      Moreover, ‘Hero-slaying’ was a crime treated so gravely by The Order that the word ‘felony’ couldn't even begin to describe it.
    

    

    
      It went beyond a felony; they were special offenders who had violated the ‘Commandments’, which were tantamount to The Order's very reason for existence and its great principle.
    

    

    
      A criminal who had committed a Great Sin.
    

    

    
      And yet, such a person had come as a Penal Soldier. From Jackson's perspective, it was enough to make him go crazy.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if The Order hadn't mentioned it at all. The special note did state that he was a Penal Soldier under exceptional treatment, notarized by The Order's judiciary and a High Priest.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      The problem was, ‘that was it’.
    

    

    
      It only said that he was ‘different from the others’, with no detailed mention of the reason or process. In the end, the only information Jackson had about Prisoner Number 4331 was the fact that he had once tried to kill a Hero.
    

    

    
      The only silver lining, if one could call it that, was the fact that he hadn't actually killed a Hero, but that it had ended in an ‘attempt’.
    

    

    
      “…I wonder if I'm going to be the one getting hunted.”
    

    

    
      But from the perspective of the only Hero in the 77th Garrison, that was no comfort at all.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      It was a given while he was having these thoughts, but…
    

    

    
      Sending Penal Soldier 4331 back to The Order's headquarters was impossible.
    

    

    
      For one, Jackson didn't have the authority to request support or approve the deployment of a Penal Soldier.
    

    

    
      And just a moment ago, right before reading the document containing his information, he had received word from Colonel Hank that the movements of the orc troops near the ‘77th Garrison’, which had been quiet for some time, were now looking ominous.
    

    

    
      If the battle unfolded in the same way as before, this fight was a guaranteed defeat.
    

    

    
      He could only hope that Penal Soldier 4331 had something to him, as the Constellation had boasted.
    

    

    
      He prayed that, even if he wasn't helpful in battle, he wouldn't at least try to harm him.
    

    

    
      Flap-
    

    

    
      “…If it comes to it, I'll just run.”
    

    

    
      Lamenting his fate, Jackson grabbed the giant hammer he had placed beside him and left his personal barracks.
    

    

    
      Outside, Penal Soldier Number 4331 was standing there blankly, looking exactly as he had when he arrived.
    

    

    
      Jackson had definitely told him the location of the armory and to grab anything he needed, but there was no change in his appearance.
    

    

    
      “…Don't you have a weapon or anything?”
    

    

    
      Jackson, who had been staring at him, asked for confirmation.
    

    

    
      To that, Prisoner Number 4331 gave a light nod.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “I'm not the type to use a fixed weapon.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It wasn't entirely unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      The document had clearly stated ‘None’ in the main weapon section.
    

    

    
      However, seeing it on paper was one thing; from Jackson's perspective, it was a difficult answer to comprehend.
    

    

    
      A Hero going into battle without a weapon, no matter the circumstances.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if there weren't Heroes who preferred to engage in combat using their bodies—fists or feet—without any other extensions.
    

    

    
      But even in those cases, they usually wore auxiliary equipment like gauntlets.
    

    

    
      Jackson, who had never once seen a Hero go into battle bare-handed, couldn't help but feel skeptical at Prisoner Number 4331's words.
    

    

    
      “…The battle will start soon. It's a battlefield with a Named Monster, albeit just one, and given the nature of the Orc race, their sheer numbers are overwhelming, so you'd be wise not to take it lightly.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I know.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But I find it more uncomfortable to fight when my body feels heavy.”
    

    

    
      When he himself put it like that, it was hard to say anything more.
    

    

    
      Jackson, who had been mulling over the inexplicable puzzle with his lips twitching, soon gave up on prying further about the weapon and changed the direction of his questions.
    

    

    
      “What about your position? The information I received said 'none', just like with your weapon.”
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      After pondering the question for a moment, Prisoner Number 4331 shrugged and replied.
    

    

    
      “Same thing. It's not really fixed.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I just adapt to the situation as needed.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's outrageous answer, Jackson couldn't help but scowl.
    

    

    
      …A Hero's position was largely divided into four categories.
    

    

    
      The ‘Tanker’, who provokes enemies to concentrate their firepower on themselves.
    

    

    
      The ‘Sustain Dealer’, who consistently deals damage to the enemy throughout the battle.
    

    

    
      The ‘Main Dealer’, who focuses their firepower in a short burst to finish off the enemy.
    

    

    
      And the ‘Healer’, who helps allies or hinders enemies through various other combat support skills.
    

    

    
      This four-position classification, established quite a long time ago, divided the roles so cleverly and appropriately that it was of great help for Heroes meeting for the first time in today's Anti-Demon Wars to coordinate and assign roles.
    

    

    
      Therefore, every Hero would inevitably have one of these four as their main position, depending on their area of specialization.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were rare, exceptional cases of those who played a ‘Hybrid’ role spanning two positions.
    

    

    
      In fact, Jackson himself belonged to a position group that overlapped somewhat between the roles of a Main Dealer and a Tanker.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Even in such cases, one would usually be based in one role while taking on the other as a ‘Sub’; cases where one could perform both roles as well as a Hero specializing in that field were almost nonexistent.
    

    

    
      And yet, as if that weren't enough.
    

    

    
      ‘He performs all four positions? And adapts them to the situation?’
    

    

    
      It was something unheard of, something that couldn't happen in the world of common sense Jackson had lived in.
    

    

    
      Utter, ridiculous bullshit.
    

    

    
      Jackson's eyes said exactly that.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And perhaps it was because he saw that look in Jackson's eyes.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Prisoner Number 4331 added another word as he turned around.
    

    

    
      “You'll probably understand what I mean when you see it for yourself.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Let's go.”
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', orders the 77th Garrison to battle stations.]
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      Pssh-
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      Gazing at the horde of Orcs lining the Bloodflow Gorge, the commander of the 77th Garrison, Colonel Hank, took a drag from a large cigar and asked.
    

    

    
      “Think it's possible?”
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      “…It's impossible. How could it be?”
    

    

    
      The answer was immediate, without a second's hesitation.
    

    

    
      Jackson replied to his question as if the conclusion had already been reached.
    

    

    
      At that confident answer, Colonel Hank let out a chuckle.
    

    

    
      “…Well, if you say so, I guess it is.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      In truth, the one who asked the question already knew.
    

    

    
      The reason the Orcs of the 77th Garrison had entered a lull after the last battle was precisely for this next one. They were taking their final rest.
    

    

    
      And having made thorough preparations, the number of Orcs filling the width of the gorge seemed greater than in any previous battle.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a number indicating a battle like any other; it was a number that radiated the will to completely push the 77th Garrison out of Bloodflow Gorge.
    

    

    
      He had anticipated things would turn out this way, which was why he had blown up the phone lines requesting support from his superiors.
    

    

    
      “To think the one who came as a Penal Soldier is a Hero-Slayer…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Heh heh—you can't run away because you're scared, you know.”
    

    

    
      Jackson scowled at the teasing mutter.
    

    

    
      “Are you teasing me right now? Isn't this whole mess because you needlessly requested support?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I'm teasing. And who knew it would turn out like this? It was all for you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Still, headquarters sent him, so there must be a good reason. Who knows, maybe he'll be the one to turn the tide of this battle?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At Colonel Hank's musing of a "who knows," Jackson gazed at the distant figure of Prisoner Number 4331, draped in rags, and thought to himself.
    

    

    
      ‘A lunatic who claims he'll switch between four positions without any weapon or armor?’
    

    

    
      “As if.”
    

    

    
      It was the biggest load of bullshit he'd ever heard.
    

    

    
      He'd be lucky if the guy didn't just stab him in the back and try to kill him.
    

    

    
      Seeing Jackson's unusually fierce reaction, Colonel Hank burst out laughing, `Kwahahat-`, and wiped away the tears that had formed.
    

    

    
      A brief silence followed his laughter.
    

    

    
      “…This will probably be our last battle.”
    

    

    
      Breaking the silence, Colonel Hank spoke in a low voice, his tone shifting.
    

    

    
      “If we lose, that is.”
    

    

    
      This wasn't just some careless remark meant to boost morale or instill a sense of do-or-die desperation before the battle.
    

    

    
      The situation was truly that dire.
    

    

    
      Over 90% of Bloodflow Gorge was already effectively occupied by the Orcs, and the 77th Garrison's current position was at the very edge of the gorge.
    

    

    
      If they were pushed back from here, it couldn't be resolved by simply retreating a little and setting up a new base as they had before.
    

    

    
      Beyond the gorge lay a wide-open plain, and setting up a defensive position there would make it a useless garrison, inefficient and incapable of performing its defensive role.
    

    

    
      “…I'm counting on you. Hold them back, somehow.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I should be getting back to my post.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to end the conversation with those heavy words, it happened.
    

    

    
      Bwoooo-
    

    

    
      The sound of the Orcs' distinctive ram's horn echoed throughout the gorge, and the Orc horde began to move faster than expected.
    

    

    
      Of course, that wasn't a major problem.
    

    

    
      Although it was a bit earlier than expected, the 77th Garrison had already been arranging its formation, having sensed the precursors to battle.
    

    

    
      Moving a little faster was within a range they could cover by hurrying up on their end.
    

    

    
      The real problem was…
    

    

    
      “…Hm?”
    

    

    
      …that Prisoner Number 4331, who had been standing still until now, suddenly broke formation on his own and charged toward the enemy lines.
    

    

    
      Paaaat-
    

    

    
      It was a rash move.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was common for a Hero dispatched to a small garrison like this to act on their own will and their Constellation's orders rather than following the commander's.
    

    

    
      It was strange for a Hero-class individual to obey a normal person's orders in the first place.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Even that had its limits.
    

    

    
      “That… That crazy bastard.”
    

    

    
      Prisoner Number 4331's sudden action violated even the most basic principles of combat that common sense dictated.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Chwiik!
    

    

    

    

    
      Normally, a Hero would be deployed to the battlefield after the allied and enemy soldiers clashed and formed a front line.
    

    

    
      No matter how strong a Hero was, they couldn't display their full abilities when surrounded.
    

    

    
      This was because even ordinary Magical Beasts were not completely incapable of damaging a Hero.
    

    

    
      An attack from a Magical Beast striking from a blind spot could definitely damage a Hero, and while it wouldn't be immediately fatal given the gap in their power, the 'accumulation' of such damage could be sufficiently threatening.
    

    

    
      Thwack-
    

    

    
      Sure enough. As he leaped into the middle of the enemy camp and began taking down Orcs, his arm was bent at a bizarre angle.
    

    

    
      “I knew this would—.”
    

    

    
      At the sight of such a foolish, almost curse-inducingly stupid act, Jackson was about to rush out to drag him back by the hair.
    

    

    
      But his feet wouldn't move.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “—happen?”
    

    

    
      Without even glancing at his strangely bent arm, he swung it to attack.
    

    

    
      And at the end of that swing, the arm was instantly 'restored to its original state'.
    

    

    
      This absurd phenomenon—taking damage and healing at the same time—was repeating on a 'second-by-second' basis.
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', smiles at the familiar ruffian's performance.]
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      As is the case with most battles, it was not easy for the tide of war to be turned by a 'single person'.
    

    

    
      No matter how outstanding an individual was, a war was a kind of flow formed by the sum of countless individuals.
    

    

    
      When averaged out, an individual's excellence would be buried by the vast numbers, providing only minor fluctuations, not enough power to create a trend reversal or overturn an already established hierarchy of superiority. That was the norm.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      If there was a fundamental difference in 'class', the story changed a little.
    

    

    
      Class was a concept that served a role similar to a difference in dimension.
    

    

    
      It was a concept that explained a vast difference in influence that transcended the meaning of equal individuals and could not be described simply on the level of an 'individual'.
    

    

    
      The Order's practice of differentiating between 1-star and 2-star Heroes was also an extension of this concept.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the influence a single Hero had on a battle could not be explained merely by their influence as an 'individual'.
    

    

    
      A Hero's participation in battle went beyond that of an outstanding 'individual' and could greatly affect the flow of battle, which converged toward a general trend.
    

    

    
      Intuitively, it was like a modern weapon, a 'gun', being introduced into an ancient war fought with cold weapons.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Even so.
    

    

    
      Even considering all of that.
    

    

    
      Jackson thought the current situation made no sense.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Waaaaah!!!
    

    

    

    

    
      It wasn't that he didn't know the special meaning of a 'Hero's participation' in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      He himself was a Hero, after all, and he knew that the reason the 77th Garrison, composed of ordinary soldiers without magical support from The Order, had held out for so long was because of his own participation as a Hero.
    

    

    
      But this couldn't be explained on that level.
    

    

    
      Even more so considering that, just before the battle began, he had been convinced of the 'retreat of the defensive line' during his conversation with the commander.
    

    

    
      “…Just what.”
    

    

    
      The recovery of Bloodflow Gorge.
    

    

    
      It didn't stop at just fending off the Orcs who had charged in, prepared to overturn the garrison; he had driven them out completely.
    

    

    
      Out of Bloodflow Gorge.
    

    

    
      All the way to the mountain range beyond the gorge where they had originally resided.
    

    

    
      A great change had occurred in the 77th Garrison, which had only repeated a cycle of holding on and retreating for years.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Waaaaaaaaah!!!
    

    

    

    

    
      It was a great victory.
    

    

    
      An indisputable great victory.
    

    

    
      The soldiers' thunderous cheers echoed off the cliffs of Bloodflow Gorge.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In Jackson's mind, there was only one reason why the battle had led to this conclusion.
    

    

    
      'The participation of the Penal Soldier.'
    

    

    
      He could say it with certainty.
    

    

    
      That one variable alone had completely overturned the expected outcome.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Still unable to sort out his troubled mind, Jackson stared at the figure of Prisoner Number 4331, who was covered in blood and had a cigarette dangling from his lips.
    

    

    
      When he first jumped into the middle of the Orc horde without any discernible plan. No, even when his arm was broken by an Orc's attack, he couldn't bring himself to trust the man.
    

    

    
      In the first place, he had a preconceived notion about Penal Soldiers, and the man's claim that he had no fixed weapon or position and would just adapt on the fly had sounded like the ravings of a madman.
    

    

    
      But the Penal Soldier's performance from that point on had completely overturned his thoughts.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      How could he even begin to describe that absurd fighting style?
    

    

    
      Would a berserker driven mad by vengeance feel something like this?
    

    

    
      It was, quite literally, a battle scene the likes of which he had never seen or heard of before.
    

    

    
      It was as if the options for 'defense' and 'evasion' had been erased from his mind.
    

    

    
      In the battle traces left where he had swept through, there was no sign of defense or evasion.
    

    

    
      There was only attack and advance.
    

    

    
      What was more surprising was that, just as he had said himself, he didn't have a fixed weapon or position.
    

    

    
      He snatched the 'ram's horn' from the Orc that had signaled the start of the war and used it as a weapon, he stole an Orc's club and used it, and he even used the bodies of the Orcs themselves as weapons.
    

    

    
      And while doing so, by some unknown means, he nullified all damage done to him with an inexplicable healing ability, committing an indiscriminate 'massacre'.
    

    

    
      It was no exaggeration; to Jackson, it looked as if he were watching an entire team.
    

    

    
      The distinct, well-balanced movements created by Heroes in each position moving organically were all melted into Number 4331's combat.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Among the many surprises, what astounded him the most was his 'sustainability'.
    

    

    
      No matter how strong a Hero was, there was a limit to the output of their Mana Circuit, and consuming more Mana than they could handle would inevitably lead to a state of depletion.
    

    

    
      That was the very reason why a Hero couldn't fundamentally turn the entire tide of war.
    

    

    
      After exerting maximum output, they would inevitably need a period of rest.
    

    

    
      But Penal Soldier 4331 moved his body from the beginning of the battle to the end, performing his role without a moment's rest.
    

    

    
      It was something Jackson could not do.
    

    

    
      Putting aside the fact that he couldn't produce that level of combat prowess, even if he could, his Mana Circuit would be depleted in less than 30 minutes.
    

    

    
      It was impossible even with the help of magic from an Acolyte Priest or things like potions.
    

    

    
      …And that difficult feat was accomplished by Number 4331, who had come as a Penal Soldier.
    

    

    
      “…I couldn't believe it, but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So it was him. The subject of that rumor.”
    

    

    
      Jackson wasn't the only one marveling at him.
    

    

    
      Hearing the meaningful mutter next to his ear, Jackson turned his head to see Colonel Hank also looking at him.
    

    

    
      “…A rumor?”
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      “…I couldn't believe it, but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So it was him. The subject of that rumor.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the meaningful mutter next to his ear, Jackson turned his head to see Colonel Hank also looking at him.
    

    

    
      “…A rumor? What do you mean by that?”
    

    

    
      When Colonel Hank’s tone hinted that he knew something about Penal Soldier 4331, Jackson pressed him for an answer.
    

    

    
      “…Last week, when I was away on a short trip to headquarters, I heard a strange rumor from another unit I visited.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A rumor that some battalions these days are requesting ‘Penal Soldiers’ instead of Heroes.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I dismissed it as nonsense at the time… but it seems that phenomenon was all because of him.”
    

    

    
      At Colonel Hank's quiet explanation of the 'rumor', a few memories flashed through Jackson's mind.
    

    

    
      “…Then, don't tell me.”
    

    

    
      He had heard of it, too.
    

    

    
      Not with the exact keyword 'Penal Soldier', but he had heard some peculiar news from within the Orc Mountain Range recently.
    

    

    
      “The fact that the 82nd and 27th Garrisons suddenly achieved a great victory right before their bases were to be dismantled…”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “I don't know the exact details either, but from the looks of it, that's probably what happened.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Those places, like us, had requested Hero personnel and were dispatched a Penal Soldier from the higher-ups.”
    

    

    
      It was shocking news.
    

    

    
      To think that the few pieces of good news that had come from the Anti-Demon Front, the ‘Orc Mountain Range’, were all the result of a single Penal Soldier.
    

    

    
      The fact was especially shocking to Jackson, who had personally seen the document summarizing his information.
    

    

    
      ‘…A Hero candidate.’
    

    

    
      Unless he had seen it wrong, Prisoner Number 4331's original Hero rank was 'Hero candidate'.
    

    

    
      Naturally, that was the lowest rank among the personnel drafted as Penal Soldiers.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was his rank ‘before’ he was imprisoned for the crime of 'Hero-slaying', so it was possible he had gained skills beyond that afterward.
    

    

    
      But that was, quite literally, just a 'possibility'.
    

    

    
      Even for a Penal Soldier, they were locked up in a cell during normal times, so it was practically impossible for them to have significantly improved their skills beyond their previous rank.
    

    

    
      In the first place, even if his previous rank had been written as a 1-star Hero instead of a Hero candidate, it wouldn't change the fact that this situation was incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      A situation that was utterly impossible to understand.
    

    

    
      However, it was also a situation that could not be denied.
    

    

    
      It had happened right before everyone's eyes, right before his own.
    

    

    
      Thud, thud-
    

    

    
      Unable to bear the growing questions in his mind, Jackson approached him.
    

    

    
      How on earth was the current phenomenon possible?
    

    

    
      What was his true identity?
    

    

    
      Was it true that he was once a Hero candidate?
    

    

    
      He wanted to break the unspoken, unwritten rule of 'not asking about a Penal Soldier's past' and ask him directly.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      When he actually reached Prisoner Number 4331.
    

    

    
      “You.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “What was it again… Mr. Jason?”
    

    

    
      The one who spoke first was not him, but Prisoner Number ‘4331’.
    

    

    
      “…It's Jackson.”
    

    

    
      “If you've got nothing to do, don't just stand around. Let's get a job done.”
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', wears a satisfied expression and agrees with the Penal Soldier.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', says this is not the time to bask in victory.]
    

    

    
      [The Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', offers you a Sudden Quest.]
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      [QUEST: Worker Hunt]
    

    

    
      Classification: Submission
    

    
      Difficulty: ★☆☆☆☆
    

    
      Client: <Constellation: Olympus's Ruffian>
    

    
      Quest Details: Infiltrate the strategic resource mine of the 77th Garrison in the 'Orc Mountain Range', eliminate a significant number of workers, and escape.
    

    
      Quest Reward: 500 Coin.
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “I think if we just do this, we'll be pretty much set.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The Sudden Quest given to Jackson along with Penal Soldier 4331's words, 'Let's get a job done,' was one of the most common quests given on the Anti-Demon Front.
    

    

    
      And in the Orc Mountain Range, it was one of the most important missions: the 'Worker Hunt'.
    

    

    
      The goal was to infiltrate the mine where 'rare earth minerals', a key strategic resource the Orcs mainly used for their shamanism and weapon enhancements, were being extracted and hunt the relatively weak worker groups.
    

    

    
      The ultimate objective was to disrupt the smooth supply chain of the Orc race.
    

    

    
      It was a mission Jackson had undertaken before when he was active on other battlefields.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      He had never imagined he would be carrying out this quest in the 77th Garrison, which had been repeating retreat after retreat, unable to break through Bloodflow Gorge.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As with most infiltration missions, the most important part of the quest, 'Worker Hunt', was breaking through the heavy security to reach the 'strategic resource mine'.
    

    

    
      That was precisely why the Constellation, 'Olympus's Ruffian', had hastily bestowed the Sudden Quest before the afterglow of the war had even faded.
    

    

    
      The Orc horde that had been confronting the 77th Garrison had never had their strategic resource mine beyond Bloodflow Gorge exposed to danger before.
    

    

    
      This meant that the level of security was bound to be much weaker than before.
    

    

    
      Right now, in the chaos of their retreat, was the golden time to carry out the 'Worker Hunt' mission.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      That didn't mean there would be no security at all.
    

    

    
      Although relatively weakened, the strategic resource mine was a vital supply point that the Orcs had to protect with the highest priority.
    

    

    
      They had to break through at least a minimum level of security and vigilance, and that was not something that could be described as 'easy'.
    

    

    
      Thump-
    

    

    
      “Looks like we're here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …Which was why Jackson couldn't understand the current situation.
    

    

    
      It was hard enough to accept the fact that even though he had started first, he was barely keeping up with him by the time they reached the mine.
    

    

    
      It was also hard to accept why 'Prisoner Number 4331', who had come here as a Penal Soldier, knew the geography of the Orc Mountain Range near the 77th Garrison better than he did.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something that could be explained by simply 'knowing it well'.
    

    

    
      To exaggerate a little, it felt as if he might know this mountain range better than the Demon King's Army's Baron who led the Orc division, Orc Lord 'Nedkul'.
    

    

    
      Prisoner Number 4331 had easily identified the path to the strategic resource mine.
    

    

    
      ‘…In just an hour.’
    

    

    
      Because this wasn't the first time he had undertaken this quest, Jackson found the situation all the more unbelievable.
    

    

    
      If his memory served him right, when he had performed this quest before, it took at least half a day at the earliest to break through all the security and reach the strategic resource mine, and there were countless times it took several days.
    

    

    
      But following the path that Prisoner Number ‘4331’ had walked, it took less than a tenth of the previous time to reach the mine.
    

    

    
      No matter how significantly lower the security level of the 77th Garrison was compared to other places, that was an absurd difference.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, having walked the path himself, it wasn't as if he didn't know the reason.
    

    

    
      Normally, the common method was to bypass the 'front area' of the mine, which the Orcs used themselves and where security was tightest, and enter through the rear area, which was farthest from the mine and had lax security.
    

    

    
      In contrast, the path Prisoner Number ‘4331’ chose was a kind of 'shortcut' that exquisitely pinpointed and advanced through the weak points in the security of the front area that the Orcs frequented.
    

    

    
      The problem was that pinpointing those exquisite spots was practically 'impossible'.
    

    

    
      It was true that the gaps between the guards were significantly wider compared to other places.
    

    

    
      But that was only in a 'relative' sense; it was merely a situation where guards who stood at 10-meter intervals were now standing at 20-meter intervals.
    

    

    
      The front path to the mine still maintained a dense security formation.
    

    

    
      There were not only iron fences and Orc soldiers on rotating guard duty to block entry, but also shamanistic traps from 'Orc Shamans', who were classified as Named Monsters, which could be spotted from time to time.
    

    

    
      Yet, Prisoner Number ‘4331’, as if he knew the guard rotation system of the Orc soldiers, accurately timed their shifts to break right through the heavily guarded area.
    

    

    
      He even pinpointed the exact locations of the shamanistic traps, guiding him safely past the dangers.
    

    

    
      It was something that couldn't be understood with common sense and his experience.
    

    

    
      And naturally, something he had never seen before.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Above all those numerous questions, there was something else that Jackson couldn't accept.
    

    

    
      “…Why are you going this far?”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “You’re… a Penal Soldier, aren't you?”
    

    

    
      It was '4331's' proactiveness.
    

    

    
      That proactiveness, which couldn't be found in any other Penal Soldier, was the part Jackson found most incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The key reason why 'Penal Soldiers' were treated as lower-priority personnel compared to regular Heroes, despite being of the same Hero-class, was precisely that 'proactiveness'.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were bound to be individual differences.
    

    

    
      Heroes fundamentally carried out quests driven by positive incentives, and they also had a sense of responsibility imposed by their own image as 'heroes' of the battlefield, which made them work harder on quests.
    

    

    
      In contrast, for Penal Soldiers, although the success of a quest did affect the degree of their reward or punishment, what was more absolute was the time they spent carrying out the quest.
    

    

    
      Therefore, regardless of the success or failure of the quest, most Penal Soldiers showed a half-hearted desire to perform.
    

    

    
      And Jackson knew this fact well from his previous experiences with Penal Soldiers.
    

    

    
      But 4331 was different.
    

    

    
      For some reason.
    

    

    
      Not only did he take the lead in battle to earn merits, but he also suggested the continuation of the next quest before the afterglow of battle had even faded.
    

    

    
      He was showing a behavior as a Penal Soldier that Jackson's mind simply could not comprehend.
    

    

    
      Unable to hold back his curiosity any longer, Jackson finally asked him.
    

    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    

    
      Perhaps because his question sounded quite serious, Penal Soldier ‘4331’, after a moment of thought unlike before, finally answered in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…I didn't become a Hero-Slayer just to rot in prison for the rest of my life.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      It was a meaningful answer that he couldn't immediately understand.
    

    

    
      “Let's leave it at that.”
    

    

    
      There was no further explanation.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Let's just get to work.”
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      - Visiting hours are for 30 minutes.
    

    
      - Yes. I know.
    

    
      - There are others who have applied after you, so please adhere to the time.
    

    

    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      The tightly shut iron door opened, and a familiar face entered.
    

    

    
      “Yo.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's been a while, Eliya.”
    

    

    
      As I raised my hand in a friendly greeting, she furrowed her brow, looking displeased.
    

    

    
      “Is this really the time for jokes?!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I told you that you could stop going out as a Penal Soldier! The Orc Mountain Range isn't some backyard hill. Why is it that every time I try to schedule a visit, I'm told you're out on a Penal Soldier excursion?”
    

    

    
      “...From a feng shui perspective, it might be a bit big, but it's still technically a backyard hill. The Olympus Republic is situated in a propitious location with a mountain at its back and water at its front, after all—.”
    

    

    
      “Hero!!!”
    

    

    
      Unable to quietly listen to the second joke, she shrieked.
    

    

    
      “Ugh. My ears are going to fall off. I can hear you just fine even if you speak quietly. Lower your voice.”
    

    

    
      “I've told you dozens of times. You don't have to do things like being a Penal Soldier until the appeal is over.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Your sentence isn't even finalized, so why do you keep volunteering for danger?”
    

    

    
      The crime of Hero Slaying.
    

    

    
      Just as Louis had said back on the Shandong Peninsula, I had been charged with Hero Slaying, with the prosecution demanding the death penalty, and was sentenced to a ‘suspended execution.’
    

    

    
      It was a crime against the Commandments, one that would normally warrant the ‘death penalty’ without question. However, the court took into account the circumstances and the fact that it was only an attempted crime, reducing the sentence to a suspension of the execution for a certain period.
    

    

    
      Of course, Eliya couldn't even accept the suspended execution and immediately filed for an appeal. The appeal trial was still ongoing, without a conclusion.
    

    

    
      That was why she was angry as soon as she arrived. She couldn't understand why I would volunteer for the Penal Soldiers and take such risks when my sentence wasn't even final.
    

    

    
      “...You don't listen to a single word I say, so why are you so obedient to that ridiculous verdict? Don't you feel it's unfair?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “We can definitely get an acquittal. It's not like you attacked first, Hero….”
    

    

    
      She was even arguing for a full acquittal in the appeal. I didn't know the exact legal principles, but the point of contention seemed to be whether the 2-Star Hero I fought had his Hero status revoked ‘before’ or ‘after’ I cut off his arm.
    

    

    
      “I don't know. I'm just doing it because I can.”
    

    

    
      “...Hah.”
    

    

    
      “And I know you'll handle the trial just fine.”
    

    

    
      Sighing at the same old answer, she shook her head and muttered, “I must have sold out my country in a past life…”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Considering her perspective, unaware of my true intentions, her reaction was understandable.
    

    

    
      I later heard from her that until we arrived at the Shandong Peninsula, she had been making plans assuming I would receive the ‘fastest Hero Investiture.’ 
    

    

    
      It was no wonder she was boiling with rage at the sight of me being branded a criminal with the title of ‘Hero Slayer.’
    

    

    
      I couldn't explain everything, so I just let it be. But I did feel sorry for her about that.
    

    

    
      “Don't worry too much.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      ...However, it wasn't as if I had come here without a plan.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that my actions were devoid of emotion when I cut off his arm, but receiving the title of ‘Hero Slayer’ had been part of my plan all along.
    

    

    
      “...Because I'll probably be getting out soon.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The allotted visiting time ended and Eliya left the room, but I didn't get up from my seat.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple. Eliya's visit was indeed over, but she wasn't the only one who had come to see me today.
    

    

    
      “Yo.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Not long after Eliya left, the person who opened the iron door was also a familiar face.
    

    

    
      Leonardo Louis Button.
    

    

    
      “...You look rather carefree, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      The man who had personally escorted me from the Shandong Peninsula to The Order, and the one designated as a witness in the ‘Hero Slaying’ case, had requested a visit.
    

    

    
      A visit between a witness and a defendant wasn't exactly common, but it wasn't that strange either.
    

    

    
      While it was true he was a witness in this ‘Hero Slaying’ case, he was also the one who had notarized my innocence back in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      Clank—
    

    

    
      After closing the iron door on his tiptoes, Louis scurried over and hopped onto the chair.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      For me, the setup was familiar enough to feel like déjà vu.
    

    

    
      『Open your eyes, Mr. Seo U-jin.』
    

    
      『…….』
    

    
      『I know you're awake.』
    

    

    
      The finer details were naturally different, but there were more than a few similarities to the situation right after I left the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      ...Judging by his expression, he seemed to be recalling a similar memory.
    

    

    
      He was the one to break the brief recollection and speak first.
    

    

    
      “...Are you getting by alright?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. So-so.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “They feed me well and I have a place to sleep.”
    

    

    
      “...I see.”
    

    

    
      After an exchange of pleasantries so bland it felt lacking for a visiting room, I cut straight to the chase.
    

    

    
      “What's your business?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Don't bother with unfitting pleasantries just because it's a visit. Let's just do things our usual way.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You must be a busy man, after all.”
    

    

    
      Faced with such a blunt question, he might have frowned in the past. But now, as if he'd grown somewhat accustomed to it, he simply nodded without complaint and posed a question.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Seo U-jin. Do you know what quality an Inquisitor must possess?”
    

    

    
      “...A quality?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Tilting my head at the unexpected question, I replied.
    

    

    
      “Strength?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Money?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Or power?”
    

    

    
      “...That's enough.”
    

    

    
      Deciding that waiting any longer was pointless, he let out a sigh and gave the answer himself.
    

    

    
      “The most important quality for becoming an Inquisitor is ‘experience.’ Not all priests have experience in judgment, and sacrificing the innocent in the process of rooting out Demonic Species is something that must be avoided at all costs.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “...I didn't originally intend to reveal this much, but to lend credibility to my explanation, I'll tell you a little about myself.”
    

    

    
      Fiddling with the necklace that symbolized his status as an Inquisitor, he began his story.
    

    

    
      “Before my investiture as an Inquisitor, I performed various duties in The Order's judiciary.”
    

    

    
      A story from before he became an Inquisitor.
    

    

    
      From the very beginning of this cautiously broached topic, I sensed something unusual.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just the sincerity in his tone or the gravity of his voice. Rather...
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The very fact that he was bringing up his life before becoming an Inquisitor caused a faint picture to automatically form in my mind. 
    

    

    
      It created a sense of ‘anticipation’ that perhaps Louis's ‘business’ for this visit was what I had been waiting for.
    

    

    
      “My tenure was by no means short, and thus I served in various judicial positions within The Order with a degree of expertise.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Adjusting statutes, researching and analyzing legal principles, actual adjudication, assisting the judiciary... Among those was the position of a researcher who handled the legal principles of special cases, like yours, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      And the ‘anticipation’ created by that faint picture...
    

    

    
      “So?”
    

    

    
      “...So, if I may indulge in a bit of so-called ‘showing off what I know’...”
    

    

    
      ...turned into ‘certainty’ with his next words.
    

    

    
      “...The sentence that will likely be handed down to you in the appeal, Mr. Seo U-jin, is the ‘Underground Prison Sentence.’”
    

    

    
      The Underground Prison Sentence.
    

    

    
      Someone unfamiliar with this punishment might think, ‘Is that all?’
    

    

    
      After all, just from the sound of it, it seemed much milder than the ‘suspended execution’ sentence from the first trial.
    

    

    
      But Louis's voice was heavy.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      While The Order's ‘Underground Prison Sentence’ was a lesser punishment than the ‘death penalty’ or the ‘suspended execution,’ which merely postponed the date of death, if you excluded those two, it was the most severe punishment The Order had.
    

    

    
      “Do you know what that means?”
    

    

    
      To his added question, I nodded without a second thought.
    

    

    
      “...How could I not?”
    

    

    
      ...There was no way I wouldn't know.
    

    

    
      It was no exaggeration to say that the reason I took all these risks to become a ‘Hero Slayer’ was precisely because of that ‘Underground Prison.’
    

    

    
      ...Some might say, what’s so special about being sent to an underground prison? How could it possibly compare to the ultimate legal punishment, the ‘death penalty’?
    

    

    
      But the ‘Underground Prison’ in the ‘Underground Prison Sentence’ did not refer to the gloomy, iron-barred penitentiary one would normally imagine.
    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      It referred to a labyrinthine underground dungeon, an unknown quarantine zone managed by The Order since ancient times, where countless dangers lurked.
    

    

    
      “...I don't know how much you know about the Darkest Dungeon, but it is likely beyond anything you can imagine, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It is not a place where ‘danger exists,’ but a place where ‘nothing but danger exists.’”
    

    

    
      Just as Louis said, the Darkest Dungeon was not a place that could be explained in ordinary terms.
    

    

    
      The general laws of the Upper Plane did not apply there, it was home to countless unidentified Magical Beasts and Mutants, and it was ‘another ecosystem’ where numerous Hero-class individuals who had committed heinous crimes worthy of death were imprisoned.
    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon was a true wilderness where the law of the jungle—the survival of the fittest—was the only rule.
    

    

    
      The fact that even The Order, which established and controlled the order of numerous church territories, had never managed to gain control over it was proof of the Darkest Dungeon's immense wildness.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Having said his piece, Louis paused, fiddling with his necklace.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      With his eyes fixed on the necklace, he asked me.
    

    

    
      “Do you happen to remember?”
    

    

    
      “...?”
    

    

    
      “What you said to me, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      ...It was an incomplete question, one that didn't specify a time or place. Nevertheless, I could recall what words he was referring to.
    

    

    
      『Later, someday, when I'm in trouble, I'll ask you to help me once.』
    

    
      『…….』
    

    
      『Then, I'll think about it. About joining the Exorcists.』
    

    

    
      The words I had said in the Sevens Door after finishing the Gateway Zone, rejecting his offer to join the Exorcists.
    

    

    
      That was the only conversation it could be at this timing.
    

    

    
      “...Let me make you a proposal.”
    

  
    Chapter 83: Special Leave (1)

    
      “…Let me make you a proposal.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I didn't originally intend to go this far, but…”
    

    

    
      The sudden word ‘proposal’ and Louis Button’s accompanying voice carried a weight that hadn't been present in our conversation until now.
    

    

    
      It was as if he had just ‘resolved’ himself to something in that brief moment.
    

    

    
      A determined gaze and voice.
    

    

    
      And as if to prove my thoughts correct, he soon slipped a hand inside his sleeve and continued speaking gravely.
    

    

    
      Slide—
    

    

    
      “I made this decision after seeing you, Mr. Seo U-jin, participating in the War against Demons as a Penal Soldier even while your appeal is still in progress.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Please, do not make me regret my decision.”
    

    

    
      What he then pulled from his bosom was a small paper document.
    

    

    
      It was a glossy, white paper, slightly larger than a Memorize Paper used for magic storage, and perhaps excessively ‘white’ in appearance.
    

    

    
      From my angle, I couldn't see what was written on the paper at all.
    

    

    
      But the moment he took it out, I could guess what it was.
    

    

    
      “…I will give you my Indulgence.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      An Indulgence.
    

    

    
      A certificate of pardon from the Order, awarded to only a handful of priests in an entire century in recognition of their contributions.
    

    

    
      I had actually realized what it was the moment I saw its unusual whiteness, but this wasn't the time to snap my fingers and say, ‘I knew it!’
    

    

    
      “An Indulgence…?”
    

    

    
      I feigned ignorance and asked him again.
    

    

    
      “There is no need to think of it as complicated. This Indulgence, just as the word implies, is a certificate from the Order that can pardon any sin except for the death penalty.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It is a kind of special right of pardon that a priest, who spreads the will of God, can receive when the contributions they have achieved over their lifetime reach a supreme level.”
    

    

    
      As was evident even from his brief explanation, the power held by the ‘Indulgence’ was so potent it could be described as ‘absolute.’
    

    

    
      An absolute certificate of authority, powerful enough to bend the Order’s guiding principle of punishing sin and nullify a punishment already decided by the Order.
    

    

    
      As a simple example, the fact that the number of priests in the current era holding the certificate in his hand could be counted on ten fingers was proof of its gravity.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      As the meaning it held was by no means light, the ‘exercise of authority’ of an Indulgence was bound to draw people’s attention.
    

    

    
      In the first place, Indulgences weren't given to just anyone, and considering that priests who had accumulated such contributions would naturally be far removed from crime, the actual use of an Indulgence was bound to be even rarer.
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    
      For a priest who had been awarded an Indulgence to transfer it to someone else for them to use was an event so rare it wouldn't be strange for it to cause a stir within the Order.
    

    

    
      The Order’s history was so long that one couldn't say there was no precedent, but if we narrowed the timeframe to within the last hundred years, it would certainly be an exceptional case.
    

    

    
      From a normal person’s perspective, Louis’s choice to transfer an ‘Indulgence’ to a mere Hero candidate punished for Hero-slaying was so strange it was a risky act that could be considered foolish.
    

    

    
      If I were to receive the Indulgence, leave this place, and cause trouble again, he could very well face not only dismissal from his post but also the instantaneous collapse of the honor and achievements he had built up over a long time as an Inquisitor.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      The fact that Louis, who knew these things better than anyone, would present this item first meant…
    

    

    
      “…Of course.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I do not intend to simply give it to you.”
    

    

    
      …that apart from his trust in me, there was something he wanted badly enough to bear all that risk.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “…As you know, Mr. Seo U-jin, rooting out the Demonic Species is not an easy task.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Not only is tracking them difficult due to ‘The Devil’s Singularity,’ but their innate cunning is specialized for deceiving others.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      Tucking the Indulgence back into his bosom, he changed the subject and began to speak of his area of expertise, the ‘Demonic Species.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Since I happened to have one of those cunning(?) Demonic Species by my side, I felt a slight pang of guilt at his words.
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      I silently nodded and listened to him.
    

    

    
      “But what is more difficult than rooting out the Demonic Species is suppressing the power of a captured Demonic Species and restraining them.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Due to their unique trickiness, the method of restraining mana differs for each clan, even among the Demonic Species. And even now, we at the ‘Exorcist’ division do not know the restraining methods for all of them.”
    

    

    
      He explained at length, but to put it simply, it meant ‘they’re a pain in the ass to handle.’
    

    

    
      I could fully sympathize.
    

    

    
      Though it was collectively called ‘The Devil's Singularity,’ there were species like the Succubus that flickered between substance and illusion, and others that had no physical form at all, so the methods of containment all differed. If you captured one and let your guard down, you would often lose the fish you had already caught.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, the fact that the Order had formed a specialized force centered around a high-ranking official like an Inquisitor was proof of that difficulty.
    

    

    
      Having spoken that far, Louis took out another item and placed it before my eyes.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was a square golden cube, about 4cm in diameter.
    

    

    
      A simple cube that reminded me of a die at first glance, but what was unique was that all six faces of the cube were covered in geometric, golden Magic Circles.
    

    

    
      “See for yourself.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You can turn the gear on the edge.”
    

    

    
      Following his gesture, I picked up the golden cube and turned the gear on its side.
    

    

    
      With a ‘whirring’ sound, the Magic Circles on the cube’s six faces lit up with a noise.
    

    

    
      Clink—
    

    

    
      Clatter—
    

    

    
      Hummm—
    

    

    
      For a moment, the Magic Circles on the six faces spun, their geometric patterns interlocking.
    

    

    
      At the end, with a *click—*, the center sank inwards.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Then, it opened its maw in all directions and spat out a single ‘gem.’
    

    

    
      “…This is likely something you have never seen before, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      The gem’s appearance could be described in one word: ‘grotesque.’
    

    

    
      A murky, reddish color, and chaotic edges that possessed no sense of order.
    

    

    
      All its vertices were misaligned, and it was a bizarre object completely lacking the balanced patterns one would normally associate with a ‘gem.’
    

    

    
      …The golden cube that had encased it only served to further contrast its chaotic form.
    

    

    
      “This is a special mineral that the Order’s exploration team discovered inside the dungeon when the ‘Darkest Dungeon’ was first found.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The official name defined by the Order is ‘Undefined Self-Luminous Irregular Polyhedron,’ but… we call it a ‘Quark’ for short, after the explorer who first discovered it.”
    

    

    
      Quark.
    

    

    
      As he said, it was the first time I was seeing it in this second playthrough.
    

    

    
      But for me, who had a history of hunting Demonic Species of all kinds in my first playthrough, it was an object so familiar it was almost tiresome to look at.
    

    

    
      …The unique, nauseating feeling that slowly rose to stimulate the senses was also familiar.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It was not a welcome object.
    

    

    
      As it was used to capture Demonic Species, I had no fond memories associated with the Quark.
    

    

    
      It only brought back faint recollections of my old comrades' desperate last moments.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Forcing down the frown that was automatically forming, I prompted Louis to continue.
    

    

    
      “…So?”
    

    

    
      “…The reason we have been able to capture and restrain the Demonic Species until now is all thanks to that Quark. The unique power it possesses can restrain the power of all Demonic Species, regardless of type.”
    

    

    
      ‘The property of absorbing Demonic Nature.’
    

    

    
      It was a trait unique to the Quark, and for the Exorcists who captured Demonic Species, it was a precious ability no different from a heaven-sent treasure.
    

    

    
      Of course, being a special item with power that defied common sense, it had its share of side effects.
    

    

    
      But the Order had succeeded in optimizing its special property so that the members of the Exorcist division could use it.
    

    

    
      That method of optimization was that golden cube.
    

    

    
      “…However, recently, the supply of Quarks held by the Exorcists has been almost depleted.”
    

    

    
      …The depletion of the Quark supply.
    

    

    
      The thread of the long, roundabout conversation was finally caught.
    

    

    
      “Actually, the ‘supply shortage’ of Quarks is not a new problem, but a chronic one we have been suffering from for a very long time.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The amount of Quarks we Exorcists can produce is fixed, whereas the frequency of Demonic Species and Mutant appearances has been increasing exponentially over time.”
    

    

    
      I had played dumb and taken the long way around, but at this point, it was so obvious that even a toddler could tell that what he wanted from me in exchange for the Indulgence was the ‘mining of Quarks.’
    

    

    
      Of course, there was a part that was slightly different from what I had originally expected.
    

    

    
      Given the value of the Indulgence, I had thought he might tack on a few additional conditions to the ‘mining of Quarks,’ but it was surprising that he only spoke of the ‘Quark.’
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      ‘…That’s his problem, not mine.’
    

    

    
      What was important to me was that my plan proceeded smoothly.
    

    

    
      Becoming a Hero-Slayer to enter the ‘Darkest Dungeon.’
    

    

    
      And safely getting out after taking care of business there.
    

    

    
      As long as those two conditions were met, I didn't care about anything else, so I pulled the conclusion of the conversation he was about to deliver to the forefront.
    

    

    
      “…So, to sum it up. You’re short on this ‘Quark,’ so you want me to go get some for you, right?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Since you guys can’t just go cut off someone’s arm and enter the ‘Darkest Dungeon’ yourselves like me.”
    

    

    
      There were minor differences in scale, but I figured the proposal was within my range of expectations anyway.
    

    

    
      Shake shake—
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      In response to my question seeking confirmation, what came back from him was not a nod.
    

    

    
      “…The context is similar, but it’s slightly different.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What I want to ask of you, Mr. Seo U-jin, is to mine the ‘Quark’s Source Stone’.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      For a moment.
    

    

    
      My thoughts came to a halt.
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      For a moment.
    

    

    
      My thoughts came to a halt.
    

    

    
      ‘Source Stone?’
    

    

    
      “Truthfully, it’s not entirely impossible for us to enter the Darkest Dungeon and mine Quarks ourselves. In fact, until now, we've supplemented our insufficient Quark production by having a few members, with the Order's official sanction, take the risk to enter the dungeon and mine them.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However, the frequency of Demonic Species and Mutant appearances has been increasing exponentially recently, and looking at the trend, I came to the conclusion that we can no longer cover the shortage with such intermittent supply.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Especially, to prepare even a temporary measure for the incident on the Shandong Peninsula that you were involved in, we would need enough Quarks to capture hundreds of Demonic Species…”
    

    

    
      His fluent speech came to a halt.
    

    

    
      The reason was easy to guess.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had spoken without thinking, assuming I was already aware of the matter.
    

    

    
      He had belatedly remembered the Order's unwritten rule forbidding any mention of the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      “…That was a slip of the tongue. Please forget it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…In any case, that is why what I ask of you, Mr. Seo U-jin, in exchange for the Indulgence, is to enter the dungeon and mine the ‘Quark’s Source Stone’.”
    

    

    
      …This was outside my expectations.
    

    

    
      That he would demand ‘Quarks’ in exchange for the Indulgence was within the realm of possibility.
    

    

    
      But ‘mining Quarks’ and ‘mining the Quark’s Source Stone’ were on completely different levels.
    

    

    
      “You can think of the Source Stone as, simply put, the 'seed of the Quark.' It’s a term for a specific part of the Quark, which, unlike other common minerals, has a self-propagating property.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In conclusion, the reason our Exorcist division is facing a Quark shortage is that the Source Stone, which has been producing Quarks for a long time, has recently been losing its self-propagating ability.”
    

    

    
      …They say things in life never go as planned, but I never imagined they would get twisted like this.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Quark’s Source Stone, of all things.’
    

    

    
      The difficulty of the ‘Darkest Dungeon’ had just become much higher than I anticipated.
    

    

    
      Unlike regular Quarks, which just required enduring the nausea and chipping away at the edges, the Source Stone wasn't something just anyone could mine.
    

    

    
      “As you may have guessed, the Source Stone isn't something just anyone can mine. It possesses a much stronger and more virulent energy than a regular Quark, so an ordinary person can't even approach it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Of course, we have tried before you, Mr. Seo U-jin. Since most members of the Exorcist division have much lower demonic nature levels and higher mental resistance than ordinary people, everyone attempted to mine the Source Stone, but…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In the end, everyone failed.”
    

    

    
      Louis’s brow furrowed as he looked down at the Quark.
    

    

    
      “…I was the one who overcame the horrific phantom pains and illusions to get the closest… But in the end, I failed as well.”
    

    

    
      It seemed that recalling that time had stirred up unpleasant emotions within him.
    

    

    
      “…Of course, I am not asking you to do something with no chance of success, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There is, in fact, one person who has succeeded in this task, which is why our Exorcist division has been able to continuously produce Quarks from the Source Stone until now.”
    

    

    
      He didn't utter the name, but I already knew who this ‘one person’ he was referring to was.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Saintess.’
    

    

    
      The holy woman chosen by God.
    

    

    
      An exceptional figure revered as the most faithful person in the Order's long, long history.
    

    

    
      ‘…Heh.’
    

    

    
      In the end, his claim that it was ‘not something with no chance of success’ was a massive leap of logic, suggesting that since the Saintess had succeeded in mining the Source Stone, I could too.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      I had a rough idea of why he saw a possibility in this absurd task.
    

    

    
      Back then.
    

    

    
      In the basement of the Gateway Zone, when he used his unique trait, ‘Inquisitor of the Scales,’ to check my demonic nature level, he must have been thinking about this.
    

    

    
      The level he saw in me back then was indeed an exceptional figure, lower than not only an ordinary person but also the high-ranking officials of the Order’s headquarters who had reached the rank of bishop.
    

    

    
      But even so.
    

    

    
      ‘…To think he’d ask for the Source Stone.’
    

    

    
      To ask me to do something no one but the Saintess had ever succeeded in.
    

    

    
      It seemed his view of me was far more special than I had thought.
    

    

    
      …Well, in the first place, pulling out an Indulgence for me, someone he'd only met a few times, must have required that kind of premise.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    

    
      After organizing my thoughts to some extent, I asked him.
    

    

    
      “…Is it possible?”
    

    

    
      Was such a thing really possible?
    

    

    
      “…I believe it's at least worth a try.”
    

    

    
      His response was neither a firm yes nor a firm no.
    

    

    
      It was merely a vague, ambiguous sentiment somewhere between affirmation and negation, something like ‘hope’ or ‘expectation.’
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      That didn't mean it was a baseless expectation.
    

    

    
      The man named Louis Button was not the type to cling to baseless hope when the probability was zero.
    

    

    
      “…This is something I failed to mention earlier, but in truth, even among our Exorcist members, those who can withstand this golden cube being open for more than a minute can be counted on one hand.”
    

    

    
      Picking up the golden cube from the floor as he spoke, he gave the reason backing his thoughts.
    

    

    
      “And even then, the limit is literally just ‘withstanding’ it. They can't handle the Quark's exposure with such a composed demeanor as you, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Most of them either faint from the bizarre Demonic Nature the Quark emits or lose their sanity and show temporary symptoms of schizophrenia. That's why the Exorcist’s policy limits the time the golden cube can be left open to under a minute.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Even right now, for instance.”
    

    

    
      Click—
    

    

    
      Turning the gear again to close the cube, he muttered under his breath.
    

    

    
      “…My eyes are already seeing horrific hallucinations.”
    

    

    
      I couldn't know what hallucinations he was seeing or what auditory hallucinations he was hearing.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      From his unique habit of fiddling with his earlobe whenever he became psychologically unstable, I could only guess that the severity was quite serious.
    

    

    
      Closing his eyes and calming his mind and body for a moment, he opened them with a sigh of *fuu*.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      “…And crucially.”
    

    

    
      He added with an uncharacteristic shrug.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “It's the only way for you to get out, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Pfft.
    

    

    
      Well, he had a point.
    

    

    
      Since we both needed something from each other, it wasn't a perfect master-servant relationship, but if we had to divide it based on who was more desperate, I would be the subordinate one.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      ‘…Look at this guy.’
    

    

    
      I felt a sense of indignation seeing Louis try to act superior, as if he was still holding a grudge about the prank I pulled on him in the basement last time.
    

    

    
      “Okay, deal.”
    

    

    
      “…Understood. Then I’ll take that as your acceptance and begin preparations—.”
    

    

    
      I cut him off as he was about to nod and laid down my condition.
    

    

    
      “…On one condition.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Give me a special leave.”
    

    

    
      It was, in fact, an unreasonable demand.
    

    

    
      The leave system was for inmates serving time in prison to take a short vacation outside the prison walls just before their release or for specific reasons.
    

    

    
      It didn't apply to a prisoner with a heavy sentence equivalent to a suspended death penalty.
    

    

    
      Knowing this well, he shook his head, expressing his refusal.
    

    

    
      “…Impossible. That is beyond my authority.”
    

    

    
      “Then I won’t mine it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I rejected his rejection.
    

    

    
      “…No matter how you insist, a leave is impossible. According to the Order's Act on the Aggravated Punishment of Specific Crimes, the leave system does not apply to serious crimes punishable by life imprisonment or heavier sentences, and it is especially impossible while a legal battle is ongoing in court.”
    

    

    
      “C’mon, there's that exception clause, right? The one that goes something like, 'in accordance with Article X, Paragraph Y of some law, if the matter is severe and at the discretion of the court, blah blah blah'.”
    

    

    
      His brow furrowed slightly.
    

    

    
      “…I don't know how you know about that, but Article 17, Paragraph 3 is, as it says, a clause for exceptional cases, added for special circumstances like the death or last moments of a relative. It does not apply to you, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “I don't care. No leave, no mining. I might die in there, isn't this the least you can do?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Just figure it out somehow. You have an invincible method, don't you?”
    

    

    
      “…I haven't the faintest idea what this 'invincible method' you speak of is, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “Why are you acting like an amateur?”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      It didn't matter if he applied and got rejected.
    

    

    
      It would be nice to get the leave, but even if I failed, I felt I had to be stubborn enough to make him uncomfortable out of spite.
    

    

    
      “…School ties, regional ties, family ties.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “The entire judiciary must be your distant juniors, right?”
    

    

    
      With that last word, a distinct cross-shaped vein popped on his forehead. *Throb—*
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      In the end.
    

    

    
      Louis managed to get me a special leave from the court.
    

    

    
      Whether he actually used the school, regional, and family ties I mentioned, or if he used some other method of his own, was something I couldn't know.
    

    

    
      But none of that mattered.
    

    

    
      What was important right now was how I would use the two days of freedom I'd been given.
    

    

    
      “…Just how long has it been since I've breathed outside air?”
    

    

    
      The words escaped my mouth unconsciously, but to be honest, it was an exaggeration.
    

    

    
      I had actually breathed my fill of outside air, along with the stench of blood, when I was dispatched to the Orc Mountains as a Penal Soldier.
    

    

    
      And even without that, it hadn't even been half a year since I was put in confinement.
    

    

    
      But well.
    

    

    
      Perception was always prone to exaggeration.
    

    

    
      It was true that being let loose on a battlefield like a leashed dog felt completely different from the freedom of being able to direct my own steps like this.
    

    

    
      “…Well then, shall we go?”
    

    

    
      As soon as I left the prison on special leave, I moved my feet without hesitation.
    

    

    
      There was no need to think.
    

    

    
      The things I could do in the limited time of two days were restricted, and the people I needed to see would already be gathered in one place anyway.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      “…Is this the place?”
    

    

    
      The place I had asked Jerry to arrange through a note before the battle on the Shandong Peninsula.
    

    

    
      The new home for the rebuilt Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      The place that will serve as the base for the future Demon King Hunt.
    

    

    
      …The Guild House.
    

    

    
      That was my destination for this leave.
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      The Guild House was situated in a rather familiar location.
    

    

    
      Kunlun.
    

    

    
      The undeveloped land near the Murim Empire where I had briefly stayed when I fell off the train.
    

    

    
      “…I never thought we’d end up setting up here.”
    

    

    
      I was indeed the one who had asked Jerry to find a ‘Guild House’, but I hadn’t specified the location.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Impossible. I can guess your general intention, but this method is obsolete, and it’s not something I can handle on my own.』
    

    

    
      『…No matter how I think about it, it’s impossible. This isn’t something that can be solved with money alone.』
    

    

    
      『…I have no idea what level of luck would make this possible.』
    

    

    
      『…Understood. I will at least make an attempt. However, as this is unprecedented in the last 100 years, I cannot guarantee success.』
    

    

    

    

    
      …Just as he had adamantly refused back then.
    

    

    
      I was well aware that creating a new ‘guild’ at this point in time was in the realm of impossibility.
    

    

    
      And because of that, I knew just how absurd it was to hope to get a Guild House in a location I desired.
    

    

    
      That’s why I figured if he did succeed in acquiring a Guild House, it would probably be somewhere in a border region of a deserted Demon King's Territory, tucked away in a corner of the Order’s lands.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “…To think there was a place like this in the Kunlun region.”
    

    

    
      The area was much more central than I had anticipated.
    

    

    
      No matter how Kunlun was classified as undeveloped land, it was, in reality, close to the Order's core territory, within the Murim Empire's sphere of influence.
    

    

    
      Therefore, compared to what one would typically think of as undeveloped land, the proportion of Magical Beasts was not high.
    

    

    
      The Guild House was situated in a relatively less dangerous location.
    

    

    
      ‘…Well, strictly speaking, the territory itself is likely classified as the Order’s lands, not undeveloped land…’
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      Shaking off the thought, I raised my head and looked up at the Guild House.
    

    

    
      A Guild House with a neat exterior, looking like a cross between a castle and a mansion.
    

    

    
      While I was being sold off here and there as a Penal Soldier, it seemed some work had been done, as the Guild House was now quite well-equipped.
    

    

    
      Ironically, the best indicator of this was the surrounding territory that came with the Guild House.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Unlike the cleanly maintained Guild House, the surrounding area, which could be called the territory, presented a stark contrast.
    

    

    
      I could see traces that there were once buildings and that people had lived there.
    

    

    
      But that was all that was visible to the eye.
    

    

    
      It was, in a word, ruins.
    

    

    
      All sorts of buildings, which looked as if they had been abandoned long ago, were crumbling, having lost their original forms.
    

    

    
      It was hard to consider it a living territory, as there was no sense of life, and it was so devastated that it was difficult to imagine its past appearance.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was desolate.
    

    

    
      There was nothing, and no one.
    

    

    
      But for that very reason.
    

    

    
      “…Not bad.”
    

    

    
      I liked it even more.
    

    

    
      That bleak atmosphere.
    

    

    
      It felt so similar to my own situation, having to start with nothing after my regression.
    

    

    
      Step, step—
    

    

    
      Putting aside my impressions of the Guild House I was seeing for the first time.
    

    

    
      I walked over and opened the main gate of the Guild House.
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      The scene that greeted me as soon as I opened the door looked quite peaceful(?).
    

    

    
      “That’s why I said I would storm that abominable place called a prison and get Oraboni out!”
    

    

    
      “Storm it? What do you think the Order is, a neighborhood gang? We’d be caught together before we even set foot inside the entrance!”
    

    

    
      “Hmph! That won’t happen. This one is invincible.”
    

    

    
      Eliya and Cheong-yi seemed to be having a discussion(?) about something important.
    

    

    
      “…How noisy.”
    

    

    
      Jerry, who was sipping coffee on one side of the lobby where blackout curtains were drawn to block the incoming sunlight, was judging the discussion with a frown.
    

    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Should I just put them both to sleep?”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who seemed to have already knocked over her teacup due to the commotion, muttered while wiping her face with her right hand.
    

    

    
      Observing the perfectly peaceful atmosphere and trying to gauge the right moment, I cleared my throat to announce my presence when the time felt right.
    

    

    
      “So……”
    

    

    
      Ahem, ahem—
    

    

    
      “Long time no see, everyone?”
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      “…H-Huh? Hero?”
    

    

    
      “You……”
    

    

    
      “Oraboni! It’s been so long!”
    

    

    
      “…So you broke out.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Towards my companions who greeted me with a variety of reactions, I briefly explained the situation.
    

    

    
      The fact that I had heard from Louis that the result of the appeal would likely be ‘underground imprisonment.’
    

    

    
      And the fact that I had requested(?) a special leave from him because of that.
    

    

    
      “…The Darkest Dungeon, you say.”
    

    

    
      And that I would probably be entering the ‘Darkest Dungeon’ soon.
    

    

    
      As expected, what they focused on was not my sudden leave, but my scheduled ‘underground imprisonment.’
    

    

    
      It was still a bit awkward to reveal the full details of the deal I made with Louis over the Indulgence, so I didn't mention the Quark.
    

    

    
      Regardless of the relatively positive outcome of a ‘reduced sentence’, Eliya’s expression looked quite grave.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple to guess.
    

    

    
      Although it was a lesser punishment than a suspended death sentence with a fixed lifespan, the weight carried by the term ‘underground imprisonment’ was nearly equivalent.
    

    

    
      Grit—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was called a prison.
    

    

    
      But the most realistic description of underground imprisonment was closer to being ‘released into the wild.’
    

    

    
      And a complete wilderness at that, with no lower or upper limit to the creatures inhabiting it.
    

    

    
      In the Darkest Dungeon, which preserved the primordial chaos.
    

    

    
      From Eliya’s perspective, who knew well that surviving the full sentence and coming out alive was not a common occurrence, a reduced sentence was apparently nothing to be happy about.
    

    

    
      I could understand where she was coming from.
    

    

    
      After all, what she had wanted from the appeal was my acquittal (無罪).
    

    

    
      “…When do you go in?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not sure, but probably as soon as the sentence is confirmed. They gave me a two-day special leave, and the final hearing for the appeal is in three days.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I’ll probably go in as soon as the leave is over.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      Jerry nodded along with his reply and sipped the coffee he was holding.
    

    

    
      At the end of that brief conversation, he fell into thought, quietly looking down at his coffee cup as if something had come to his mind.
    

    

    
      “There is nothing to worry about.”
    

    

    
      The only one who showed a positive reaction to the news of my impending underground imprisonment was Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      “I once learned the saying ‘He who is willing to die shall live, and he who is determined to live shall die’ from my father.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It means that if you are willing to die, you will live. And if you are determined to live, you will die. It holds the meaning that with a strong human will, anything can be accomplished. Therefore…”
    

    

    
      She patted my back—*thump, thump*—recited the idiom she had learned, and gave me a thumbs-up.
    

    

    
      Thrust—
    

    

    
      “Go and die.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You must, Oraboni.”
    

    

    
      …It was a bit of a chilling comment for a cheer, but it seemed that was what she was thinking.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “…So that means it’s not the worst-case scenario.”
    

    

    
      “Well, something like that.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been quietly observing the situation, concluded it, and it seemed the debriefing on my leave was over.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      “…Then there must be a reason why a busy man with only two days of freedom would take the time to come here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why are you here?”
    

    

    
      …As expected from the only one who knew I had regressed.
    

    

    
      She threw a question that cut to the heart of the matter.
    

    

    
      Just as she said, there were a total of three reasons why I had pressured Louis for a leave and come here.
    

    

    
      One was to personally check the Guild House that had been set up during my absence while under sentence.
    

    

    
      Another was to check if they had completed the assignments I had given them through individual counseling during my absence.
    

    

    
      And the last one was to carry out the eleventh bucket list item, which I hadn't been able to handle due to being hastily imprisoned.
    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      “…To have a barbecue?”
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #11]
    

    

    
      「A barbecue party to celebrate completing 10 bucket list items.」
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      While the others were busy preparing for the barbecue party, I took the opportunity to ask Jerry for a tour of the Guild House.
    

    

    
      It was my first time visiting, and while Eliya might have helped a bit with the administrative parts, Jerry was the one who had been solely in charge of procuring this place.
    

    

    
      If anyone was to give a tour, he was the right person.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      …The more fundamental reason was that I had something to tell him separately before I entered the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      As I threw open the curtains of the Master Room at the top of the Guild House, the ruined territory I had seen before came into view.
    

    

    
      “This is nice.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was a bit of an unfitting thing to say while looking at ruins.
    

    

    
      But I truly thought so.
    

    

    
      That this collapsed city was quite a sight to behold.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      “You kept saying it was impossible.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “How did you manage to find a place like this?”
    

    

    
      When I turned my head and asked, he frowned, shielding his eyes from the sunlight, and answered.
    

    

    
      “…It took a vast amount of funds. Both to find this place and to purchase it.”
    

    

    
      …It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Considering the current era, establishing a new Guild House was an utterly ridiculous notion.
    

    

    
      If so, the only way would be to buy out an existing guild entirely.
    

    

    
      That wasn't something that could be done with just money, and considering the scale, it would have required an almost astronomical amount of funds.
    

    

    
      “…It was the only blind spot I found after restoring all the expunged records classified as undeveloped land.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The other territories had either completely lost their status in the Order's database and were absorbed into the Constellations' jurisdictions or were deleted after being classified as undeveloped land. But this place was the only one that was treated as a dormant territory while still being an Order-affiliated land near a jurisdictional area.”
    

    

    
      The method he used to establish a seemingly impossible Guild House was a loophole, close to the latter option but not exactly the same.
    

    

    
      I didn't know the exact legal principles, but he had aimed for a blind spot in the law, where a guild had effectively become dormant and lost its status but could regain it if certain conditions were met.
    

    

    
      Simply put, he had bought the territory of a guild that could be conditionally ‘revived’.
    

    

    
      …Of course, satisfying those ‘conditions’ wouldn't be an easy task.
    

    

    
      In any case, the fact that he had acquired a Guild House and its accompanying territory as I had asked was worthy of praise.
    

    

    
      “Well done. Brilliant.”
    

    

    
      Clap, clap, clap—
    

    

    
      To express my inner thoughts, I gave him heartfelt praise and a round of applause.
    

    

    
      But his face didn't look very happy.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t think this is a situation optimistic enough to be clapping.”
    

    

    
      It seemed his comment was pointing at my state of confinement.
    

    

    
      …In a way, it was an understandable reaction.
    

    

    
      I had told him to find a territory suitable for a guild, then got caught by the Order, only to show up months later saying I was going into the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, there could hardly be a more tangled situation.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    

    
      Letting his words slide, I looked out the window again.
    

    

    
      To be precise.
    

    

    
      I was looking at a small cat beastkin child who had appeared among the ruins outside the window.
    

    

    
      The little cat beastkin, curious about the suddenly bustling Guild House yard, was peeking in our direction.
    

    

    

    
      —Jackie! I told you not to come out on your own!
    

    

    

    
      Soon after, a mother Beastkin who had appeared from somewhere grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and dragged her away.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As if he understood the meaning of my gaze.
    

    

    
      After a moment of silent contemplation, fiddling with his eyebrow, he explained in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…They are Beastkin slaves I purchased from Shandong this time. In the process of buying this territory, the land they resided on was sold, so I am letting them stay in the ruins temporarily until they find a new home.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…If necessary, I will tell them to move out by tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Jerry’s voice was calm as he explained.
    

    

    
      But I could clearly read what was dissolved in that voice.
    

    

    
      A measure of bitterness and a measure of familiarity.
    

    

    
      And the slight desperation born from the two.
    

    

    
      That faint emotion, hidden behind a thorough poker face, was so faint that an ordinary person would have difficulty discerning it.
    

    

    
      But for me, his ‘partner’, it wasn't that difficult.
    

    

    
      “There’s no need for that.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      My reply, shaking my head, must have been unexpected.
    

    

    
      Jerry's pupils trembled as he looked at me.
    

    

    
      “…Because this territory was acquired for that very purpose anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Fiercely.
    

    

    
      Endlessly.
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      “There’s no need for that. Because this territory was acquired for that very purpose anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Jerry's pupils trembled fiercely at U-jin's low murmur as he gazed at the Beastkin in the ruins outside the window.
    

    

    
      Although U-jin had spoken nonchalantly, as if it were nothing…
    

    

    
      ‘Because this territory was acquired for that very purpose anyway.’
    

    

    
      That short, single sentence shattered the poker face Jerry had been maintaining.
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean by that.”
    

    

    
      Unable to control his trembling pupils, Jerry asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a question asked because he truly didn't understand the meaning of U-jin's words.
    

    

    
      Jerry wasn't that foolish, and besides, he was the one who had handled the purchase of this guild territory in the first place.
    

    

    
      The moment he heard U-jin say 'acquired for that very purpose' while looking at the Beastkin, he could grasp the general meaning.
    

    

    
      …However, the 'general meaning' that entered Jerry's mind was of a nature that, from his perspective, was difficult to accept, which was why he had no choice but to react that way.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “You know best what I mean.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's about time the Beastkin settled down too.”
    

    

    
      Just as U-jin said.
    

    

    
      The one who knew best what U-jin meant was Jerry himself.
    

    

    
      ‘…A home for the Beastkin.’
    

    

    
      It was something Jerry, who had been buying and protecting Beastkin slaves sold across the continent for decades, had longed for.
    

    

    
      But conversely.
    

    

    
      Because of that, Jerry also knew better than anyone just how difficult it was.
    

    

    
      “…If I'm correct, it seems you intend to make the Beastkin the citizens of this guild's territory.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…That's impossible.”
    

    

    
      Of course, simply letting the Beastkin live in this territory was not a difficult task in itself.
    

    

    
      In fact, even now, Beastkin were in the territory, even if they were only resting their bodies in the ruins.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      ‘It's about time the Beastkin settled down too.’
    

    

    
      If U-jin’s words weren't just about protecting a portion of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      If he was talking about enabling ‘all Beastkin’ to obtain the status of ‘territory citizens’ guaranteed by the Order.
    

    

    
      In other words, if he was talking about the ‘revival of the Beastkin power’ that had fallen into ruin long ago.
    

    

    
      Then Jerry could be certain that it was an impossible task.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      If it were something that could be achieved with money or effort, Jerry would have likely done it long ago.
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      As if reading his confident disbelief, U-jin asked Jerry.
    

    

    
      Why exactly.
    

    

    
      Why was it an impossible task?
    

    

    
      “…There are three obstacles that come to mind immediately.”
    

    

    
      Jerry's answer to that question was swift.
    

    

    
      As it was a problem he had already thought about, the obstacles to overcome for the revival of the Beastkin nation were crystal clear in his mind.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    

    
      At Jerry's response, U-jin shrugged and urged him on.
    

    

    
      “…First, it's not certain whether your guild's establishment will receive the Order's approval. Even if this place is recorded as a dormant territory in the database, establishing a guild is a separate issue.”
    

    

    
      “And?”
    

    

    
      Nodding as if Jerry's point was valid, U-jin asked for the second one.
    

    

    
      “…Even if it receives approval as an official guild, most Beastkin currently exist as slaves. It's impossible to solve the illegal slave problem, which even the Order hasn't been able to eradicate, in a short time.”
    

    

    
      “And.”
    

    

    
      Finally, the third.
    

    

    
      “…The Beastkin, scattered across the entire continent, are a race that has already been fragmented after their nation was dismantled once. Gathering them together again will not be as easy as you think.”
    

    

    
      The three points Jerry pointed out were not challenges that could be solved by the efforts of a single individual.
    

    

    
      No, leaving aside a solution, it was an unprecedented task, making it difficult to even fathom where to begin finding a possibility. It could be considered a task defined as impossible.
    

    

    
      …Moreover.
    

    

    
      U-jin was in a state where he didn't even have control over his own freedom.
    

    

    
      Without any exaggeration, these were not matters that could be discussed when he was set to enter the 'Darkest Dungeon' the day after tomorrow.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      However, despite Jerry's confident denial, U-jin showed a meaningful smile.
    

    

    
      “…So, to put it simply.”
    

    

    
      *Grin—*
    

    

    
      “You’re saying it’s possible if we solve just those three things.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      To speak of the beginning of the 'Guild', one must turn the clock back quite a long time.
    

    

    
      Unlike the present, where the confrontational structure between the Order and the Demon King's Army had become entrenched, and almost all factions on the central continent were divided into two huge groups, the ‘The Order's Allied Forces’ and the ‘Demon King's Alliance Forces’.
    

    

    
      It was a time when they were both growing their forces by absorbing and enticing numerous neutral factions.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      About several hundred, or even several thousand years ago.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That era was, needless to say, a transitional period in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Of course, even back then, the confrontation between the Demon King's Army and the Order's Alliance existed.
    

    

    
      And the scale of the War against Demons that arose from their conflict could not be called small.
    

    

    
      But the number of neutral factions existing between them was incomparably larger than it is now.
    

    

    
      And in comparison, the scale of the Demon King's Alliance Forces and the Order's Allied Forces was relatively small.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Thus, even in that transitional period of the War against Demons, where the scale of the war against the Demon King's Army was expanding year by year, the biggest headache for the Order at the time was not the war itself.
    

    

    
      Conflict.
    

    

    
      The conflict within the Order's Alliance, which at the time lacked bonds and trust due to its short history, was a more serious problem than the minor victories or defeats in the immediate war.
    

    

    
      And for good reason.
    

    

    
      Unlike now, when they are completely united around the Order.
    

    

    
      Back then, the interests of each faction were intricately tangled, and conflicts arising from them were not uncommon.
    

    

    
      The risk generated by this was the worst possible outcome: ‘the failure of the Order's Alliance to continue.’
    

    

    
      The ‘Refugee Phenomenon’ was one of the internal conflict issues that the Order paid close attention to.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It was a matter of course.
    

    

    
      In the central continent where the War against Demons raged daily, countless refugees were generated.
    

    

    
      The territories of tribes that had stood firm since ancient times were turned into wastelands in the course of the war.
    

    

    
      And great kingdoms that had been built up over a long time were turned into barren lands overnight by the concentrated attacks of the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      Of course, in most cases, the problem was resolved as the ‘refugees of a fallen nation’ were naturally absorbed by neighboring countries.
    

    

    
      But like all things in the world, such an extreme situation could not always fit together perfectly like a puzzle.
    

    

    
      Among the tribes or nations that fell during the War against Demons, there were not a few that had complex interests with neighboring countries.
    

    

    
      In the end, the ‘refugees’ who could not be absorbed due to such interests were forced to wander from place to place within the Order's lands without a proper identity or destination.
    

    

    
      The prime examples were the Beastkin seen in Shandong and the Elves who, until recently, had wandered the slave markets alongside them.
    

    

    
      In fact, if that was all, it wouldn't have been a major problem.
    

    

    
      …The problem lay in what happened afterward.
    

    

    
      While the majority of refugees contented themselves with hiding their identities and wandering in the shadows, some among them could not accept their reality and expressed their discontent with the force they possessed.
    

    

    
      Radical refugee factions demanding the restoration of their fallen nations and their Constellations, which had already been annihilated by the Demon King.
    

    

    
      They instigated insurrections that fueled conflict within the Order's Alliance.
    

    

    
      The occurrence of such insurrections was given a separate name within the Order's Allied Forces: the ‘Refugee Phenomenon’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The Order, troubled by the ‘Refugee Phenomenon’ that grew with each passing year, searched desperately for a solution.
    

    

    
      Then, one day, the ‘retired Heroes’ and ‘Hero candidates who gave up their ordination’ came into their sights.
    

    

    
      Watching them, who had taken a step back from the front lines of the War against Demons and were carrying out requests for a living in a half-hearted manner.
    

    

    
      They thought that these fallen powers might be the key to solving the Refugee Phenomenon.
    

    

    
      The method the Order devised was simple.
    

    

    
      To modify and apply the ‘chosen people relationship between a Constellation and its people’.
    

    

    
      They would gather a few like-minded Heroes, grant them a splendid Guild House along with a unique territory.
    

    

    
      In return, the guild would be obligated to create a home for the refugees within the territory and ensure its security. This was the method the Order came up with.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The ‘guild system’ that began this way fulfilled the Order's expectations perfectly.
    

    

    
      It appropriately resolved the conflicts within the Order's Alliance caused by the Refugee Phenomenon and allowed for the efficient management of surplus land generated during the war.
    

    

    
      It was truly a masterstroke that perfectly addressed the problems of the time.
    

    

    
      The Order's guild policy had an immediate effect on the Refugee Phenomenon that was emerging among the allied nations, and as its effectiveness was proven, the Order actively encouraged guilds, leading to numerous guilds establishing themselves within the Order's lands.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      However, the guild system, which had operated smoothly for quite a long time and effectively resolved the conflicts of the Order's Alliance, was now virtually abolished.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Due to a certain incident that occurred relatively recently, the Order had completely blocked the establishment of new guilds.
    

    

    
      ‘Isaac Einstein’
    

    

    
      The worst nightmare born from the Hero system had its influence here as well.
    

    

    
      The incident where he, while still active as a Hero candidate for the Order, operated illegal laboratories in several territories granted to him in the name of a guild.
    

    

    
      With that horrific incident as a turning point, the Order reconsidered the continuation of the guild system.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The blind spot of the guild system that the Order had overlooked was the ‘seclusion of the territory’.
    

    

    
      Most of the territories the Order granted to guilds were either the lands of a Constellation that had vanished during the war.
    

    

    
      Or they were existing Demon King's Territories that had been successfully occupied during the war.
    

    

    
      So, naturally, there was no governing Constellation in those areas.
    

    

    
      And the Order's Chapels, whose continued existence depended on the ‘presence of a Constellation’, could not be built.
    

    

    
      In the end, due to the absence of Chapels that served as the Order's eyes, full authority over the granted territory was delegated to the Guild House.
    

    

    
      The Order could only inspect the area through the reports of the Guild Master and their Acolyte Priest.
    

    

    
      …It was this blind spot that Einstein thoroughly exploited, carrying out illegal experiments within the Guild House that he could not perform elsewhere.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Not only did he conduct illegal experimental research that violated research ethics, but he also did not discriminate between humans and Magical Beasts in his treatment of test subjects.
    

    

    
      The Magical Beasts and territory citizens who became subjects of his worst-of-the-worst biological experiments were reported as attackers and victims of small-scale battle raids that attacked the territory.
    

    

    
      In the end, the territory itself became a kind of giant laboratory, dancing in the palm of Isaac Einstein's hand.
    

    

    
      With the revelation of the illegal laboratories after Isaac Einstein defected to the Demon King's Army, Guild Houses across the continent were thrown into an uproar.
    

    

    
      The Order drastically raised the operating conditions, dissolving all guilds except for a few elite ones that could maintain the new, heightened standards.
    

    

    
      The territories that had been granted to them were either reclaimed or abandoned as unexplored lands.
    

    

    
      Some of the refugees from these abolished territories became refugees again, wandering the slave markets or the underworld, while others were absorbed into the remaining elite guilds.
    

    

    
      Only a few recognized, large elite guilds maintained their former glory. This was the current state of ‘Guilds’.
    

    

    
      …Because Jerry knew this all too well.
    

    

    
      In a situation where he couldn't even guarantee if this territory could truly be revived as a ‘Guild’, my talk of a ‘territory for the Beastkin’ would naturally seem absurd to him.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      If it were truly an impossible task, I wouldn't have even brought it up.
    

    

    
      “…The order is wrong.”
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      “The order is wrong.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At the short remark, Jerry's brow furrowed once again.
    

    

    
      The angle was slightly different from before.
    

    

    
      If before it was a frown of 'incredulity,' this time, the ends of his eyebrows were drawn closer together, as if he truly didn't understand what was being said.
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean by that.”
    

    

    
      “I mean. The Order's approval for establishment, solving the illegal slave problem, and uniting the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You’re saying these three are the problems, right? You probably listed them in order.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…That's right.”
    

    

    
      “Then of course it’s an impossible task.”
    

    

    
      As explained before.
    

    

    
      The Order's aversion to establishing new guilds wasn't merely on the level of 'reluctance'.
    

    

    
      It was partly due to the immense ripple effect of a figure like Isaac Einstein, but the Order as an organization was inherently conservative and tended to extremely avoid things that happened outside predictable bounds.
    

    

    
      As such, the Order had no intention of taking risks to approve a guild system they had already suffered through once.
    

    

    
      Moreover, unlike in the past when the Refugee Phenomenon was the biggest problem threatening the Order's existence, the refugee issue was not as serious in the current Order's Alliance, which was now bound by a certain degree of camaraderie and trust.
    

    

    
      Proof of this could be clearly seen in the stance the Order took after Einstein.
    

    

    
      Without any exaggeration, the Order hadn't approved a single guild establishment request among the countless that flooded in after Einstein.
    

    

    
      Literally, the establishment of new guilds was completely blocked at its source.
    

    

    
      In such a situation, it was self-evident that obtaining approval for a guild was practically impossible.
    

    

    
      It was in a similar context that Jerry brought up the guild establishment issue first.
    

    

    
      First, this dormant territory had to be approved as a guild for the Beastkin to have equal status with those belonging to other factions of the Order.
    

    

    
      That was the most important and difficult of the obstacles he mentioned, and it was a task virtually defined as impossible.
    

    

    
      He had no choice but to think that the latter two were only possible on the assumption that the first was resolved.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The obstacles I had thought of weren't much different from what he'd said.
    

    

    
      …To be honest, they were exactly the same.
    

    

    
      In my opinion as well, those three things were what was necessary to create a territory for the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “Just as you said, getting approval to establish a guild is practically impossible in the current situation. It’s so obvious that anyone would think so without needing an explanation.”
    

    

    
      The point where his thoughts and mine diverged was precisely that ‘order’.
    

    

    
      “…So-.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In the ‘current situation,’ that is.”
    

    

    
      Jerry's head tilted.
    

    

    
      “Let's try changing the order a bit.”
    

    

    
      The establishment of the guild was not first.
    

    

    
      …In the end, a guild was merely a means to manage a faction existing outside a Constellation's jurisdiction, and its essence was the single faction formed within it.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “…What if.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What if the majority of the existing Beastkin were already living in a dormant territory that hasn't even been designated as a guild?”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      They were now evaluated as a weakened race, scattered across the continent as illegal slaves, but…
    

    

    
      Back in the days when the continent was still divided into various neutral zones.
    

    

    
      From the Beastkin's perspective, during their 'tribal nation' era when numerous Beastkin tribes like the Dog-kin, Cat-kin, and Rabbit-kin gathered to form a single federation.
    

    

    
      Among the demi-human factions, the Beastkin were the ones who had built a force that could be called truly unrivaled.
    

    

    
      At the time, the only demi-human faction known to the public that could be compared to the Beastkin was the Elves.
    

    

    
      And even the Elves were considered a step below the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Of course, it would be a stretch to say that the ancient Beastkin nation would be revived just by gathering them now.
    

    

    
      Too much time had already passed.
    

    

    
      Including Jerry's Vampire race, which was known to be extinct, there were also Beastkin tribes that had gone beyond merely dwindling in numbers and had been completely wiped out.
    

    

    
      And it was true that even among the remaining Beastkin tribes, many had suffered such a blow that they could be considered virtually annihilated, having lost their tribe's history and traditional skills.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      Even so, they were the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      “…Wouldn't they have no choice but to approve the guild's establishment? From the Order's perspective.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      No matter how close to annihilation they were now, the ‘potential’ they possessed was second to none among the factions belonging to the Order.
    

    

    
      If a force of that magnitude were to gather again and settle in one place.
    

    

    
      Beyond the simple likes or dislikes of granting a guild permit, from the Order's standpoint, they couldn't possibly stand by and watch, as a matter of principle.
    

    

    
      What if.
    

    

    
      It was a long shot, but.
    

    

    
      If the united Beastkin were to declare a neutral zone and then be swayed to join the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      From the Order's perspective, there would be nothing more dreadful.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      After thinking in silence for a moment, Jerry nodded and muttered lowly.
    

    

    
      “…Indeed.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There's some possibility in that story.”
    

    

    
      It seemed he found my words somewhat plausible.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      That didn't mean he accepted my entire plan.
    

    

    
      Although he nodded, his furrowed brow hadn't completely smoothed out yet.
    

    

    
      It seemed he could see the possibility when he roughly thought it over in his head, but it didn't look like all his questions had been resolved yet.
    

    

    
      “…But, it's literally just a possibility.”
    

    

    
      Sure enough.
    

    

    
      After a brief pause, he added.
    

    

    
      “…Even if we postpone the issue of the guild's establishment approval, the other two problems are not easily solved either.”
    

    

    
      Just as he said, even if the guild issue was pushed to the back, the problem of the Beastkin faction wouldn't be solved in a snap.
    

    

    
      That is, as he had mentioned before.
    

    

    
      ‘The illegal slave problem’ and ‘the problem of uniting the Beastkin’.
    

    

    
      Those two problems still remained as tasks to be solved.
    

    

    
      “…Do you know the exact scale of the slave market?”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Beats me.”
    

    

    
      “…In the Murim Empire, just in the slave markets of the Shandong Peninsula alone, the number of Beastkin traded annually exceeds one thousand.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…If you expand that scope to the entire continent, the current scale of the slave market involves the trade of, at a low estimate, tens of thousands, and at a high estimate, hundreds of thousands of Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      As if bothered by the sunlight streaming in without his sunglasses, he stood up, drew the curtains, and continued speaking.
    

    

    
      “…The problem of illegal slavery conducted in the shadows is not something that can be solved so simply. The fact that it continues despite being prohibited by the Order's decrees means the concept of 'slavery' is already too deeply rooted socially, culturally, and economically to be dealt with.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Solving that problem at its root means…”
    

    

    
      Swish—
    

    

    
      “…directly reaching out to all components of the related market, such as the poachers who first capture the Beastkin, the high-ranking official buyers in each nation, brokers, and the direct merchants.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Exercising influence over all those places is not an easy task. Especially not in a short amount of time.”
    

    

    
      Disbelief and doubt still lingered in his voice.
    

    

    
      Even after hearing my opinion, it seemed his thought that solving those tasks was next to impossible didn't change easily.
    

    

    
      …However. There was one thing that had changed.
    

    

    
      “…Do you have a plan for that too?”
    

    

    
      It was Jerry's attitude.
    

    

    
      His attitude in asking that question had certainly changed.
    

    

    
      Unlike before, when he had completely denied it with eyes full of disbelief, he was now actually asking me for a ‘plan’.
    

    

    
      “…Darkest Dungeon.”
    

    

    
      My answer to that was simple.
    

    

    
      “Why do you think I'm going in?”
    

    

    
      A question.
    

    

    
      It was a single sentence thrown back as a question.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “…Darkest Dungeon. Why do you think I'm going in?”
    

    

    
      From that ‘strange question’ returned in response to his inquiry about a plan, Jerry was able to pinpoint one odd thing.
    

    

    
      ‘…Going in.’
    

    

    
      When discussing the Darkest Dungeon, U-jin's sentence strangely took an active, not a passive, form.
    

    

    
      Normally, the correct expression here would have been 'being sent in' rather than 'going in'.
    

    

    
      Because a prison is originally a place one is sent to by the will of others, not a place one enters of their own volition.
    

    

    
      And at that point, Jerry could faintly realize the answer to a question he'd had in the back of his mind.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      As he'd suspected, the ‘Hero-slaying Incident’ that occurred back then on the Shandong Peninsula had been part of U-jin's meticulous plan.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      He had felt something was strange from the beginning.
    

    

    
      It hadn't been a long time, but.
    

    

    
      The U-jin that Jerry had seen was not the type of person to commit an ‘impulsive act’.
    

    

    
      If one focused on his actions, one might mistake him for someone who did many impulsive things because he always acted outside of common sense.
    

    

    
      But Jerry knew well that, in retrospect, almost everything had been under U-jin's plan.
    

    

    
      He just hadn't been able to accept it, deceived by the 'common sense' that surely, no one would walk into that land of death on their own two feet.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      When his thoughts reached that point…
    

    

    
      …the keywords ‘Beastkin’ and ‘Darkest Dungeon’, which had seemed completely unrelated, began to entangle in Jerry's mind.
    

    

    
      Old memories.
    

    

    
      Nostalgia.
    

    

    
      Resentment.
    

    

    
      Repentance.
    

    

    
      Hatred.
    

    

    
      Atonement.
    

    

    
      The two words that had stirred Jerry's heart, bringing up all sorts of emotions and memories.
    

    

    
      Soon, they caused the portrait of a certain individual to surface in his mind.
    

    

    
      …A face he had faintly recalled even when U-jin first entered the Guild House and spoke of his 'trip to the Darkest Dungeon'.
    

    

    
      The face of an old friend he had seen in the calm surface of his coffee cup.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      Watching U-jin raise the corners of his mouth, Jerry helplessly confessed the individual's name.
    

    

    
      “…Tom.”
    

    

    
      The last remaining ‘Vampire Hunter’.
    

    

    
      A Silver Wolf Clan Beastkin who was imprisoned in the Darkest Dungeon after hunting the last vampire.
    

    

    
      The rightful heir of the Lycan family, which, along with the Dracula family, was regarded as the greatest combat family among the Beastkin tribes back when the Beastkin nation was still powerful.
    

    

    
      His name.
    

    

    
      “…Tom. L. Hardist.”
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      “…Tom. L. Hardist.”
    

    

    
      His full name was ‘Thomas. Lycan. Hardist’.
    

    

    
      The last remaining ‘Vampire Hunter’.
    

    

    
      A Silver Wolf Clan Beastkin who was imprisoned in the Darkest Dungeon after hunting the last vampire.
    

    

    
      The rightful heir of the Lycan family, which, along with the Dracula family, was regarded as the greatest combat family among the Beastkin tribes back when the Beastkin nation was still powerful.
    

    

    
      It was a name Jerry was already familiar with.
    

    

    
      …No.
    

    

    
      He wasn't someone who could be described as merely 'familiar'.
    

    

    
      For Jerry, who rarely formed deep relationships, Tom was one of the few people in his entire life with whom he'd had a profound connection.
    

    

    
      He was a figure already tied to Jerry by a deep bond.
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “That's right, Tom Hardist.”
    

    

    
      Jerry had hoped inwardly that it wasn't true, but…
    

    

    
      U-jin affirmed that this was the reason he was going to the Darkest Dungeon, nodding his head.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The conversation broke off.
    

    

    
      Jerry's characteristic habit of stroking his eyebrow and falling silent whenever he was deep in thought emerged.
    

    

    
      Silence between the two wasn't an unfamiliar occurrence, but…
    

    

    
      This bout of silence was much longer than usual.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Perhaps the name Tom itself was such a shock that it was difficult to accept.
    

    

    
      Jerry tried hard to maintain his poker face, but he couldn't completely hide his wavering eyes.
    

    

    
      After a long silence passed.
    

    

    
      “…Are you planning to bring him out of the Darkest Dungeon?”
    

    

    
      Having organized his thoughts, Jerry asked U-jin in a low voice.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “…Well, that’s the plan, for now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He's essential to the Beastkin, and besides, there's no one better suited to crushing the 'illegal slave problem'.”
    

    

    
      …It was an undeniable fact.
    

    

    
      Even though he had already served his full sentence, received under the pretext of atoning for the blood on his hands, he still hadn't left the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      He was someone who had stood at the forefront of matters concerning the Beastkin more than anyone, and he was someone who could stand at the forefront more than anyone.
    

    

    
      …The person who knew that best was none other than Jerry.
    

    

    
      “…So that's why you became a Hero-Slayer.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…To enter the Darkest Dungeon and meet Hardist.”
    

    

    
      He couldn't tell what exactly U-jin's plan entailed.
    

    

    
      Even just now, how could that name be the answer to the 'illegal slave problem'?
    

    

    
      It was difficult to pinpoint exactly where the connection lay.
    

    

    
      However, the presence of 'Tom Hardist' in Jerry's mind was so immense that he found himself unconsciously accepting even that seemingly nonsensical line of reasoning.
    

    

    
      In fact, even now, if 'Tom Hardist' really did get out of there…
    

    

    
      ...and set out to solve the 'illegal slave problem', unlike Jerry's passive approach which had been limited to helplessly buying Beastkin slaves...
    

    

    
      ...he felt that Tom might just be able to uproot the problem itself.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In Jerry's domain, that was an utterly impossible task, but…
    

    

    
      ...for 'Tom Hardist', it might not be such a difficult task.
    

    

    
      Considering the fighting spirit and skill of the man who had dedicated his life to vampire hunting right up until the day he entered the Darkest Dungeon, it didn't seem like a completely absurd idea.
    

    

    
      …Of course.
    

    

    
      It wasn't without its problems.
    

    

    
      “…Then I will step aside.”
    

    

    
      The problem was that the 'bond' connecting Tom and Jerry was not an ordinary fate, but a twisted one.
    

    

    
      “…I don't know the exact details of your plan, but…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…even if that plan succeeds and the illegal slave problem is completely solved, if he and I are in the same place, it will be difficult to gather all the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      In truth, one could easily guess their relationship just from the titles that represented them, without needing any further explanation.
    

    

    
      Tom was the ‘last Vampire Hunter’, after all.
    

    

    
      And Jerry was the ‘last vampire’.
    

    

    
      Even without knowing the exact circumstances, anyone could surmise that Tom and Jerry were not on friendly enough terms to face each other and shake hands.
    

    

    
      It was self-evident that problems would arise from the mere fact that Jerry, the heir of the Vampire Clan, was alive, contrary to what was known to the public.
    

    

    
      “…It's an impossible task.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…In the end, he and I are at the very beginning of what split the Beastkin nation into so many factions.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, Jerry's eyes held the conviction of 'impossibility'.
    

    

    
      That such a thing...
    

    

    
      ...that 'Tom and Jerry' would join forces for the recovery of the Beastkin, could never happen.
    

    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    

    
      From Jerry's perspective, he had no choice but to think that way.
    

    

    
      He spoke of it as if it were simply a problem between him and 'Tom', but it wasn't just a problem between two Beastkin.
    

    

    
      It was a problem of the great families and clans led by those two Beastkin.
    

    

    
      In a way, it was a problem that represented the entire Beastkin race, which had been fractured and ended up in this state.
    

    

    
      It was only natural that he found it hard to believe he could unravel the tangled web of their ill-fated relationship, which had been woven over many generations.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      “…Well, that's my business to take care of.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I'm bringing him back, so just be aware of that.”
    

    

    
      U-jin, however, remained completely unfazed by that conviction.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Let's go out and get something to eat.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Sizzle—
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      Barbecue.
    

    

    
      A cooking method where large chunks of meat and vegetables are roasted over a fire, or a general term for meat cooked in such a way.
    

    

    
      It began as a technique used to remove the gamey smell of un-farmed wild pork and to cook inexpensive cuts deliciously, but…
    

    

    
      ...due to its nature of using fire most closely and directly, it evolved more profoundly than other cooking methods, becoming a grilling technique that maximizes the flavor and taste of meat in the modern era.
    

    

    
      Furthermore.
    

    

    
      It was my favorite way to cook meat.
    

    

    
      “…Now?”
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi asked, staring at the meat sizzling on the charcoal grill.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      I replied.
    

    

    
      “Then now?”
    

    

    
      Not even ten seconds later, he asked again.
    

    

    
      “I said no.”
    

    

    
      I shook my head again.
    

    

    
      “Then perhaps now is the time!!!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      With the heart of an older brother (?), I was trying to personally show him the essence of barbecue.
    

    

    
      It seemed grilling meat was really something you shouldn't entrust to others.
    

    

    
      …To be precise, the mistake was entrusting it to Cheong-yi, who was already drooling with his eyes glazed over from the smell of meat.
    

    

    
      “If you flip it now, you're not getting any meat.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      It seemed the warning I'd spat out was quite effective.
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi, who was about to touch the meat with the tongs, took two steps back.
    

    

    
      “…How can a great man be so petty with food.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Brother, how will you ever get married with such a narrow mind?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not getting married, you punk.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And besides, for a man, it's called 'taking a wife'.”
    

    

    
      Replying to his petulant remark, I snatched the tongs from his grasp and stepped up to the charcoal grill myself.
    

    

    
      ‘…Still, I can't do this half-heartedly.’
    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #11]
    

    

    
      「A barbecue party to celebrate completing 10 bucket list items.」
    

    

    

    
      It was an item clearly written on my bucket list, so I couldn't just gloss over it carelessly.
    

    

    
      Matching the level of effort to my other bucket list items was the least I could do out of respect (?) for the items I've achieved so far, and for those I will achieve in the future.
    

    

    
      Since I'd written it down as an item, I needed to have the 'best barbecue party'.
    

    

    
      Haaah—
    

    

    
      Eliya, who was sitting at the set table clutching her head, muttered with a long sigh.
    

    

    
      “A man who’s being dragged off to a land of death the day after tomorrow…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…is having a carefree barbecue party…”
    

    

    
      It was the same reaction as always.
    

    

    
      The kid muttered with an expression that, while somewhat used to it, still showed complete inability to understand.
    

    

    
      “…Seeing you like this, Hero. I sometimes wonder if you're not just ordinary, but a bit lacking.”
    

    

    
      “I agree. At times like this, he's a bona fide idiot, that's for sure…”
    

    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    

    
      “Ah. A slip of the tongue.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who was carrying plates over to Eliya, nodded her head, expressing her fervent agreement.
    

    

    
      “I was going to say retard.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At their conversation, which was no different from a comedy routine, a chuckle—*psst*—escaped my lips before I knew it.
    

    

    
      “…The ways of a noble man are not meant to be understood by just anyone.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Isn't that right, J. J?”
    

    

    
      Hoping I might have at least one person on my side, I turned to look at Jerry and asked, but…
    

    

    
      ...despite being close enough to have heard my voice clearly, he didn't answer.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It seemed that bringing up 'Tom Hardist' in our earlier conversation had disturbed him more than just a little.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      Beyond their personal relationship as 'Vampire Hunter' and 'vampire'.
    

    

    
      The Vampire Clan and the Werewolf Clan.
    

    

    
      Specifically, the heirs of the Dracula and Lycan families, which could be called the head families of their respective clans, had been entangled in a terrible, ill-fated relationship since before the dissolution of the Beastkin nation.
    

    

    
      ‘…Good thing I told him beforehand.’
    

    

    
      To be honest, it was something I had agonized over a bit.
    

    

    
      Of course, entering the Darkest Dungeon to bring out Tom Hardist was part of the plan, but…
    

    

    
      ...telling Jerry about it beforehand was a problem in a different league.
    

    

    
      Seeing the guy who was second to none in his composure acting like that, I thought that if I had shown up with Tom without any warning, I might have seen him fall flat on his back.
    

    

    
      …Though a small part of me was disappointed, thinking that would have been more fun to watch.
    

    

    
      Sizzle—
    

    

    
      Flipping the meat, I took my eyes off Jerry.
    

    

    
      ‘…I think my business with Jerry is done for now.’
    

    

    
      Eliya had called it just a 'barbecue party', but…
    

    

    
      I hadn't thrown this barbecue party without any thought, just to stuff my face with meat.
    

    

    
      I had no intention of wasting the two days of special leave I was given either.
    

    

    
      The reason I arranged this gathering was to resolve, in a short time, the various issues I had left as temporary patch-ups when I was imprisoned as a Hero-Slayer.
    

    

    
      Because I couldn't estimate how long it would take to mine 'Quark's Source Stone' and persuade 'Tom. L. Hardist' in the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      The first of those was the conversation I had with Jerry.
    

    

    
      And the next was.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Eliya.
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      The role of an Attendant Priest could be summarized in the short phrase 'to attend the Hero'.
    

    

    
      But that single phrase didn't encompass the full weight of the role; it wasn't that the Attendant Priest's importance was minor or small.
    

    

    
      Especially for a Hero candidate from a Lower Plane, who lacked 'experience' and 'common knowledge' about the Upper Plane more than anything else. 
    

    

    
      The role of the Attendant Priest was to fill those gaps, allowing the candidate to focus solely on 'completing requests' and 'growing'.
    

    

    
      Therefore, while it varied slightly from case to case, the Attendant Priest's role was most prominent during the 'Hero candidate' stage, when the Hero's knowledge and fundamentals were at their lowest.
    

    

    
      In fact, the best proof of this was a question she had asked her senior Attendant Priests back when she was still an apprentice.
    

    

    
      ‘When do you feel the most pride?’
    

    

    
      The answer they gave to her innocent question was, ‘When the Hero candidate I'm attending becomes a Hero.’
    

    

    
      The sense of accomplishment and relief they felt at that moment, they said, was so overwhelming it couldn't be put into words.
    

    

    
      …That was why.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That was why Eliya couldn't help but feel a sense of doubt.
    

    

    
      The image she had imagined of herself as an Attendant Priest when she asked that question simply did not exist.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Hero candidate, ‘Seo U-jin’s’ merit has reached the threshold.]
    

    

    
      [The conditions for ordination as an official Hero have been met.]
    

    

    

    

    
      When U-jin acquired his 1-Star qualification.
    

    

    
      She hadn't been involved in the 'acceptance of the request' or its 'completion', and she wasn't even on the scene.
    

    

    
      A sense of accomplishment? Relief?
    

    

    
      She didn't have a chance to feel any of that.
    

    

    
      When she simply read those sentences as if being notified, the honest emotion that settled in her heart was 'bewilderment'.
    

    

    
      It was true that U-jin had obtained his 1-Star qualification, but the extent to which she, his Attendant Priest, had been involved in the process was practically 'none' at all.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Still.
    

    

    
      Up until that message appeared, it hadn't been so bad.
    

    

    
      She certainly didn't welcome him accepting and completing requests without her knowledge, but…
    

    

    
      ...come what may, she could at least feel a sense of pride in attending a Hero who was far superior to other candidates.
    

    

    
      The real problem started after that.
    

    

    
      When she arrived on the Shandong Peninsula, bewildered after confirming the message about his 1-Star qualification, U-jin already had handcuffs on his wrists.
    

    

    
      Before she could even grasp the full situation, U-jin was put on trial for the crime of 'Hero-Slaying'.
    

    

    
      Just like that, his Hero candidate status was immediately revoked, and before she could do anything, he was given a 'suspended death sentence'.
    

    

    
      The second-most severe punishment after the highest legal penalty, the 'death penalty'.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, Eliya, unable to accept the verdict, had immediately filed for an appeal, but it was an undeniable fact that the situation was not optimistic.
    

    

    
      For one, the crime of Hero-Slaying fell under the category of a capital crime against the Commandments.
    

    

    
      And although she didn't say it in front of U-jin, Eliya also believed that the best outcome of the appeal would be a reduced sentence.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The entire process was different.
    

    

    
      Different from what she had imagined.
    

    

    
      Everything she was currently experiencing.
    

    

    
      …If there was one thing that was similar to the stories she'd heard from her seniors, it was the feeling of being 'so overwhelmed it couldn't be put into words', though the nature of it was completely different.
    

    

    
      Other than that, the only things Eliya could experience while attending U-jin were unexpected, unfamiliar events and the feeling of being flustered.
    

    

    
      The 'unpredictable developments' she had felt since their first meeting in the Gateway Zone had only continued to pile up without a single resolution as they went through Kunlun and the Shandong Peninsula to arrive back here.
    

    

    
      And even right now.
    

    

    
      She couldn't understand why Louis Burton, an Inquisitor, would tell U-jin his expected sentence, or why U-jin could accept it so matter-of-factly.
    

    

    
      …If what Eliya knew was correct.
    

    

    
      Louis Burton was not the type of person to utter such words lightly, which made it all the more confusing.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      The very existence of this territory and the Guild House was part of those incomprehensible developments.
    

    

    
      She couldn't understand 'how' U-jin knew about the Order's defunct 'Guild' system, or 'why' he had asked for something like a Guild House.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just how on earth…’
    

    

    
      …the fact that this person named J. J. had actually acquired it just because he was asked was even more incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      “…Amazing. To think you could make this with a lower-grade cut used for bacon…”
    

    

    
      “…Brother, are you truly a god?”
    

    

    
      “The taste is the same as ever. This meat was the problem back then, too…”
    

    

    
      The numerous doubts that had piled up thanks to U-jin ultimately converged on these three household members, who were exclaiming in admiration as they ate the meat U-jin had grilled.
    

    

    
      J. J., Shim Cheong, and Kim Sia.
    

    

    
      These three, whom U-jin had told to 'be well' when he was imprisoned, were getting along so naturally that Eliya felt as if she were the one intruding.
    

    

    
      …It went without saying that none of the three were ordinary.
    

    

    
      First, J. J.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’m pretty sure he’s the one who got the Guild House.’
    

    

    
      It was an incident from 100 years ago; all Hero guilds, except for the seven major guilds of the continent, had been disbanded.
    

    

    
      The territories that had been bestowed upon them were known to have been returned to the Order upon dissolution or classified as undeveloped land.
    

    

    
      So, it was only natural that Eliya had no idea that a place like this...
    

    

    
      ...a 'third territory that belongs to the Order but not to the jurisdiction of a Constellation', still remained, transferred to a dormant status.
    

    

    
      Of course, simply being classified as a dormant territory and receiving official permission from the Order to be recognized as a 'Guild' were two different things, but…
    

    

    
      ...even so, this was clearly a remarkable feat.
    

    

    
      It was called a Guild House, but acquiring this Guild House meant acquiring all the vast surrounding land as well.
    

    

    
      And buying and selling an entire territory required a level of financial power that even a considerable tycoon couldn't easily muster.
    

    

    
      …To buy such a thing at the request of a travel companion he met on a train was beyond remarkable; it was practically a contradiction in terms.
    

    

    
      Adding to that, the fact that he commanded numerous Beastkin slaves only deepened his extraordinary aura.
    

    

    
      She didn't know for sure, but she suspected he might be a high-ranking official or a shadowy power broker of some great nation.
    

    

    
      …Next was Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      This one was no pushover either.
    

    

    
      ‘…3-Star.’
    

    

    
      Unlike J. J., who exuded an extraordinary aura, Shim Cheong's appearance was quite ordinary.
    

    

    
      To describe her based on Eliya's first impression:
    

    

    
      An oriental-style girl who seemed oblivious to the ways of the world.
    

    

    
      A girl whose innocent aura emanated not just from her appearance but also from her words and actions.
    

    

    
      If you were to open a map of the Murim Empire and point anywhere, she seemed like the kind of twenty-year-old girl you'd be likely to find there.
    

    

    
      …But based solely on the information Eliya had, she found this girl's identity more suspicious than that of J. J., who was presumed to possess immense wealth and information networks.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just what kind of innocent young girl has a 3-Star Trait at the tender age of twenty?’
    

    

    
      A shocking sentence that had appeared in the summary of U-jin's request completion.
    

    

    

    
      [■Subordinate, Shim Cheong’s <Trait: Heavenly Demon (天魔)(★★★☆☆)> temporarily blooms.]
    

    

    

    
      That sentence was clear proof that this innocent-looking girl possessed the ability to, at least temporarily, manifest a 3-Star Trait.
    

    

    
      To put it crudely, 'it's a 3-Star'.
    

    

    
      3-Star was not a level one could take lightly.
    

    

    
      As a simple example, the absolute upper limit a typical 1-Star Hero could conceive of was a 3-Star Hero.
    

    

    
      One might casually think that a Hero candidate becoming a 1-Star Hero required the same level of difficulty and effort as a 1-Star Hero becoming a 2-Star, but…
    

    

    
      ...the system of the Upper Plane was not so lenient.
    

    

    
      Going from 1-Star to 2-Star wasn't just about raising a single level, but a 'Promotion'.
    

    

    
      It was something only possible by achieving an absolute rise in one's given rank.
    

    

    
      Just like the joke that circulated among Heroes, 'one well-raised Silver is worth ten Bronzes'.
    

    

    
      If the difference in level was jokingly referred to as being tenfold…
    

    

    
      ...the fact that she could temporarily use a 3-Star level ability at the age of twenty was something that couldn't be described as simply 'amazing'; anyone would nod in agreement.
    

    

    
      Even now, if you offered a 3-Star Trait, there would be Heroes all over the Upper Plane willing to offer up their livers and gallbladders and come running like dogs.
    

    

    
      ‘…Heavenly Demon.’
    

    

    
      At least with this one, she had a guess.
    

    

    
      She knew well about the 'Heavenly Demon' of the Demonic Cult, who was said to have stood shoulder to shoulder with the Emperor of the Murim Empire.
    

    

    
      She had a thought in her mind that it might be related to that.
    

    

    
      However… she couldn't figure out what connection she had with the already-fallen Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      And since she couldn't guess what the word 'Subordinate' at the beginning of the summary meant…
    

    

    
      ...her suspicion remained undiminished.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And finally, Kim Sia.
    

    

    
      At least with this one, some time had passed, and she had exchanged a few words with her.
    

    

    
      And since she was a 'Hero candidate' like U-jin, there were some parts she could understand.
    

    

    
      But it was an undeniable fact that she too had aspects that were incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      She must have an assigned Attendant Priest and duties to perform, yet she had been following U-jin around ever since leaving the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      Of course, it could be out of gratitude to U-jin for getting her away from (?) the 'Demonic Species' during the incident in the Gateway Zone, but…
    

    

    
      ...if what Eliya was sensing wasn't wrong…
    

    

    
      ...there were times when she caught a glimpse of something like a 'hierarchical relationship', as if she were being blackmailed.
    

    

    
      …Of course, she wouldn't know the exact circumstances unless U-jin told her.
    

    

    
      Shake shake—
    

    

    
      ‘…First, let me eat some of this. I have to find out this time.’
    

    

    
      Shaking her head with a sigh, Eliya cast off the thoughts that filled her mind and focused on what was in front of her.
    

    

    
      The only thing she knew for sure at this moment was…
    

    

    
      ...that the barbecue U-jin personally grilled was exceptionally delicious.
    

    

    
      Her chopsticks reached for the plate, which had been refilled with the now-empty meat. Picking up a piece, Eliya brought it to her mouth.
    

    

    
      Chomp—
    

    

    
      U-jin's meat did not disappoint.
    

    

    
      The smoky charcoal flavor deeply infused in the pork, the savory taste and slight bitterness from being seared in sizzling fat.
    

    

    
      And the aroma of the grilled garlic that she had unintentionally picked up with it created a divinely blissful combination.
    

    

    
      Chew—
    

    

    
      One bite of impulse.
    

    

    
      Chew—
    

    

    
      One bite of curiosity.
    

    

    
      Chew—
    

    

    
      One bite of suspicion.
    

    

    
      Chew—
    

    

    
      And finally, one bite of conviction.
    

    

    
      After those four chews, Eliya found herself swallowing without realizing it.
    

    

    
      “…Wow.”
    

    

    
      An exclamation rising from the depths of her chest couldn't help but escape her lips.
    

    

    
      …Because, without a single lie, it was the 'most' delicious thing she had ever eaten in her life.
    

    

    
      In that moment, her heart swelled with a sudden richness, and Eliya's hidden 'altruism' kicked into gear.
    

    

    
      “Don’t just eat the meat, try it with this too!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s my first time eating it like this too, but it’s surprisingly delicious.”
    

    

    
      She began to preach 'the benefits and effects of grilled garlic' to Jerry, who was conspicuously picking out only the meat next to her.
    

    

    
      It was a bit of a stretch to say they had become friends, but they had at least gotten acquainted while she occasionally helped with the Guild House's upkeep during U-jin's imprisonment.
    

    

    
      Her altruism, stemming from a truly pure heart, led to her spreading the gospel of grilled garlic to Jerry.
    

    

    
      “I thought garlic’s main features were its strong aroma and sharp taste. But when you grill it, those things surprisingly disappear, and along with a sweet taste…”
    

    

    
      “…I'll pass.”
    

    

    
      Once.
    

    

    
      “Just close your eyes and try it once. I’m telling you, I used to hate garlic too!”
    

    

    
      “…I believe I have politely expressed my refusal.”
    

    

    
      Twice.
    

    

    
      “I know. So just try one bite, and if you don’t like it—.”
    

    

    
      And a third time.
    

    

    
      At Eliya's persistent recommendation despite his clear refusal, Jerry turned his head to U-jin, pleading for help.
    

    

    
      “He says he doesn’t want it, so that’s enough, Eliya.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Food torture is still a form of torture.”
    

    

    
      U-jin did not ignore Jerry's gaze.
    

    

    
      “What? This is food torture? Even if he’s a picky eater, he can at least try one piece of garlic. How can you call this torture…”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “He may be a half-blood, but that guy is a direct descendant. A fake like me is fine, but for a pure-born vampire, just looking at garlic up close is probably enough to make him gag.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's answer, Eliya covered her mouth with an 'Ah!', then bowed her head repeatedly toward Jerry.
    

    

    
      “I really didn’t know you were a direct blood descendant of a vampire…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I was so rude without even knowing…”
    

    

    
      And just as she was about to bow for the third time.
    

    

    
      “…Eh?”
    

    

    
      Noticing something strange, Eliya let out a dumbfounded sound.
    

    

    
      “…Eeeek!!!”
    

    

    
      An ensuing scream followed as she fell backward out of her seat.
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      “…Is it really something to be so surprised about?”
    

    

    
      “It’s more than enough to be surprised about!!!”
    

    

    
      “Then what did you think? You saw the summary list, didn't you.”
    

    

    
      “Well…”
    

    

    
      U-jin’s assertion, ‘You saw the summary list, didn't you,’ left Eliya speechless.
    

    

    
      It was true that she had read the 2-Star Trait 'Whole Vampire' in U-jin's summary list.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      “…But.”
    

    

    
      Yes, as U-jin said, she had read it, so she had nothing to say.
    

    

    
      But she couldn't help the sense of injustice welling up in her heart.
    

    

    
      At the time, the summary list itself was riddled with all sorts of unbelievable things.
    

    

    
      And with him being immediately put on trial, she hadn't had the luxury to care about anything else.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that she had erased it from her mind, but there hadn't been enough time to ask and answer such questions. 
    

    

    
      And since U-jin's situation was dire, having been sentenced to a punishment equivalent to the 'death penalty', she had no choice but to push it to the back of her mind.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      Putting everything else aside, the very fact that a pure-blooded vampire was still alive was astonishing in itself.
    

    

    
      Since he seemed to command a great number of Beastkin, Eliya wouldn't have been this surprised if he had simply said he was a Beastkin.
    

    

    
      That would have been within an acceptable range.
    

    

    
      But vampires were a different story.
    

    

    
      It was already an established fact in the Upper Plane that the entire Vampire (Vampire) clan had been driven to extinction by vampire hunters.
    

    

    
      “Well, at this point, you’ve probably figured it out without me having to say more.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The reason I got the vampire Trait is because J. J. here bit me.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's addition, Jerry offered a brief rebuttal.
    

    

    
      “…If you put it that way, it sounds like I forced you.”
    

    

    
      “So what? Let’s just go with that then.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      “Look. A bite mark.”
    

    

    
      U-jin rolled up his sleeve, showing the scar left alongside the magic circle.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At the shocking story, Eliya, who had been looking back and forth between U-jin and Jerry, was unable to speak further.
    

    

    
      For her sake, U-jin took the lead in the conversation.
    

    

    
      “Alright, since it’s come to this. We might as well have a question time.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Three. I’ll answer exactly three questions, whatever they are. Let’s count that last one as one…”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Two left now.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      It seemed she was genuinely shocked by the fact that Jerry was a 'descendant of the vampire clan', which was known to have been annihilated, but Eliya didn't just stand there with a dumbfounded expression forever.
    

    

    
      From the look in her eyes, it seemed she thought another chance like this wouldn't come again.
    

    

    
      …In reality, once I entered the Darkest Dungeon, it would be an indefinite amount of time, so she wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      And so, the question the girl uttered after deep contemplation with a serious expression was.
    

    

    
      “…What about Ms. Cheong?”
    

    

    
      It was a question about Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      “If I remember correctly, she activated a 3-Star Trait called ‘Heavenly Demon’. I’d like to know how that was possible, and what the word Subordinate attached to the front of it means.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Please tell me.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't a difficult question to answer.
    

    

    
      Although I had said, ‘since it’s come to this,’ I had actually planned to give Eliya some explanation from the moment we entered the Guild House.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      “Her name, as you know, is Shim Cheong.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just as you saw in the summary list, she is the successor who inherited the blood of the first Heavenly Demon, and the new master of the ‘Demonic Sword’ passed down through the Demonic Cult. That’s what they call the ‘Heavenly Demon’.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…For reference, the Demonic Sword I’m talking about is.”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      “This sword right here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It may look like this, but it’s a Holy Relic.”
    

    

    
      At the mention of a Holy Relic, Eliya’s mouth fell open even wider.
    

    

    
      “…Good heavens.”
    

    

    
      It was an understandable reaction.
    

    

    
      The 3-Star Trait that appeared in the summary was certainly surprising enough, but…
    

    

    
      ...a ‘Holy Relic’ was a different story altogether.
    

    

    
      Come what may, a Holy Relic was a transcendent weapon engraved with the power of a being that had reached divinity.
    

    

    
      A high-tier weapon that could be considered a national treasure passed down through a 'nation', not just an individual.
    

    

    
      And such a weapon…
    

    

    
      “…Then the thing you used to slice the meat earlier was.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “It’s pretty sharp, after all.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The fact that it had been used for nothing more than slicing meat must have been quite a shock from her perspective.
    

    

    
      …In fact, thinking about the characters of ‘Chi You’ that had rung so persistently in my head when I was cutting the meat earlier was still enough to make me sick of it.
    

    

    
      “And a Subordinate is a kind of special contract attached to the vampire Trait…”
    

    

    
      I wondered how best to explain it.
    

    

    
      Then, Cheong-yi’s jeogori caught my eye.
    

    

    
      “…It’s probably better to show you directly.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You ready, Cheong-ah?”
    

    

    
      “…Hmm? Ready for what—.”
    

    

    
      Pushing forward the bewildered Cheong-yi, who was confused by the sudden question, I…
    

    

    
      ...just as I had done for the first time in the cave in Shandong, personally performed the Heavenly Demon mask dance (?) for Eliya.
    

    

    
      Flail flail—
    

    

    
      Her reaction was just as enthusiastic this time.
    

    

    
      “W-Wait, stop for a moment! Brother.”
    

    

    
      “Hands above your head!”
    

    

    
      “Even if we have a promise, showing this to others without any notice is a different story—.”
    

    

    
      “Shake it like you’re crazy!”
    

    

    
      After putting on a dance that overwhelmed (?) the audience for about 10 seconds, Cheong-yi…
    

    

    
      ...as soon as the compulsion was released, she turned to me with a glare and muttered.
    

    

    
      Sizzle sizzle—
    

    

    
      “…For the price of this humiliation, this counts as one and a half.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I was three times as embarrassed, so don’t you dare say otherwise later.”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      I nodded in agreement at her solemn declaration, then spoke to Eliya, who still wore a serious expression despite the comical atmosphere.
    

    

    
      “This should give you a rough idea of what the Subordinate relationship is like, right?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Then, the next question is.”
    

    

    
      Considering her first and second questions.
    

    

    
      I had a rough idea of what was coming.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      “This one?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      Eliya nodded at my finger pointing toward Loxy.
    

    

    
      “Does Kim Sia… also have something hidden? Something I don’t know…”
    

    

    
      “It’s not Kim Sia. It’s the Succubus that appeared in the Gateway Zone.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      At the blunt conclusion, Eliya’s eyes widened.
    

    

    
      “H-Ha…”
    

    

    
      Loxy gave an awkward smile and a slight bow.
    

    

    
      “I just trapped her in that body using my own methods. The one inside isn’t Hero candidate Kim Sia, but a Succubus.”
    

    

    
      “…Why a Succubus… no, more importantly, how…”
    

    

    
      “You don’t have to worry too much. I’ve prepared other methods, and she’s decided to be on the good side… besides.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “…She didn’t run away, did she? While I was gone. That should make her trustworthy enough, don’t you think?”
    

    

    
      Her face crumbling in disbelief at the series of shocking truths, Eliya muttered in a voice that clearly revealed her confused heart.
    

    

    
      “Then the errors that have been occurring in your system information all this time were because of that.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s not like I was trying to hide it from you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s just that I have a few things I need to hide from those Constellation folks. So I used that one’s demonic singularity.”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence fell over the area.
    

    

    
      “…Did I ask three questions?”
    

    

    
      “Yep. Three. All of them.”
    

    

    
      “…I’ll ask just one more.”
    

    

    
      After a brief pause as if to organize her thoughts, Eliya quietly posed her final question.
    

    

    
      “…No matter how much I think about it, there are parts I just can’t understand.”
    

    

    
      The question she insisted on adding was directed at me.
    

    

    
      “Let’s say I can somehow understand meeting a Succubus, meeting a vampire from a race thought to be extinct, and meeting the successor of the fallen Demonic Cult.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “No, honestly, even that much is so bewildering that the word ‘absurd’ doesn’t even begin to cover it… but anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But even if I accept that.”
    

    

    
      She paused for a beat.
    

    

    
      “…Just how can you, the Hero, accept all those absurd events so naturally?”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      It was a question that touched the very core.
    

    

    
      Probably the doubt that had been growing in her heart ever since she first met me at the border of the Gateway.
    

    

    
      “…It doesn’t make sense. How can a Hero candidate experience these things and accept them so calmly…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What is your identity, Hero?”
    

    

    
      Was her heart weary from the succession of my answers, which were far beyond a level she could comprehend?
    

    

    
      Though there was no real reason for it, her voice was tinged with emotion.
    

    

    
      ‘…This is why I didn’t tell her beforehand.’
    

    

    
      It seemed this was not something a little Attendant Priest who had just been ordained could easily handle.
    

    

    
      It was as if the words ‘Why me of all people’ were swallowed within her voice.
    

    

    
      Her voice weighed on my mind.
    

    

    
      Was that why?
    

    

    
      Words I hadn't planned on saying until just a moment ago came out of my mouth.
    

    

    
      “…Before I answer your fourth question, let me ask you one more thing.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Are you confident you can handle it?”
    

    

    
      A hint of bewilderment crept into her jumbled expression, a mix of distress and chaos.
    

    

    
      “If you can’t handle it, I won’t answer.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “As you’ve probably already realized, I’m not exactly a typical case. You probably won’t be able to accept it even if I give you the answer.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “You still want to hear it?”
    

    

    
      Eliya fell silent at my heavily weighted question.
    

    

    
      Loxy’s eyes flinched toward me.
    

    

    
      As if to say, ‘Are you really going to tell her?’
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      How much time passed in that silence?
    

    

    
      Soon, Eliya’s tightly sealed lips parted.
    

    

    
      She confessed what was on her mind.
    

    

    
      “…Honestly, it’s true that it’s difficult. You’re so, so different from the Hero candidate I imagined during my time as an apprentice priest.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Even the stories I’ve just heard are things I find incredibly hard to accept, and as you said, they are far beyond the realm of what’s normal.”
    

    

    
      Her voice now carried a rich sincerity that was different from before.
    

    

    
      “But still.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I have to hear it.”
    

    

    
      And those sincere words once again…
    

    

    
      “…Because I am your Attendant Priest.”
    

    

    
      …contained her powerful will.
    

    

    
      “…Please tell me, whatever it is. Because I am your Attendant Priest.”
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      At her unwavering answer, the corners of my mouth lifted unconsciously.
    

    

    
      I was extremely curious to see her reaction to this answer.
    

    

    
      …So.
    

    

    
      The answer to the fourth question she asked.
    

    

    
      My secret, known only to Loxy.
    

    

    
      My identity.
    

    

    
      “Me.”
    

    

    
      I.
    

    

    
      “This is my second playthrough.”
    

    

    
      The fact that I was a ‘Regressor’.
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      The Guild's Territory belonged to the Order's domain, but it was a separate region that did not fall under the jurisdiction of any Constellation.
    

    

    
      This had two major implications.
    

    

    
      One was that, since it wasn't under a Constellation's jurisdiction, it was not subject to the interference of the Constellations' Satellite Magic.
    

    

    
      In other words, while belonging to the Order's domain, it was a 'blind spot' where one could evade the eyes of the Constellations.
    

    

    
      The other was that, for that very reason, the basic things that could be taken for granted in a Constellation's jurisdictional area were not a given here.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Halt! You Magical Beasts!!!
    

    

    

    

    
      The most representative of these was 'security'.
    

    

    
      Although the systems established varied slightly depending on each jurisdictional area, one thing they all possessed without exception was a security organization directly under the Constellation.
    

    

    
      An organization specialized in preventing internal chaos within the jurisdiction and blocking invasions from external Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      The great sects of the Murim Empire were such, and the divine corps of the Olympus Republic corresponded to this.
    

    

    
      However, this dormant Territory, which lacked such a security organization, was not protected from Magical Beast invasions.
    

    

    
      And since it shared a border with the Kunlun Zone where Magical Beasts existed, it was not a rare occurrence for them to actually raid the area.
    

    

    
      “She’s working harder than I thought.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s like that almost every day. They appear more frequently than you’d think.”
    

    

    
      While I was away from this Territory, I had entrusted the role of security to Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      It was a conclusion I reached based on the judgment that she needed to heighten her physical senses to assimilate the still-immature power of the Heavenly Demon, and hunting the Magical Beasts that appeared near the Territory on the side wouldn't be a bad idea.
    

    

    
      Of course, since Cheong-yi was still unskilled in combat, she would need a leader who could provide some level of guidance.
    

    

    
      But even if I wasn't there to guide and discipline her, I knew the Demonic Sword fellow could more than fill that role, so I could trust him with it.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In the first place, it wasn't as if I, facing imprisonment in the Darkest Dungeon, was in a position to choose.
    

    

    
      “…Was it really okay to do that?”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who was standing next to me watching Cheong-yi, suddenly threw a question at me.
    

    

    
      When I turned to look at her face, her eyes were still fixed on Cheong-yi, who was chasing the Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      “What was?”
    

    

    
      When I feigned ignorance and asked back, she replied, her gaze still fixed.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean, what?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…The fact that this isn’t your first life. Weren’t you supposed to hide that?”
    

    

    
      Scratch scratch—
    

    

    
      “Was I?”
    

    

    
      When I answered with another question, she sighed and wiped her face.
    

    

    
      “…I get that your concept is to be an idiot, but I’d appreciate it if you’d stop there since someone is about to die of frustration.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      Shrugging, I asked her back, and she added her reason.
    

    

    
      “Are you that curious?”
    

    

    
      “It’s not so much that… as it is that I can’t seem to understand it with my own head.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The reason you revealed ‘that fact’ now, and the reaction of ‘that woman’ earlier, none of it makes sense.”
    

    

    
      ‘That fact’ seemed to refer to my Regression, and ‘that woman’ likely meant Eliya.
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…Well, that much.”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “It’s simple.”
    

    

    
      The reason I could confidently reveal that this was my second playthrough in front of Eliya was simple.
    

    

    
      “The kind of people priests are, they’re structurally designed not to believe in something like Resurrection.”
    

    

    
      It was because I knew full well that even if I revealed it, she would not believe my words.
    

    

    

    
      『…What? A second playthrough?』
    

    

    
      『Yep.』
    

    

    
      『…What kind of nonsense is that? Stop saying such blasphemous things and tell me properly.』
    

    

    
      『It’s true.』
    

    

    
      『I mean… it's not some flimsy, false doctrine from a heretical religion. Theologically, it's nonsensical. Are you saying you're a Regressor or a Reincarnator, Hero?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Geez… If you don't want to say it, just say so. Why say something like that? Don't you think that's too much?』
    

    

    

    

    
      As I had expected, she did not easily accept my words about having regressed.
    

    

    
      No, rather than saying she couldn't accept it, it was more accurate to say she denied it.
    

    

    
      …She had, without a moment's hesitation, treated my statement of ‘Regression’ as a lie I was telling because I didn't want to reveal the truth.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Even though it was something worth being suspicious about at least once, the reason she immediately dismissed my Regression as a lie followed a surprisingly simple principle.
    

    

    
      Doctrine.
    

    

    
      It was because the doctrine of the ‘Guardian Cross Order,’ which not only Eliya but all priests believe in, denies ‘Resurrection’.
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean by that? Structurally unable to believe in Resurrection……”
    

    

    
      “It means exactly what it says. One of the most powerful truths embedded in the minds of the Guardian Cross Order’s priests is that ‘Resurrection is impossible’.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well… strictly speaking, Resurrection and Regression are different concepts, but it’s true that it’s a concept based on it to some extent.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who tilted her head as if she still didn't understand despite my added explanation, added a question after a brief pause.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t quite get it. I mean, I also thought something like Regression couldn't possibly exist, but I'm not such a half-wit idiot that I'd believe it at face value.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…But seeing the things you’ve done, it’s at a level that’s impossible to explain otherwise, so I have no choice but to believe…”
    

    

    
      I cut off her words, as she seemed to be taking the word ‘deny’ a bit too lightly, and corrected her.
    

    

    
      “It’s not on the level of simply lacking conviction or not believing.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In the minds of the priests of the Guardian Cross Order, ‘Resurrection’ is a non-existent concept, and furthermore, it’s something that exists in the realm of ‘necessity’—it ‘must not’ exist.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So…”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Except for just one person.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      As with all religions.
    

    

    
      The ‘Guardian Cross Order,’ which could be called the largest in the Upper Plane, also had a founder who established the Order.
    

    

    
      …To be precise, it would be a more accurate explanation of the sequence of events to say that his followers established the Order and installed him as the founder, rather than him establishing it himself.
    

    

    
      In any case, the fact that he was the founder of the existing Guardian Cross Order was an undeniably clear fact.
    

    

    
      ‘Messiah.’
    

    

    
      The savior whom the Guardian Cross Order follows.
    

    

    
      A hero who saved this vast Upper Plane from ruin in the distant ancient times before the Order existed.
    

    

    
      It is said that he, who holds the greatest influence in the long history of the Upper Plane even to this day, left behind several prophecies for future generations before his Ascension.
    

    

    
      One of them was a prophecy concerning Resurrection.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…In the last days, false prophets will appear and deceive many people, performing signs and wondersnto deceive you if possible…….』
    

    

    
      『…However, no one except me and those sent by my will shall attain Resurrection. Even the myriad stars in the sky are not eternal; they are but a fleeting twinkle of a half-day that will eventually fade.』
    

    

    

    

    
      His prophecy, which he proved by demonstrating the reality of the Resurrection himself, became the truth that the Guardian Cross Order, his followers, believed in and served.
    

    

    
      And as he prophesied, it was only natural for the priests of the Guardian Cross Order that no one but him should possess the 'power of Resurrection'.
    

    

    
      …Of course.
    

    

    
      That wasn't to say that Eliya had dismissed my words as lies by blindly relying 100% on the realm of faith.
    

    

    
      The ‘divinity of Resurrection’ was not an abstract concept that simply appeared in a flash, but a factual concept that had been verified and solidified numerous times throughout the long history of the Order's existence.
    

    

    
      There was more than one fact that proved its absoluteness.
    

    

    
      The Constellations, who boasted a higher standing than any other existence as the core axis of the Order and wielded great influence enough to sway the War against Demons with their pure power, were proof.
    

    

    
      Just as the Messiah had said, none among them possessed a power that infringed upon the divinity of Resurrection.
    

    

    
      And the fact that the Order's magic, which had established and developed its system over thousands of years, had tried countless times to grasp the clue to Resurrection but had never once even approached the concept, was proof of its divinity.
    

    

    
      “…Wait a minute.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had been listening quietly, cut in.
    

    

    
      “Something’s strange.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's not like I don't know. About that person called the Messiah… but according to you, that Messiah person didn't say Resurrection was completely impossible.”
    

    

    
      “Well, yeah.”
    

    

    
      “Then isn’t it more logical to think that you are the Resurrected One mentioned in that prophecy?”
    

    

    
      She wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      Indeed, if one were to follow the logical sequence, Eliya had skipped that necessary stage of suspicion and immediately treated my words as a lie.
    

    

    
      However, considering the data the Order had accumulated through experience, it was somewhat understandable.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “They’ve been burned too many times until now.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      It wasn't as if there had never been anyone who invoked the Messiah's prophecy and challenged his legacy before.
    

    

    
      “…There have been too many of them until now. Those self-proclaimed Resurrected Ones.”
    

    

    
      The Saint Messiah, the only one who had proven the reality of Resurrection.
    

    

    
      There were many who stole his name and claimed to be the resurrected one from the prophecy 'Messiah' spoke of.
    

    

    
      But just as he had said there would be many false prophets.
    

    

    
      All of them ultimately failed to prove that they were the messengers of the prophecy.
    

    

    
      Unable to prove Resurrection themselves as the Messiah had done, they were eventually identified as heretics or witches and disappeared into the back alleys of history.
    

    

    
      Such empirical evidence accumulated over the years.
    

    

    
      Eventually, the notion became so entrenched that those who first claimed to be resurrected were the first to be suspected as heretics.
    

    

    
      It was ironic.
    

    

    
      The belief they revered the most had become the most taboo word.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Therefore, the image Eliya would conjure in her mind upon seeing me was also more or less predetermined.
    

    

    
      ‘A self-proclaimed Regressor.’
    

    

    
      She had no choice but to judge me on the same level as the ‘self-proclaimed Resurrected Ones’ that had existed until now.
    

    

    

    
      『…I'm saying this just in case, but don't you dare say that anywhere else. Especially when you're already being treated as a major criminal…….』
    

    

    

    
      The fact that she had hastily concluded the topic and warned me was likely a problem along the same lines.
    

    

    
      For any ordinary person, especially a priest working for the Order, it wouldn't be strange to immediately connect me with heresy at the mention of being a Regressor.
    

    

    
      Moreover, it was even more so in the current atmosphere where the heresy trial of the former Saintess, considered the greatest risk factor since the Order's founding, was underway.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It seemed my subsequent explanation had answered some of her questions.
    

    

    
      She did not immediately throw any additional questions at me.
    

    

    
      She simply remained silent, watching Cheong-yi from a distance as she had at first, as if replaying our recent conversation in her head.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      After some time had passed.
    

    

    
      “…Then.”
    

    

    
      She asked softly.
    

    

    
      “Are you really the Resurrected One from that ‘prophecy’?”
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      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “No comment.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      To Loxy's question, ‘Are you really the Resurrected One from the prophecy?’, U-jin withheld his answer.
    

    

    
      He merely shrugged, refusing to answer.
    

    

    
      However, Loxy didn't look particularly disappointed.
    

    

    
      Rather, she just wore a bitter smile, as if she had expected as much.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t think you’d tell me that easily.”
    

    

    
      “It’s about time you got used to it, right?”
    

    

    
      “…It seems so. I suppose.”
    

    

    
      With a sigh, as if shaking off her tension, Loxy changed the subject and asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “Your furlough is two days… so are you going back the day after tomorrow?”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who was standing beside U-jin watching Shim Cheong, suddenly threw a question at him.
    

    

    
      “No, I’ll sleep here tonight and go back tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There’s travel time, and the final trial is tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      The Order's Inquisitor.
    

    

    
      As Leonardo Louis Burton had declared in front of U-jin, the trial's outcome was already as good as decided.
    

    

    
      Of course, since the judgment was entirely at the judge's discretion, there could be differences in the length of the sentence he had to serve in the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      But at the very least, the fact that U-jin would be sentenced to ‘underground imprisonment’ was an unchangeable fact.
    

    

    
      Because of this, some might think.
    

    

    
      Since it's all decided anyway, can't the process be skipped?
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      But that was impossible.
    

    

    
      Of course, given the limited time, U-jin would have wanted to skip the Order's procedures if possible, but if the procedure could have been skipped in the first place, he wouldn't have needed to go on trial under the charge of Hero-slaying.
    

    

    
      If there had been another way to get in there, he probably wouldn't have taken such a risk to cause this incident.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon was one of the many spaces in the Upper Plane that the Order managed with the utmost care.
    

    

    
      And because of its extraordinary inherent danger, the only existing option to enter it was to receive an underground imprisonment sentence at the final appeal trial.
    

    

    
      That's why he took the risk of cutting off that guy's arm.
    

    

    
      …Well, of course.
    

    

    
      Since it was an act of self-defense, he didn't think cutting off the arm of a man whose name he couldn't even remember was wrong.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll try praying hard. So please try your best to come back seriously injured somewhere.”
    

    

    
      To U-jin's reply that he would leave tomorrow after spending the night, Loxy threw a half-joking, half-serious curse.
    

    

    
      “Or well… I'd be even happier if you came back in something like a coffin.”
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “I’ll try my best.”
    

    

    
      U-jin nonchalantly took her curse as a blessing.
    

    

    
      A brief silence fell.
    

    

    
      This time, U-jin asked.
    

    

    
      “I’m surprised you haven’t run away yet.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I secretly thought you might.”
    

    

    
      He hadn't particularly intended to lead her on, but U-jin thought it wouldn't be strange for Loxy to run away while he was on trial and imprisoned for the crime of Hero-slaying.
    

    

    
      Of course, since he had carved the ancient priestess's seal on Loxy, she wouldn't have been able to easily leave the host body of Kim Sia.
    

    

    
      Even so, if she had left with the body as it was, tracking and finding her again would have been quite a hassle for U-jin.
    

    

    
      Honestly, if she had run away like that, it wouldn't have been impossible to find her.
    

    

    
      But considering U-jin wasn't in a situation where he had the leisure to spend extra time searching for her, he thought it was a strategy worth trying.
    

    

    
      “Isn't that too harsh? I thought we were on the same side now.”
    

    

    
      “…I don't think it's particularly harsh to say to someone who's waiting for my obituary as a 'blessing'.”
    

    

    
      Smirking at U-jin's retort, Loxy shook her head.
    

    

    
      “Honestly, I'm still debating it… but I can't seem to bring myself to do it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I have nowhere to go in my current situation anyway. And even if I went back to the Demon King's Territory… I'd probably be killed on the spot if I caught ‘his’ eye.”
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Having already been branded a 'turncoat' in Isaac Einstein's eyes, there was no way Loxy could regain her original position by returning to the Demon King's Territory.
    

    

    
      Rather, her existence would likely put pressure on the social standing of the entire Succubus clan within the Demon King's Territory.
    

    

    
      From Loxy's personal perspective, she was more than 99% certain it would be a death sentence.
    

    

    
      Even if she were lucky enough to survive, the best she could hope for was to be locked up in Einstein's White House, becoming a test subject to be toyed with.
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      “Then, since you're waiting anyway, wait a little longer.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “When I get back, there'll be a role for you in the 'Demon King Hunt'.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      “…Are you asleep?”
    

    

    
      Late at night, with the moon high. Loxy, who had been tossing and turning in her room for a while, sought out U-jin's room.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      There was no answer.
    

    

    
      Unable to tell if he had heard her and wasn't answering, or if he was asleep and hadn't heard, Loxy knocked on the already open door and called out to the lying U-jin.
    

    

    
      Knock knock—
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I asked if you're really asleep.”
    

    

    
      Again, there was no answer.
    

    

    
      “I guess you really are asleep… I totally expected you to be standing at the door or answer as if you already knew…”
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had fallen into a completely defenseless sleep, a stark contrast to his usual demeanor.
    

    

    
      Loxy scratched her head with a perplexed expression.
    

    

    
      “I was just going to ask what that role you mentioned earlier was.”
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      With a deep sigh, Loxy leaned against the door and crouched down. She then looked up at the ceiling and lamented her situation as if giving a confession.
    

    

    
      “…What kind of mess have I gotten myself into.”
    

    

    
      The reason Loxy hadn't been able to sleep and had been tossing and turning was because her mind was filled with thoughts.
    

    

    
      Her life as a Succubus—born as a low-ranking Demonic Species, chosen by the Demon King's Army's strategist, and making her way to the Gateway Zone—was certainly not ordinary.
    

    

    
      But being caught in the clutches of a Regressor and playing on the good side (?) felt like it was on a whole other level of deviation.
    

    

    
      How on earth did she end up here?
    

    

    
      “My dream was just to bewitch a few awesome humans, get a name, and maybe enter the Demon King's Palace.”
    

    

    
      Sigh—
    

    

    
      “…Instead, I got dragged around by some weird human and ended up getting a name from him.”
    

    

    
      Sighing once more as she looked at the face of U-jin, sleeping peacefully, oblivious to her thoughts, Loxy shook her head and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…A Demon King Hunt… I really don't know anymore. What on earth am I supposed to do…”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Ziiiing—!
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      A strange vibration was suddenly felt from behind her right ear.
    

    

    
      Loxy felt the hair on her entire body stand on end.
    

    

    
      It was because she immediately recognized the identity of the Mana she felt from behind her ear.
    

    

    
      She could clearly tell it was the Mana that had choked her in the Gateway Zone, the Mana that had encroached upon the nightmare she had fabricated.
    

    

    
      The source of that eerie energy flaring up from behind her right ear was undoubtedly U-jin.
    

    

    
      Realizing that U-jin had caught her lamenting, Loxy gave an awkward laugh and made an excuse.
    

    

    
      “So, uh… I take back the part about some weird human.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Hehe… I was just flustered! I'm a Succubus, you know, so I got flustered… And I really love the name! Loxy! How pretty is that. Where in the world is there a name as pretty as Loxy Heart……”
    

    

    
      However, Loxy's excuses, which had been pouring out like a floodgate had burst, did not last long and came to a halt.
    

    

    
      Saegeun—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      It was because she realized that U-jin hadn't woken up from hearing her lament.
    

    

    
      U-jin had been sleeping soundly from before until now. In the same position, with the same expression.
    

    

    
      “Then……”
    

    

    
      Frowning deeply at the even more incomprehensible situation, Loxy unconsciously brought her hand to the back of her ear.
    

    

    
      And at that moment.
    

    

    
      Paaat—!
    

    

    
      The Mana from U-jin that she felt behind her ear swallowed a gulp of Loxy's Mana and pulled out a strand of purple Mana.
    

    

    
      That line of Mana moved, writhing around like a living snake.
    

    

    
      The place the line of Mana arrived at was none other than U-jin's head.
    

    

    
      “This is……”
    

    

    
      The line of Mana connecting U-jin's head and the back of Loxy's ear soon created a taut tension, and at the same time, Loxy felt her five senses grow dull and submerged.
    

    

    
      For Loxy, it was an incredibly familiar feeling.
    

    

    
      This was the unique sensation she had felt countless times when she entered other people's minds.
    

    

    
      …That's right.
    

    

    
      The unknown line of Mana connected to the back of Loxy's ear was leading her into U-jin's dream.
    

    

    
      However, unlike her usual <Skill: Nightmare (★☆☆)>, what was different this time was that she was in a passive position, unable to exert any influence of her own.
    

    

    
      Paaat—!
    

    

    
      In an instant, her vision flickered and her point of view changed.
    

    

    
      A first-person protagonist's point of view, unfolding from U-jin's vision.
    

    

    
      The unknown line of Mana connecting Loxy and U-jin had caused Loxy to possess U-jin within the dream.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…So this is the place.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Looking at the place that came into view, the first emotions Loxy felt were familiarity, unfamiliarity, and an unidentifiable anxiety.
    

    

    
      The unique dark and chaotic energy of the Demon King's Territory was familiar, while the grand and formal atmosphere of the Order was unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      The fear of the unknown created by the mixture of the two created a sense of anxiety.
    

    

    
      For her, it was a space with an atmosphere she had never experienced before.
    

    

    
      If she had to pick a place with a similar atmosphere from what she knew, it would probably be the 'Demon King's Palace'.
    

    

    
      …Of course.
    

    

    
      Loxy herself, who had this thought, had never actually set foot in the Demon King's Palace.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      A palace, an altar.
    

    

    
      The identity of the grand place seemed to be one of the two.
    

    

    
      With the modifier probably being something like 'jet-black'.
    

    

    
      Because everything, from the giant throne in the center to the pillars, walls, and floor on all sides, was shrouded in dark shadows.
    

    

    
      Having entered the dream without context, she naturally couldn't know the detailed circumstances, but it didn't seem like that was its actual color.
    

    

    
      How should I put it?
    

    

    
      Rather than its color being black, it felt like everything within the hall was enveloped in a black aura.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The reflection of U-jin on the sword blade he was holding showed clear signs of exhaustion.
    

    

    
      There were no prominent external wounds, but he didn't seem to be in a good state. Seeing his hair and clothes soaked in blood, it looked as though he had been wounded in battle but had roughly recovered due to his unique regenerative ability.
    

    

    
      Since she had seen him like this once before in Shandong, it wasn't difficult to deduce his condition.
    

    

    
      Sweep—
    

    

    
      U-jin's gaze, having swept across the hall once, looked upon the throne.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Still, I managed to find you somehow. I was so curious to see what your face looked like.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Nice to meet you.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Or rather.
    

    

    
      To be more precise.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Demon King.』
    

    

    

    

    
      He was addressing the being sitting on that throne.
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      Just like the black aura shrouding the palace, the throne itself was also veiled in a dark energy, so its exact appearance was not revealed.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Demon King.』
    

    

    

    

    
      But with that single short word uttered from U-jin's mouth, Loxy was able to conjure an image of the figure in her mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The Demon King.
    

    

    
      The leader of the Demon Federation, which divided the Upper Plane with the Order's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      The primordial demon, known as the progenitor of all Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      It was impossible not to know him.
    

    

    
      He was the one who had exerted the greatest influence on the Upper Plane since the ancient savior, the Messiah.
    

    

    
      And even now, the one who commanded the entire War against Demons taking place in the Upper Plane was none other than the Demon King.
    

    

    
      If there was anyone living in the Upper Plane who didn't know of the Demon King, it was as good as saying they were a spy from the outer worlds (外界).
    

    

    
      …Moreover.
    

    

    
      Loxy was a Succubus.
    

    

    
      Though from a distant branch, she was undeniably part of the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      From Loxy's perspective, he was a figure no different from a father, so there were few things more absurd than the idea of her not knowing him.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, she couldn't be certain if the one sitting on that throne was truly the Demon King.
    

    

    
      Whether it was because this was a dream or because it was actually so, she didn't know, but an unidentifiable black aura around him obscured most of his appearance.
    

    

    
      And even if it wasn't there, Loxy had never seen the Demon King in the first place.
    

    

    
      ‘That person is…….’
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      To think of this as a fabrication, the harmony of the atmosphere it created was too natural.
    

    

    
      So much so that there was no room for even a sliver of doubt. This space, fabricated by U-jin's dream, was unfamiliar and familiar, yet terrifying.
    

    

    
      It painted a very plausible and unsettling picture.
    

    

    
      ‘This seems too vivid to be just a dream…….’
    

    

    
      Around that point, Loxy suddenly realized that this dream was not a product of imagination, pieced together from non-existent events.
    

    

    
      It possessed the nature of a 'recollection', based on U-jin's memories.
    

    

    
      Having traversed dreams thousands of times, she knew this best.
    

    

    
      A clarity and completeness of this level were difficult to achieve unless it was a recollection dream.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      This wasn't something to be dismissed as a mere illusion, but rather something to be considered an event that U-jin had ‘personally experienced before his regression’.
    

    

    
      And not just a simple recollection dream where one relives a past event.
    

    

    
      It was a special kind of recollection dream with a precognitive nature, one that had not occurred in Loxy's timeline. Although it wouldn't be exactly the same due to the intervention of variables, it held the nature of a 'coming future'.
    

    

    
      ‘…I never expected this kind of development.’
    

    

    
      At first, Loxy had thought that U-jin might have set some kind of 'trap' to gauge her trustworthiness, but as time passed in the dream, she became more convinced that wasn't the case.
    

    

    
      Of course, the speculation that U-jin was deliberately exposing a weakness to test her wasn't impossible.
    

    

    
      ‘…But why would he?’
    

    

    
      Loxy hadn't plotted anything suspicious, nor had she attempted to escape, so there was no reason for him to set such a risky trap.
    

    

    
      Loxy knew well that from U-jin's perspective, she was nothing more or less than a 'tool' that could be replaced if needed.
    

    

    
      Therefore, it was right to view this current phenomenon of him exposing his past as an unforeseen incident beyond U-jin's control.
    

    

    
      ‘…Perhaps.’
    

    

    
      For Loxy, this was an incredibly welcome development.
    

    

    
      Who was it that said it?
    

    

    
      Knowledge is power, and fear comes from the unknown.
    

    

    
      If this 'dream-peeking' wasn't a one-time happening, perhaps it could become the key to freeing Loxy from U-jin's grasp.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean she would immediately use this to grab U-jin's weakness and threaten him.
    

    

    
      But from her position as the absolute subordinate, it was better to have a final trump card.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Impressive.』
    

    

    

    

    
      At the sudden mutter from the throne, Loxy's mind focused back on the scene before her.
    

    

    

    

    
      『It has been nearly a century since anyone invaded Our palace alone…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Are you truly alone?』
    

    

    

    

    
      The man shrouded in black aura, the 'Demon King', looked down at U-jin and asked.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    

    

    
      『Well, you can see I’m not two people, can you?』
    

    

    
      『…That is true.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      U-jin answered the Demon King's words nonchalantly, but.
    

    

    
      Loxy could detect a faint tremor in U-jin's voice.
    

    

    
      No, actually, it wasn't even faint.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a tremor from emotional turmoil, but a physical shaking from the accumulated damage to his body.
    

    

    
      Loxy had no way of knowing the circumstances that led to this scene or why U-jin was in the Demon King's Palace at this point in time.
    

    

    
      But the fact that U-jin was not in a normal state couldn't be concealed by his plausible appearance.
    

    

    
      …As if U-jin himself was well aware of this, he didn't even try to hide his trembling voice.
    

    

    

    

    
      『That emblem… is it the Suicide Squad formed by the remnants of the Order?』
    

    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Strange. We were reported that all Suicide Squads were annihilated, with the last being the one commanded by that conical-hat-wearer.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Was there another Suicide Squad We were not aware of?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Without immediately answering the Demon King's question, U-jin remained silent for a moment, then took a breath and replied.
    

    

    
      Shake shake—
    

    

    

    

    
      『No.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『It’s that Suicide Squad. It’s just that everyone but me died.』
    

    

    
      『…I see.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Thanks to the black aura, not a single feature of his appearance was discernible, but the Demon King's voice was enough to reveal his presence.
    

    

    
      As if to prove that his long reign over the Demon Federation's army was not merely due to good fortune.
    

    

    
      Despite the lack of force in his voice, it was imbued with a captivating dignity and a heart-stirring sincerity.
    

    

    
      So much so that even Loxy, who was merely peeking into the dream, found her thoughts momentarily ceasing at his voice.
    

    

    
      His voice had the power to stir people.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…The defenses of the outer castle would not have been particularly lax.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Are there still mages of the Order left who can open a path while avoiding the eyes of ‘Chaos’?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    

    

    
      『Did you not hear me? I told you. Everyone but me is dead.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Well, I did have a hard time getting through those lumps on my own.』
    

    

    
      『…Are you saying you broke through Our Royal Guard yourself?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Step, step—
    

    

    
      After nodding at U-jin's words and pondering for a moment, the Demon King descended from his throne.
    

    

    
      He took two steps toward U-jin with a graceful gait and spoke.
    

    

    

    

    
      『What is your name?』
    

    

    

    

    
      And the short question that followed.
    

    

    
      At the Demon King's sudden question, Loxy couldn't help but frown.
    

    

    
      The Demon King asking for a name.
    

    

    
      That seemingly insignificant act carried a meaning that was, in reality, anything but light.
    

    

    

    

    
      『I shall personally remember your name.』
    

    

    
      『…Is that something I should be thankful for?』
    

    

    
      『There are not many names that I personally remember. Whether you receive it as an honor or not is your prerogative, but…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I can assure you it is not a common occurrence.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Indeed, it was so.
    

    

    
      The names the Demon King personally remembered were, at most, those of the Titled Demons who had been directly bestowed a byname along with their title from the Demon King himself.
    

    

    
      Even the names of the Dark Knights, his direct Royal Guard whom he had personally selected, were not all remembered by him. So, for the Demon King to remember a name was, at least to the Magical Beasts of the Demon King's Territory, an exceptionally rare and glorious event.
    

    

    
      Perhaps sensing some intent.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had been silent for a moment in thought, soon shook his head, shrugged as if he didn't know, and spat out his words.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Seo U-jin.』
    

    

    
      『Not a difficult name. I will be sure to remember it.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Nodding with a brief comment on U-jin's answer, the Demon King picked up something from the right of his throne.
    

    

    
      ‘……?’
    

    

    
      What the Demon King held up in his hand was none other than an hourglass.
    

    

    

    

    
      『This is my gift to you.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『It seems this is the first time My interest has been piqued like this since Isaac. I shall personally grant you My time.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『You may think of it as a reward for coming this far.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Having picked up the hourglass, the Demon King then turned it upside down and placed it on the armrest of the throne.
    

    

    
      Chwareureu—
    

    

    

    

    
      『…It is approximately five minutes.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『You may ask a question, or you may request a duel. This time is time that I have prepared solely for you, so do as you please.』
    

    

    

    

    
      A low-ranking servant from outside the palace like Loxy would not know the delicate parlance of the royal court.
    

    

    
      But considering the relationship between the two in the current situation, his words did not sound like he was truly giving a gift.
    

    

    
      Of course, from the perspective of the Demon King offering it, his words might have stemmed from a pure heart.
    

    

    
      But that was only from the Demon King's perspective.
    

    

    
      In fact, looking at it from the other side, it meant that U-jin was only given five minutes.
    

    

    
      Rather, to Loxy, it seemed to carry a warning: if U-jin couldn't appeal a reason why he should be kept alive within five minutes, or if he couldn't render the Demon King combat-incapable within five minutes, he would inevitably die.
    

    

    
      …If Loxy's thoughts were correct.
    

    

    
      This place was the center of the Demon King's Territory, the cradle of the king where countless Titled Demons and Dark Knights visited for an audience.
    

    

    
      It had to be the 'Demon King's Palace'.
    

    

    

    

    
      『You may do whatever you wish.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『However, as I have spared my precious time, I hope you do not waste it.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Despite the Demon King's urging to hurry, U-jin did not answer immediately.
    

    

    
      Instead, he looked up at the Demon King standing before the throne and approached him step by step.
    

    

    
      Step, step—
    

    

    
      As U-jin slowly ascended the tiered ramp, a deep, intense emotion was imbued in his footsteps.
    

    

    
      Of course, having entered the dream without any context, there was no way to know what was dissolved in those steps.
    

    

    
      But even from Loxy's position of merely sharing his vision, she could tell that U-jin was savoring a highly concentrated emotion.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Keeping his gaze fixed on the Demon King, U-jin quietly ascended the steps, and it was when he was about a third of the way up that he opened his mouth.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…A gift, you say.』
    

    

    

    

    
      The word uttered from beneath his upturned lips was quite unexpected, even for Loxy.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    

    

    
      『I prepared a gift, too.』
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      ‘A gift?’
    

    

    
      At U-jin's inscrutable remark, Loxy once again reviewed the situation unfolding before her eyes.
    

    

    
      Although she couldn't grasp the full context, there were several clear facts she could glean from their brief conversation.
    

    

    
      That U-jin, in his 1st regression, had belonged to a group called the 'Suicide Squad'.
    

    

    
      That, at this point in the timeline, the Suicide Squad had been annihilated by the Demon King.
    

    

    
      And that U-jin was the sole survivor.
    

    

    
      Piecing these together, just as there was a contradiction in the Demon King's earlier mention of a gift, it was highly probable that the 'gift' U-jin had prepared was also not a gift in the true sense of the word.
    

    

    
      If one were to summarize the current situation in a single phrase, it could be described as 'a hero, whose comrades were all slaughtered by the Demon King, has come to the Demon King's Palace'.
    

    

    
      In this situation, the word 'gift' was merely a wrapping or a metaphor. When rationally deconstructing its inherent essence…
    

    

    
      Whatever it was, what U-jin was about to offer the Demon King could only have the nature of 'revenge'.
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      At that moment, Loxy knew instinctively.
    

    

    
      The part that would follow was the most crucial point of this dream, a scene she had to remember with certainty.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…A gift? That is certainly an intriguing story.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Muttering with interest at U-jin's words, the Demon King looked down at the ascending U-jin and urged him on.
    

    

    

    

    
      『What is it? This gift you have prepared for Us.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    

    

    
      『Well, it’s nothing much.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Raising the corners of his mouth, U-jin parted the front of his clothes and answered.
    

    

    

    
      『The ‘Demon King Hunt Project’…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I wonder if you’ve heard of it.』
    

    

    

    
      A moment of silence fell.
    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      …There was no way he could have heard of it.
    

    

    
      To begin with, no one living in the Demon King's Territory would have ever even conceived of, let alone uttered, the unfamiliar combination of the words 'Demon King' and 'Hunt'.
    

    

    
      It was a combination of words so shocking that it wouldn't be an exaggeration to define it as 'the most blasphemous phrase' one could speak within the Demon King's Territory.
    

    

    
      Unless one's guts were on the outside, there was no way they could utter it so openly within the Demon King's Territory, and in front of the Demon King himself at that.
    

    

    
      So, naturally, there was no way the Demon King could have heard such a thing.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…That too is an interesting phrase.』
    

    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Separate from the unfamiliarity the phrase brought, Loxy thought the Demon King would have no trouble discerning its meaning.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Even if the combination of words itself was something he had never heard before, the one who could best understand the sense in which U-jin said it…
    

    

    
      And where that phrase originated from, was none other than the Demon King himself.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Constellation Hunt.’
    

    

    
      It seemed the Order had decided to call the war between the Order's Allied Forces and the Demon King's Alliance Forces the 'War against Demons', but the Demon King's side's official name for it was the 'Constellation Hunt'.
    

    

    
      To drag down and annihilate the Constellations who sat enthroned on high, believing without a doubt that they would live for eternity.
    

    

    
      That act, once thought impossible, was the very cause that had united the scattered Magical Beasts, who had been fending for themselves, to form the current massive Demon King's Alliance Forces with the Demon King at its head.
    

    

    
      It was the ultimate goal the Demon King Alliance desired, and the very method by which they had devoured the continent until now.
    

    

    
      ‘…This is the end.’
    

    

    
      At U-jin's mention of the 'Demon King Hunt', Loxy faintly realized that this memory dream was depicting the moments just before U-jin's regression.
    

    

    
      If he truly believed he could accomplish it at that point in time, there would have been no need to say such a thing in front of the Demon King.
    

    

    
      From the moment he chose to confess it to the man himself, U-jin's survival in that timeline was as good as impossible.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      If her thoughts were correct.
    

    

    
      The commencement of the 'Demon King Hunt Project' that U-jin had just spoken of was not something that happened in that timeline.
    

    

    
      It was a declaration of his 2nd Regression.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Hurry and show Us.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『We are truly curious as well. About this ‘Demon King Hunt’ you speak of.』
    

    

    

    
      Of course, the Demon King, unaware of U-jin's regression, had no way of knowing this.
    

    

    
      He seemed to think that the 'Demon King Hunt Project' U-jin spoke of was not a concrete plan, but merely nonsensical prattle born from the anger of losing his comrades.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      As if the Demon King's attitude was within his expectations, U-jin let out a smirk and pulled a necklace from inside his parted clothes.
    

    

    
      The necklace had a rather peculiar appearance.
    

    

    
      At the center of the corded string hung a flat, dark purple, stone tablet-like object, and this tablet-esque thing was densely engraved with unidentifiable characters.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Watch closely.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『This will likely be the first and last time you see it with your own eyes.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      U-jin's gaze, which had been on the Demon King for a moment as if in warning, dropped back down to the stone tablet in his hand.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In that instant, Loxy felt a sense of inexplicable dread.
    

    

    
      Even though she couldn't understand what U-jin had just said to the Demon King, it was an instinctual feeling.
    

    

    
      It was of the same nature as the unknown anxiety she felt when she first entered this dream space, but it was more fundamental and primal.
    

    

    
      A feeling so concentrated that it felt more fitting to call it horror rather than anxiety.
    

    

    
      If this wasn't a dream, and if she had actually been present beside U-jin, a dense horror assailed her, so strong that she would have wanted to stop him, even without knowing what he was about to do.
    

    

    
      ‘…I have to get out.’
    

    

    
      It went without saying, but it was impossible for Loxy to stop whatever U-jin was doing here.
    

    

    
      The events unfolding before Loxy's eyes were merely a memory dream of U-jin's past experiences.
    

    

    
      And she was in a position where she could only passively receive the information as it unfolded.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      The strange tension, formed along with U-jin's incomprehensible words, reached its peak in the silence.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, U-jin's mouth, which had been looking down at the stone tablet, opened.
    

    

    

    
      『■ŒºÞþ■■øĳĿ…….』
    

    

    

    
      …It was a form of speech that Loxy could not comprehend at all.
    

    

    
      Seeing his gaze fixed on the stone tablet, it wasn't hard to guess that U-jin was reading the ancient characters engraved there.
    

    

    
      But despite listening with her full attention, Loxy could not understand the words that came out of U-jin's mouth at all.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      She could only intuit that the inexplicable horror she had felt earlier stemmed from those very indecipherable characters U-jin chanted.
    

    

    

    
      『■ŒºÞþ■■øĳĿ…….』
    

    

    

    
      U-jin's second mumble soon followed.
    

    

    
      With it, Loxy became aware of her heart pounding like crazy.
    

    

    
      She couldn't clearly distinguish whether it was her own or U-jin's.
    

    

    
      But one thing was clear beyond any doubt: she herself was being shaken by the immense horror approaching before her.
    

    

    
      The blasphemous mutterings bursting from U-jin's mouth were summoning something unknown to this place.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…You bastard, right now…!! Will you not stop this instant!!!』
    

    

    

    

    
      The Demon King, as if he knew something, shouted urgently and approached U-jin.
    

    

    
      Woong— Woooong—
    

    

    
      The stone tablet on the necklace clutched in U-jin's hand was emitting an unpleasant red light and vibrating madly.
    

    

    
      Gush—
    

    

    

    

    
      『Keoheok…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      Suddenly, blood burst from U-jin's mouth.
    

    

    
      But that was no longer important to Loxy.
    

    

    
      Nor was the fact that her vision was darkening and narrowing, unable to focus.
    

    

    
      Jjeojeok—
    

    

    
      Nor the fine crack that suddenly appeared on the stone tablet.
    

    

    
      None of it was important.
    

    

    
      Rather.
    

    

    
      ‘…I have to get out.’
    

    

    
      The assault of an indescribable horror.
    

    

    
      The image of a bizarre entity that flashed before her eyes the moment U-jin chanted the characters.
    

    

    
      To be more precise,
    

    

    
      Grotesque, monstrous, colossal, distant, and steeped in madness.
    

    

    
      Because of that immeasurable, unknown being U-jin was summoning, a primal horror was encroaching from the depths of her subconscious, completely shattering her normal thought processes.
    

    

    

    
      『Ugeugeugeugeugeugeuk—.』
    

    

    

    
      Watching the Demon King approach U-jin with a grotesque sound, like the neck bones of a living pig being snapped backward, Loxy was certain.
    

    

    
      If she heard the third mumble that would follow.
    

    

    
      ‘Right now, from here—.’
    

    

    
      It wouldn't end with just gazing at a single scene in a dream.
    

    

    
      It wouldn't be something she could escape by simply denying the memory.
    

    

    
      It wouldn't end with just peeking into a midnight dream.
    

    

    
      Her soul would be torn to shreds by the mere act of witnessing its existence, and she would be forced to join its madness.
    

    

    
      She would be unable to maintain her sanity even in reality.
    

    

    
      Terrified by the coercion of that distant horror, she might even fail to escape and spend eternity praising the blasphemous thing in this dream.
    

    

    

    

    
      『■Œº…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      U-jin's lips parted.
    

    

    
      And with the nauseating sensation of bulging tentacle-like things emerging from beneath the approaching Demon King's black mist, slimily wrapping around Loxy's brain, the invading tentacles scraping the grooves of her cerebral cortex with a gurgling sound.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      Flash—
    

    

    
      “Heok… Haa… Heok… Keollock… Heok.”
    

    

    
      Crumpling to the ground, Loxy coughed up a handful of blood as she gasped for breath.
    

    

    
      Her wildly darting focus slowly found its place, and her madly pounding heart gradually slowed its beat.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Gasping for air, she felt her own body.
    

    

    
      After confirming that she had escaped U-jin's dream, Loxy sprawled out on the floor in the shape of a large ‘大’.
    

    

    
      Flop—
    

    

    
      And she thought.
    

    

    
      How on earth could she describe what she had just experienced?
    

    

    
      ‘…A dream?’
    

    

    
      Shake shake—
    

    

    
      ‘No.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't something that could be summarized with such a short word.
    

    

    
      She could swear it.
    

    

    
      That experience she just had was not of this world, and it was something that should never exist.
    

    

    
      It was, quite literally, otherworldly.
    

    

    
      If her escape from U-jin's memory dream had been even a little late, if she had heard U-jin's third mumble, she would have, without a shred of exaggeration, died or gone mad.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It was a monstrous something that one was not even permitted to recall.
    

    

    
      Something that evoked a horror so profound that even knowing U-jin was the only one who could explain the awe-inspiring thing, she had no desire to ask him about it tomorrow morning.
    

    

    
      The only thing Loxy could say about that unknown entity…
    

    

    
      Was to helplessly spit out the word that most blatantly expressed the sense of horror she felt during that unbelievable dream and her adamant will to never experience it again.
    

    

    
      …So.
    

    

    
      “…Fuck.”
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      Stretch-
    

    

    
      As I stretched, a satisfying series of cracks echoed from my joints.
    

    

    
      “…I feel like it’s been a really long time since I’ve slept this soundly.”
    

    

    
      One might wonder what was so special about sleeping deeply.
    

    

    
      But for me, it was something I couldn't help but find strange.
    

    

    
      Ever since I became a member of the Suicide Squad before my regression, I had lived at odds with deep sleep, and especially after regressing, I would invariably wake up screaming internally from terrible nightmares.
    

    

    
      Due to the nature of dreams, I couldn't remember every detail, but I knew for certain because the emotions I felt in the dream lingered for a while even after waking up.
    

    

    
      This was the first time.
    

    

    
      The first time I had fallen into a sleep so deep that I didn't even dream.
    

    

    
      “…Is the bed just that good?”
    

    

    
      Pang pang—
    

    

    
      Wondering if Eliya or Jerry had placed some kind of magical device, I channeled some mana and patted the mattress a few times, but seeing as there was no particular reaction, that didn't seem to be the case either.
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm.’
    

    

    
      I didn't know the exact reason, but it wasn't a bad feeling.
    

    

    
      The refreshing sensation I felt for the first time in a while was nice, and once I entered the Darkest Dungeon, I wouldn't be allowed the luxury of deep sleep, let alone a catnap.
    

    

    
      Whatever the reason, a good thing was a good thing.
    

    

    
      “What should I eat for breakfa—.”
    

    

    
      Beolkeok.
    

    

    
      As I was scratching the back of my head and opening the door, an incomprehensible sound like *euhek—* came from outside the door, followed by a stream of curses.
    

    

    
      Udangtangtang—
    

    

    
      “G-get away, you demon bastard!!!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You fucker!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Scratch scratch—
    

    

    
      “Uh……”
    

    

    
      The one who had fallen over upon seeing me was none other than Loxy.
    

    

    
      I had no idea what she was doing in front of my door, but she was wearing a necklace of unpeeled raw garlic cloves and thrusting a makeshift cross made of wooden chopsticks at me.
    

    

    
      Her appearance certainly resembled the traditional rituals for chasing away demons, so I could roughly tell she was trying to perform an exorcism.
    

    

    
      But that part right there was the strangest thing.
    

    

    
      “So… if I were to offer a rebuttal.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Putting aside whether or not I'm a 'fucker', I'd think you're closer to being a demon than I am……”
    

    

    
      Seeing an actual Demonic Species with the blood of demons acting like this, I had no idea how I was supposed to react.
    

    

    
      “Be gone!”
    

    

    
      Hwik— Hwik—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      After waving the pathetic-looking(?) cross she was holding a few times while glaring at me, she glanced around and furtively put the cross away.
    

    

    
      What on earth was that?
    

    

    
      ‘…Is this some kind of welcome prank?’
    

    

    
      It was too random to be a simple prank, but I judged from the fact that she had put the cross away…
    

    

    
      That her prank, or whatever it was, was over.
    

    

    
      But my assumption was dead wrong.
    

    

    
      “What on earth were you doing in front of my roo—.”
    

    

    
      As I took a step toward her to ask the reason for this inexplicable behavior, a stream of water flew at me.
    

    

    
      Chwaak—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Get away, you fuckin’ bastard!!!”
    

    

    
      Perhaps my rebuttal that I wasn't a demon had some effect, as the title 'demon' was missing from this round of curses.
    

    

    
      Ttuk ttuk—
    

    

    
      From the context, I had a rough idea of what she had sprayed on me.
    

    

    
      Seeing as she had carefully thrown it to avoid her own body, if I wasn't mistaken, this wet stream was likely the Holy Water I had fed her in the Gateway Zone.
    

    

    
      …I could figure that much out, but where on earth did she get this?
    

    

    
      “…Haa.”
    

    

    
      Just a moment ago, I was feeling refreshed and perfect.
    

    

    
      ‘If you’re going to defy me, at least do it properly…….’
    

    

    
      This wasn't a coup, nor was she running away.
    

    

    
      It was an absurd situation that I couldn't grasp at all.
    

    

    
      Kkiiik—
    

    

    
      “…What is all this commotion at this hour.”
    

    

    
      I wasn't the only one bothered by the sudden disturbance.
    

    

    
      Apparently woken by the noise, Jerry, in his pajamas and with dark circles under his eyes, peeked his head out of the next room and muttered.
    

    

    
      “I was just about to fall asleep. I would appreciate it if you would be a little quieter in the hallway. Furthermore, when I have no schedule, my bedtime is from 7 AM, so please be particularly mindful during this time… Ugh—.”
    

    

    
      The guy, who had been pointing us out with a deep frown, promptly covered his nose with his arm and slammed the door shut.
    

    

    
      Kwang—!
    

    

    
      It seemed he had belatedly noticed the raw garlic Loxy was wearing around her neck.
    

    

    

    
      — …I would appreciate it if you would get lost from in front of my room immediately.
    

    

    

    
      His low request could be heard from beyond the violently shut door.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I tried to recall the events of yesterday just in case, but nothing came to mind.
    

    

    
      The thought that the story of the 'Messiah' might have been unpleasant for her, a servant of demons, did cross my mind for a moment, but it didn't make sense for her to suddenly drop the formal speech she had maintained the whole time, start speaking informally, spray Holy Water, and do something as bizarre as bringing raw garlic to wear around her neck.
    

    

    
      To see it as an act born of simple displeasure, her behavior today was far, far off the rails from the normal demeanor she usually showed.
    

    

    
      At least in my head, I couldn't possibly deduce where this current situation originated from.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I had no choice but to ask her for the cause of the situation.
    

    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    

    
      Heumchit—
    

    

    
      “In a way I can understand.”
    

    

    
      When I spoke with a little more force in my voice, she, who had squeezed her eyes shut while spraying the holy water, slowly opened them and scanned me up and down.
    

    

    
      Then, she suddenly made a strange sound at me.
    

    

    
      “…Ugeugeugeuk.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Once more.
    

    

    
      “…Gororok.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Seeing her muttering while twisting her fingers bizarrely, it wasn't hard to tell she was mimicking some kind of sound, but I myself couldn't figure out what she was mimicking at all.
    

    

    
      “…Just stop. Seriously.”
    

    

    
      Peok—
    

    

    
      Ugh—
    

    

    
      At that point, having concluded that whatever happened last night, her current state was not normal, I chopped the back of her neck to roughly knock her out, stepped past her, and went down to the lobby.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Dalgeurak, dalgeurak—
    

    

    
      “You fuckin’ bastard!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      That damn 'fucker' chant continued even after I came down to the dining room.
    

    

    
      I had left Loxy passed out on the 5th floor, so of course, it wasn't her who said it.
    

    

    
      It was Cheong-yi, who had been bustling about below preparing a 'last supper', mimicking the sound she heard from upstairs.
    

    

    
      “…Cheong-yi, you too?”
    

    

    
      As I sighed at the sound uttered before I had even taken a single bite and looked at her.
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi answered with an innocent expression, as if she knew nothing.
    

    

    
      “Isn’t the pronunciation interesting? In all my life, I have never heard such a word… I like its very strong nuance.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I think I will come to use it often.”
    

    

    
      “…Do you even know what it means?”
    

    

    
      Tilting her head at my question, she soon shrugged and answered vaguely.
    

    

    
      “…I am not sure. But the suffix ‘saekki’ usually means something cute and small, so is it not a good thing?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At a loss for words at her answer, I roughly chewed a forkful of the salad in front of me and stuffed it into my mouth.
    

    

    
      Eujeok eujeok—
    

    

    
      It was awkward to explain, and besides, I figured that curses weren't something you teach, but something one learns on their own after overusing them.
    

    

    
      Therefore, instead of correcting her further, I turned my head to another person sitting at the table.
    

    

    
      I asked Eliya.
    

    

    
      “The Holy Water. You gave it to her, right?”
    

    

    
      “Pardon? Holy Water?”
    

    

    
      “No?”
    

    

    
      The only channel I could think of for Loxy to obtain Holy Water was Eliya.
    

    

    
      Since this Guild House itself was far from the Church Territory, it was impossible for her to get it herself, and from what I heard, she hadn't gone out much while I was away.
    

    

    
      Eliya, who had traveled to the outside world for matters related to me, would have been the only channel to supply Holy Water.
    

    

    
      “She suddenly started spraying it at me, calling me a demon.”
    

    

    
      Tilting her head at my words, she searched her memory before something seemed to come to mind, and she turned her head to look at the kitchen.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      “Ah, then……”
    

    

    
      “It was you, right?”
    

    

    
      “It wasn't Holy Water. But a glass of water I had poured for myself to drink this morning did disappear.”
    

    

    
      “So it was……”
    

    

    
      “But that wasn't Holy Water, just plain ordinary water……”
    

    

    
      “…What. So it wasn't even real Holy Water.”
    

    

    
      Well… it wasn't a particularly important detail.
    

    

    
      It seemed she had mistakenly taken it, thinking that water poured by a Priest would have a similar effect to Holy Water, but whether it was real or fake…
    

    

    
      What was important was the fact that she had tried to spray such a thing at me.
    

    

    
      ‘…But why.’
    

    

    
      Her words and actions were so strange they needed no explanation, but to say she was under a spell, I couldn't feel any mana.
    

    

    
      Whether it was by magic or something else, if one's mind was tainted by mana, it was bound to leave a trace, but nowhere on her did I smell the scent of another's mana.
    

    

    
      In other words, she was definitely showing these abnormal behaviors of her own free will.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Why?
    

    

    
      The reason she had come to fear me overnight without any warning signs.
    

    

    
      The reason she would suddenly call me a 'demon' and come at me with a cross and garlic, not to mention suddenly looking for Holy Water.
    

    

    
      A reason for her to show a 'madness-crazed' appearance, deviating from her usual self…….
    

    

    
      ‘…Huh?’
    

    

    
      Suddenly.
    

    

    
      A possibility flashed through my mind.
    

    

    
      ‘Don't tell me…….’
    

    

    
      What if.
    

    

    
      What if Loxy's inexplicable abnormal behavior stemmed from 'that name'.
    

    

    
      There was one possibility that could explain this incomprehensible situation in one fell swoop.
    

    

    
      It was an unbelievable thing, but.
    

    

    
      If I had muttered 'that name' in my sleep as if talking in my sleep, and if she had happened to overhear it during the night, it would explain her abnormal behavior to some extent.
    

    

    
      I hadn't thought of it because I had subconsciously ruled out that possibility.
    

    

    
      But the behaviors she showed did align to some degree with those who had gone mad after hearing 'that name'.
    

    

    
      However, despite the faint feeling that I had found some fragments of the truth, I had no choice but to shake my head.
    

    

    
      ‘…No way.’
    

    

    
      Just as I had ruled out the possibility from the beginning, I was the one who knew best that it couldn't be true.
    

    

    
      First of all, if such a thing had happened, even in my sleep, the very fact that I didn't know about it now didn't make sense.
    

    

    
      And Loxy herself wouldn't have just ended up showing strange behavior; it would be natural for her to have gone completely insane, her ego consumed.
    

    

    
      Among those who heard that name to their face, those who could maintain a clear gaze could be counted on one hand, even among the most elite members of the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      It was inexplicable for a mere underling, a Demonic Species belonging to the 'Magical Beasts' at that, to hear that name and maintain her sanity.
    

    

    
      “Phew……”
    

    

    
      I was back to square one.
    

    

    
      Leaving behind the reason for this still-unresolved phenomenon, I decided to bury the matter until she woke up.
    

    

    
      It was a waste of energy to keep holding onto a question that didn't have an answer after this much thought.
    

    

    
      And asking her directly when she woke up would be the fastest way to find out the exact reason.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s just eat.”
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      The breakfast table was quieter than I had expected.
    

    

    
      Considering our last conversation hadn't ended on a clean note, I thought Eliya might be the first to ask something.
    

    

    
      But despite her troubled mind being plainly visible, she didn't ask any questions first.
    

    

    
      So, I just…
    

    

    
      Decided to ask first.
    

    

    
      "Proletariat."
    

    

    
      “…It’s Eliya. Please stop calling me by a term that refers to some kind of working cla—.”
    

    

    
      “…About what I said yesterday.”
    

    

    
      I cut off her retort, which now flew out on a reflexive level, and lightly brought up the topic, making her flinch and shrink back.
    

    

    
      “You don’t believe me, do you?”
    

    

    
      It seemed she had anticipated this topic would come up at this table.
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      After swallowing the food she had just put in her mouth, she answered in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…I believe three things, and I don’t believe one.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s a relief you believe the rest.”
    

    

    
      “…I had already guessed that these people were different in some way. It’s bewildering now that I’m faced with it, but… if we just exclude the premise that you, the Hero, are a Hero candidate, they are things that could happen, with a one-in-a-million chance.”
    

    

    
      It was obvious which one she didn't believe without me having to ask.
    

    

    
      The fact that I was a regressor.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the word she used wasn't 'can't' but 'don't'.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a denial based on the realm of possibility and impossibility, but a word that denied the will to believe itself.
    

    

    
      “…You may not understand, Hero, but for me, it is a realm I can never accept.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps my asking first had opened the floodgates for her.
    

    

    
      It seemed she wasn't without things to say, as she added to the story herself.
    

    

    
      “No, it’s not simply that I can’t accept it, it’s a realm I shouldn't. I am a priest. And for a priest, resurrection is a domain that must not be transgressed.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Actually, I met someone like that before you, Hero. When I was young. Someone who claimed to be a Resurrected One.”
    

    

    
      As if trying hard to recall a past she didn't want to remember, Eliya knitted her brows and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…‘Believe in me. I am the Resurrected One sent by Him. Only I can lead you to the path of eternal life.’”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He was obviously a strange person, there was no proof, and it was an utterly absurd story, but… strangely, people believed him.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Quite a lot of people, at that.”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s voice was filled with deep sincerity.
    

    

    
      So much so that even Cheong-yi, who had been eating her meal without participating in the conversation, claiming that ‘not speaking while eating is the first principle of a gentleman,’ had at some point taken her eyes off her bowl and was focusing on Eliya’s story.
    

    

    
      “Even priests of the Order were bewitched by him, and they went as far as to create a heretical faction within the Order. They grew their influence quite significantly.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To the point where followers came from neighboring countries.”
    

    

    
      Gulp—
    

    

    
      As she took a sip of water, pausing her story, Cheong-yi couldn't hold back and broke the first principle of a gentleman (?).
    

    

    
      “…So what happened to them?”
    

    

    
      Her answer was short, and chilling.
    

    

    
      “They died.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Every last one of them. The entire faction.”
    

    

    
      As if it was an unexpected answer, Cheong-yi covered her mouth and her eyes went wide.
    

    

    
      “Goodness gracious… All of them?”
    

    

    
      “…They deserved it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He murdered innocent people, claiming he would show them a miracle of God, and used them as nourishment to create grotesque chimeras through what he called human body recreation.”
    

    

    
      It was the dark version of Eliya, which I hadn't seen in a while.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      I thought that even Cheong-yi, hearing this story for the first time, would have a vague guess.
    

    

    
      This wasn't just some scary story Eliya heard in her childhood.
    

    

    
      It was a personal account of her father, her only relative and the person she relied on more than anyone.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…It’s funny, isn’t it? The daughter of a heretical cult leader acting as a priest.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      The heretical Resurrected One in her story was none other than her father.
    

    

    
      “…The problem is that there wasn't just one person like that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In the end, in the long history of the Order, the true Resurrected One from the prophecies has never appeared, and every single person who has claimed to be a Resurrected One until now has been, without exception, someone possessed by a demon.”
    

    

    
      With a lonely, faint smile on her lips, Eliya…
    

    

    
      Let out a light sigh and lifted her head.
    

    

    
      “…Still, I spent the day thinking alone and managed to sort things out to some extent.”
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      “Thanks to that, the fact that this little lady before me is the heir to the Demonic Cult, and that the gloomy Mr. J.J. is a survivor of a vampire clan. And also……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Honestly, I’m not happy about it, but Ms. Kim Sia… no, the succubus named Loxy, too. Somehow……”
    

    

    
      She got to the main point.
    

    

    
      “…But no matter what, this is a different case. Absolutely……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Anyway, no. Don't ever say such things again.”
    

    

    
      She finished her sentence vaguely, as if swallowing something she was about to say.
    

    

    
      I could roughly guess what it was.
    

    

    
      Something like, ‘I don't want to lose someone close to me over something like that again,’ or ‘I can't bear to see the Hero I'm in charge of get executed.’
    

    

    
      If I, already a felon, were to be branded a 'self-proclaimed Resurrected One' and driven out as a heretic, I would inevitably be sentenced to death.
    

    

    
      The girl, who had been staring down with a frown for a moment, then threw a question at me.
    

    

    
      “…While organizing my thoughts alone yesterday, I realized something. Whether what you said about being on your… ‘second run’ is true or not.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That the chain of unbelievable events I've experienced from the Gateway Zone until now were all part of your plan. Even……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…If I’m not mistaken, this trip to the Darkest Dungeon is part of it too.”
    

    

    
      Her last words sounded less like a statement of conviction and more like she was looking at me as she said them to confirm if it was true.
    

    

    
      It seemed she wanted a serious answer, so I was about to give her one, but.
    

    

    
      “As expected of Orabeoni……”
    

    

    
      A chuckle escaped me unconsciously because of Cheong-yi, who was chiming in with admiration from the side as if she knew anything.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      However, it seemed my smile was taken as a sign of affirmation by Eliya.
    

    

    
      She nodded once as if she understood, then added.
    

    

    
      “…I'll give up on the ‘how’. You’ll just say it’s your second run or whatever if I ask anyway… so tell me this instead.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why, why are you gathering these unbelievable people and insisting on entering the Darkest Dungeon? What is the goal you're trying to achieve by going this far…?”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “…Is that the fifth question?”
    

    

    
      It seemed the conversation was continuing as an extension of yesterday's.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      From my perspective, it was a welcome question.
    

    

    
      I had been thinking that this topic should have come up yesterday, and I was debating whether to bring it up myself after the conversation ended vaguely.
    

    

    
      “I warned you yesterday, so I won't warn you a second time, okay? Deal with it yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Pardon? A warning? What warning—.”
    

    

    
      After all, the reason I had opened the floodgates for her was precisely to hear this question from her own lips.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Demon King Hunt.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Manjijak manjijak—
    

    

    
      “Orabeoni.”
    

    

    
      “…What.”
    

    

    
      “Are priests normally selected based on their personal martial prowess?”
    

    

    
      “…I guess so. I didn't know either.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm. That is quite different from what I knew… I was certain their role was mainly to provide support from the rear.”
    

    

    
      As if fascinated by how the bruise vanished as soon as it formed, Cheong-yi fiddled with my cheek.
    

    

    
      Then she stared into the air and muttered, as if recalling the moment just before.
    

    

    
      “It was like lightning. Like a tiger hunting a dried persimmon.”
    

    

    
      “…Tigers don't hunt dried persimmons.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Be that as it may. It was a remarkable movement.”
    

    

    
      I had anticipated it, but Eliya reacted violently to the words ‘Demon King Hunt’.
    

    

    
      At the answer ‘Demon King Hunt’, she leaned in as if she had misheard and asked back, 『Hunt what, what?』 Then, at my second answer, she threw a punch without a second thought.
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi's words about it being like lightning weren't a lie; it was a punch that flew in at the exquisite timing of a blink, before my answer was even finished.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that I couldn't have dodged it if I wanted to, but given the timing, it felt like I should probably take it, so I did.
    

    

    
      And it hurt more than I expected.
    

    

    
      Eliya, who had shrieked *bbaek—* and yelled at me, 『Fine, do everything yourself then, Hero!!!』, immediately got up from the table and left.
    

    

    
      Of course, if you looked at the sentence 'The Hero catches the Demon King' by itself, there was nothing wrong with it.
    

    

    
      But that was a story possible only in novels; it wasn't a story that could pass in this Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      In fact, there was hardly a more absurd statement.
    

    

    
      If a mere Hero could stand on equal footing with the Demon King, there would have been no need for the War against Demons to have dragged on for so long.
    

    

    
      ‘…Well. Is this more or less done now?’
    

    

    
      Still, I had said everything that needed to be said.
    

    

    
      My role was finished, and now it was up to Eliya how she would take this story.
    

    

    
      She would probably rack her brain over it while I was in the Darkest Dungeon, but… just as her reaction showed, the destination of a Demon King Hunt wasn't so simple, so I couldn't force someone who wasn't convinced to come along.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      “How about you?”
    

    

    
      Putting aside the thoughts swimming in my head, I asked Cheong-yi, who was sitting next to me.
    

    

    
      “What about me?”
    

    

    
      “Your training.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Is it going well?”
    

    

    
      It was a matter of course, but the Heavenly Demon's power that Cheong-yi possessed was not complete.
    

    

    
      Compared to the first run, where she had to rely on memories in her head and build up experience through real combat without any secret manuals, her conditions were much better now.
    

    

    
      But that was it.
    

    

    
      The ‘conditions’ were in place, but her current hardware was not capable of fully digesting the Heavenly Demon's power.
    

    

    
      The power she had shown in Shandong was borrowed directly from the Demonic Sword, making it a one-time use, and without the Demonic Sword, she couldn't even properly use the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step, which was her base.
    

    

    
      “…I am not sure. For now, I am trying to recall that time in my head and follow what you told me, Orabeoni, but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I just can’t seem to get the hang of it……”
    

    

    
      It was somewhat to be expected.
    

    

    
      Even though she had the secret manual, the subtleties of the Heavenly Demon Divine Art were not something that could be mastered so easily.
    

    

    
      I could only imitate it because of my unique innate ability; an outsider who was not born with the blood of the Heavenly Demon could not steal even a single movement of the Heavenly Demon Divine Art even if they watched it a thousand, ten thousand times.
    

    

    
      Of course, since the blood of the Heavenly Demon flowed more thickly in her body than anyone else's, I thought that if she were given enough time, like in the first run, she would have no problem mastering the Heavenly Demon Divine Art.
    

    

    
      She had an excellent teacher in the Demonic Sword, and if she could raise their resonance to a level where some communication was possible, she would be able to learn it even without looking at the secret manual.
    

    

    
      …The problem was that we didn't have that ‘time’.
    

    

    
      By the time I entered the Darkest Dungeon and came out, she needed to show some level of achievement.
    

    

    
      The role I expected of her wasn't simply a disposable bomb to be used with a *bang—* in an emergency.
    

    

    
      Considering the future of the ‘Demon King Hunt’ that would unfold rapidly after I came out of the Darkest Dungeon, I had to take a method that utilized that time to the fullest.
    

    

    
      “…Hmm.”
    

    

    
      A suitable instructor.
    

    

    
      At the very least, it seemed she needed someone to be a sparring partner.
    

    

    
      Practicing in real combat by hunting Magical Beasts was much more difficult.
    

    

    
      “Remember the person I mentioned before?”
    

    

    
      “Before?”
    

    

    
      “You know, in the basement, I told you that you have an older sister.”
    

    

    
      Beontteuk—
    

    

    
      In that instant, her eyes sparkled brightly.
    

    

    
      “I remember!”
    

    

    
      “I'll have Eliya call that person for you.”
    

    

    
      “R-really?!”
    

    

    
      “Well, I can't guarantee she'll come… but I did make a promise before. She might not be a master, but that woman should be more than enough to be a sparring partner.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, there was a difference in innate talent, so I couldn't say Namgung Soso was superior to Shim Cheong, but she was the one who had, by chance and however insignificantly, managed to perform the Heavenly Demon's Reigning Step with her own body.
    

    

    
      She was also likely the person alive who had read the Heavenly Demon's secret manual the most.
    

    

    
      I couldn't be sure either, but I felt that if I put her and Cheong-yi together, I could expect some synergy.
    

    

    
      The pages of the secret manual were already all in that person's head.
    

    

    
      At least when it came to theory, there was plenty of room for her to be of help.
    

    

    
      “I understand…! I will believe those words and wait.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “Do as you please.”
    

    

    
      Now, except for a brief interrogation of Loxy when she woke up, all the things I had planned for my leave were complete.
    

    

    
      The next thing was.
    

    

    
      Sarak—
    

    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #12]
    

    

    
      『Enter the Darkest Dungeon.』
    

    

    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon.
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      “…Therefore, Prisoner Number 4331 is sentenced to 50 years in the Underground Prison.”
    

    

    
      Bang! Bang! Bang!
    

    

    
      The predetermined verdict was delivered, and the gavel, shaped like a hammer, struck three times, signifying the end of the trial.
    

    

    
      Seated in the dock, U-jin was the very picture of a capital offender.
    

    

    
      Not to mention the black-and-white striped prisoner's uniform, the symbol of a convict, but ostentatiously large Mana Restraints were locked on both his hands and feet.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Jilkkeun—
    

    

    
      It had already been decided, and as it was the verdict of a retrial, it was now truly irreversible.
    

    

    
      U-jin’s trip to the Darkest Dungeon was confirmed.
    

    

    
      Eliya, who was listening to the sentencing from her seat in the distant gallery, gripped the railing with both hands.
    

    

    
      Though she was brimming with rage, all she could do was console herself by thinking that this was better than a suspended death sentence, that it was all part of a plan.
    

    

    
      All she could do was watch the scene helplessly.
    

    

    
      “Executioner.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Your Honor.”
    

    

    
      Normally, the trial process would have involved a few more procedures.
    

    

    
      But given the wartime situation, and the fact that the punishment was for violating a Commandment Crime, all minor procedures were omitted.
    

    

    
      “We will now escort the prisoner, Seo U-jin, to the Underground Prison.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Although the judge had not yet given any specific instructions, the Executioner, as if he already knew his role, gestured to the Order’s soldiers assigned to him and replied.
    

    

    
      As soon as the Executioner finished speaking, a blindfold was placed over U-jin’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Seureureuk—
    

    

    
      Next, the soldiers’ rough arms slipped under U-jin’s armpits, and U-jin began to be escorted somewhere.
    

    

    
      Teobeok- teobeok- teobeok-
    

    

    
      His footsteps followed where he was led.
    

    

    
      How long had they walked in that silence?
    

    

    
      Cheolkeok—
    

    

    
      With the sound of a rusty iron door, the blindfold covering U-jin’s eyes was removed.
    

    

    
      Seureureuk—
    

    

    
      “…I’m making an exception for you, Sir Button. Since you once saved my life.”
    

    

    
      “…I thank you for your consideration.”
    

    

    
      “As I mentioned beforehand, you must keep it brief.”
    

    

    
      Kkiiik- cheolkeok—
    

    

    
      The sound of the iron door opening and closing was heard again, and a familiar face came into his blurry, dark-adjusted vision.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      “…It has not been a long time. And… I will skip the greetings. As you heard, Mr. Seo U-jin, we do not have much time.”
    

    

    
      Normally, a felon sentenced to a heavy punishment would not be granted a final visit.
    

    

    
      As the term implied, a criminal sentenced for a grave crime could act unpredictably at any moment, and the best way to prevent such incidents was not to allow the possibility in the first place.
    

    

    
      As a preventive measure against unexpected situations, no visitation opportunities were given after a felon’s final sentencing.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      This current meeting was a time that Louis Button had created by asking the Executioner for a special favor, ignoring the Order’s procedures and principles.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “See? Connections, cronyism, nepotism.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “How convenient is that? Don’t be so rigid. When there’s a shortcut, you should know how to use it flexibly.”
    

    

    
      “…Be quiet.”
    

    

    
      The reason Louis went so far as to use a shortcut (?), which he clearly disliked, to create this meeting was, of course, related to the ‘deal’ he had previously made with U-jin.
    

    

    
      The promise the two had made during the previous visit, over the Indulgence and the Source Stone of Quark.
    

    

    
      He felt it was necessary to review it one more time.
    

    

    
      “As I mentioned before, what I want from you, Mr. Seo U-jin, is to mine the Source Stone of Quark from inside the dungeon.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I would like to explain in as much detail as possible, but… since we don’t have much time, I have summarized only the important points.”
    

    

    
      Getting straight to the point, Louis reached into his coat.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      What he pulled out from within was none other than a pouch.
    

    

    
      “…Take this.”
    

    

    
      “…This is.”
    

    

    
      “Normally, possessing items other than pre-declared belongings is forbidden, but… I thought these would be necessary, so I prepared them separately.”
    

    

    
      A pouch slightly larger than the palm of his hand.
    

    

    
      Taking it, U-jin opened the mouth of the pouch and pulled out the first thing his hand touched.
    

    

    
      The first thing he grabbed was none other than a map.
    

    

    
      It was a relatively small map, as if its scale was larger than a typical map.
    

    

    
      It was obvious what place was drawn on the map without having to ask.
    

    

    
      “A map?”
    

    

    
      “It would be more fitting to call it a… sketch map. As you can see, it only contains rough information.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To be honest, I debated this. Given the nature of the Darkest Dungeon, the terrain changes frequently, and since this sketch map is based on rather old exploration data, its accuracy might be somewhat low… but I thought it would still be helpful, so I included it.”
    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      It was a map that contained the topography of that unknown space.
    

    

    
      Contrary to his words about it being based on old exploration data, the texture of the paper was smooth, and U-jin, finding this strange, sent him a questioning look.
    

    

    
      “Old?”
    

    

    
      “…I drew it by retracing my memories of when I entered myself. Don't trust it too much, and if you think it's wrong, discard it without hesitation.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm. No wonder.”
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      Nodding as he took the map, U-jin reached back into the pouch and took out another item.
    

    

    
      The second item was quite familiar to U-jin.
    

    

    
      A square, golden cube surrounded by a magic circle.
    

    

    
      It was the object Louis had taken out when he first showed him the Quark.
    

    

    
      “As you’ve seen before, this is the cube we Exorcists use to store Quarks. If you succeed in mining the Source Stone inside, you can store it in this cube here.”
    

    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    

    
      “You’ve used it yourself, so I won’t explain how it works a second time.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “And finally……”
    

    

    
      The third item he pulled out was a card slightly smaller than his palm.
    

    

    
      It was an item he was seeing for the first time in his second run, but U-jin had intuitively recognized what it was from the moment he touched it inside the pouch, even before seeing it with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      “…This is the first time I've made one myself, but it is a device that allows you to send a signal.”
    

    

    
      A Signal Card.
    

    

    
      A piece of mana-storing paper, sometimes called just a ‘Signal’ for short.
    

    

    
      It was an item used by members of the Suicide Squad on missions to confirm each other's survival and exchange simple signals.
    

    

    
      As Louis said, it was the first time this item was made in the second run, but for U-jin, who had already lived through life in the Suicide Squad in his first run, it was an all-too-familiar object.
    

    

    
      “How to use it is simple. If you run into trouble, or as soon as you mine the Quark, just tear the card.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Then I will use the Indulgence and get you out of the dungeon, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      U-jin nodded at the explanation, which was not much different from how he remembered using it.
    

    

    
      Right on cue, a voice came from beyond the iron door.
    

    

    
      Cheolkang—
    

    

    
      —Come out now. Time is up.
    

    

    
      Though the tone was flat, a hint of anxiety was laced at the end of the Executioner’s voice.
    

    

    
      It was clear that he hadn't allowed this meeting with a peaceful mind either.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, there wasn't much left to say.
    

    

    
      Louis, who nodded as if that was the end of the explanation, left a final warning before heading to the iron door.
    

    

    
      “…As you can see from the map, the area in the Darkest Dungeon where Quarks mainly grow is a mine located in the dungeon's outermost region. Our exploration team named it the ‘Madman’s Mine.’ The Source Stone will be located in the deepest part of the cluster within that mine.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And, I debated whether to say this, but seeing your track record, I will.”
    

    

    
      Huu—
    

    

    
      Louis paused for a beat before muttering with emphasis.
    

    

    
      “…Do not approach the areas outside the map. The Darkest Dungeon is a realm that has not yet been fully explored.”
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “…Okay.”
    

    

    
      “…Then I will be waiting and praying, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “See you again.”
    

    

    
      Kkiiik- cheolkang—
    

    

    
      With U-jin’s reply, Louis opened the iron door and left.
    

    

    
      At the same time, as if in a baton touch, soldiers entered and once again wrapped a cloth around U-jin’s eyes.
    

    

    
      “…Let's hurry it up.”
    

    

    
      At the Executioner's single word, the soldiers' hands became urgent.
    

    

    
      Roughly pulling U-jin's arm, they exited the iron door and continued down the stairs they had been descending.
    

    

    
      Tak- tak- tak- tak-
    

    

    
      Teobeok-
    

    

    
      Only after descending the endless flight of stairs for a good while did their pace slow, as if they were somewhat relieved.
    

    

    
      The pouch Louis had given U-jin seemed to have been pre-arranged, as they didn't point it out, even though it was held plainly in U-jin’s right hand.
    

    

    
      Jeobeok jeobeok—
    

    

    
      Jeobeok jeobeok—
    

    

    
      How many times had the warm heat of a torch brushed past his right cheek?
    

    

    
      Teok—
    

    

    
      The Executioner, who was walking ahead, stopped, and the endless stairs finally reached the bottom.
    

    

    
      “Uncover him.”
    

    

    
      —Vanquish the Demons!! Uncovering him now.
    

    

    
      —Vanquish the Demons!!
    

    

    
      The command was followed by a formal response.
    

    

    
      The cloth tied around U-jin’s eyes was slowly unwrapped.
    

    

    
      What was revealed along with it was a giant, dark purple oval that seemed to be about twice the height of a person.
    

    

    
      An oval-shaped barrier of mana, shimmering as if it weren't quite solid.
    

    

    
      This was the entrance to the Darkest Dungeon, buried beneath the Order, which had swallowed countless felons over eons of time.
    

    

    
      …And even now, numerous convicts who had yet to complete their sentences were trying to sustain their lives inside.
    

    

    
      “The restraints.”
    

    

    
      At the Executioner's word, the soldiers unlocked the restraints on his feet.
    

    

    
      Cheolkeok—
    

    

    
      Chalkak—
    

    

    
      The restraints fell to the floor with a *thud—!*
    

    

    
      As U-jin lightly shook out his feet, the Executioner, who had been watching silently, muttered in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…I won’t give a long explanation. It seems you anticipated this to some extent, and I judge that Sir Button has already told you something himself, even if you don't know the exact details.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…The Darkest Dungeon is the wild. Inside, there is no net of the Order’s law that has kept you alive until now, no social system, no morals, no ethics.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A state of war of all against all.”
    

    

    
      Cheolkeok—
    

    

    
      “Just remember that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That inside, no one will protect you, and it is a place where survival itself is the punishment.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And.”
    

    

    
      The Executioner, who had approached and inserted a key into the restraints binding U-jin’s hands, pushed him on the back.
    

    

    
      “That surviving while atoning is how you will pay for your sins.”
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      Pushed forward, U-jin’s body disappeared into the giant mana barrier.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown mana is at work.]
    

    

    
      [You are entering the special area, ‘Darkest Dungeon’.]
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      Day and night did not exist in the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      That was meant in the most literal sense.
    

    

    
      It was an unknown space, not pitch black, yet not bright either, where the faintness of dawn's twilight was stained a dark red and lingered all day long.
    

    

    
      The mysterious atmosphere born from these unique conditions evoked a certain nostalgia in U-jin.
    

    

    
      Faint, yet not something he missed.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The first thing U-jin did upon arriving in the Darkest Dungeon was to grip the key the Executioner had left in the lock with his teeth, turn it, and finish unlocking the restraints on his hands.
    

    

    
      *Cheolkeok—*
    

    

    
      Following the dissonant sound of metal engaging, a heavy thud echoed, shaking the ground.
    

    

    
      Kuuung- kung- kung…
    

    

    
      Having removed the restraints, U-jin took a deep breath and took out the map Louis had given him in the pouch.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      As expected, the map showed U-jin’s location as the First Sector of the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      It wasn't hard to tell, as the entrance's location was clearly marked.
    

    

    
      After glancing back and forth between the map and the surrounding scenery a few times, as if comparing them, U-jin let out a *pfft—* as the corners of his mouth curled up.
    

    

    
      Then, he muttered something incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      “…Why did he even prepare this? I don't need something like this.”
    

    

    
      It was a statement that would make anyone who heard it tilt their head in confusion.
    

    

    
      Not only was it a map that someone had gone to the trouble of providing, but being able to grasp the surrounding terrain in an area where survival couldn't be guaranteed was a massive advantage.
    

    

    
      Information was especially scarce in the Darkest Dungeon, a place notorious for its strangeness. U-jin’s mutter that he didn’t need a map was, objectively speaking, completely incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      As always, U-jin's muttering was not born of arrogance.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The reason U-jin said he didn't need the map was simple.
    

    

    
      …Because he already knew.
    

    

    
      To the point that he could recall every detail of what was where, without even needing to look at a map.
    

    

    
      “…It’s been a while.”
    

    

    
      It was because he knew this place so well.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      First run.
    

    

    
      The Order Alliance was ultimately defeated by the Demon King.
    

    

    
      The endless offensive of the Demon King's Allied Forces overloaded the Order's front lines, and the Anti-Demon Front, which had been retreating inch by inch, began to collapse rapidly at a certain point.
    

    

    
      The retreat of the front meant that the Order's Constellations, who had held their positions for a long time, were being hunted down one by one at the hands of the Demon King.
    

    

    
      The Demon King's Army, which had been tightening its encirclement, eventually invaded the holy land where the Order's headquarters was located, the ‘Vatican.’
    

    

    
      The strong bond of the Order Alliance shattered in an instant.
    

    

    
      The Murim Empire, the Olympus Republic, Alfheim, and others.
    

    

    
      The large and small factions that made up the Order Alliance sensed their defeat the moment the Demon King invaded the Vatican and bolted their gates, pursuing their own survival instead of joining forces as they had before.
    

    

    
      And that moment.
    

    

    
      That was the moment the continent effectively fell into the Demon King's grasp.
    

    

    
      What had suppressed the powerful enemy known as the Demon King during the long War against Demons was the ‘Order Alliance,’ not the singular organization of the Order.
    

    

    
      The moment the organization capable of opposing the Demon King's Alliance disintegrated due to their individual interests, defeat was an inevitable conclusion.
    

    

    
      The Vatican, which gathered its remaining strength to resist the Demon King's Army's offensive, eventually fell in less than a month.
    

    

    
      The Demon King came to sit on the throne of God, which had been vacant for thousands of years.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Even so. The War against Demons did not end the moment the Vatican fell.
    

    

    
      As the Anti-Demon Front began to crumble rapidly, a few Heroes who foresaw the future collapse of the Order Alliance formed small groups, independent of the Order's control, and struck at the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      These small groups, waging guerrilla warfare across the continent, eventually formed a new resistance army called the ‘Suicide Squad’ centered around the Hero ‘Kim Satgat.’
    

    

    
      While the disbanded allied nations were picked off one by one under the Demon King's command, the Suicide Squad, which had grown its power in the shadows, began to disrupt the Demon King's plans after establishing a certain degree of structure.
    

    

    
      And so, the War against Demons continued even after the Order had effectively collapsed.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      …The reason I could read this ‘Darkest Dungeon’ like the back of my hand was ultimately because of that.
    

    

    

    
      『What did you say??』
    

    

    
      『Aish… I said we’re going to the Darkest Dungeon.』
    

    

    
      『But—that’s the prison beneath the Order. Why there, all of a sudden…?』
    

    

    
      『It’s the only place on the continent right now where we can avoid the Demon King’s gaze, so we have no choice… If you don’t like it, try suggesting an alternative, you punk.』
    

    

    

    
      At the time of the Order Alliance's defeat, I was a member of the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      And the final base camp where the Suicide Squad, fleeing from the tightening encirclement, settled to escape the Demon King's reach was none other than this Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon took up a significant portion of my life in the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      From my perspective, it wasn't just an empty phrase; it was truly a place where I lived as if it were my own home.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean this place was a pushover for the 'current me.'
    

    

    
      Although I was confident that no one at this point in time understood this place better than I did, it was an undeniable fact that, regardless of 'how familiar I was,' the Darkest Dungeon was a dangerous place for me at my current level.
    

    

    
      The unique Mutants of the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      The numerous felons imprisoned for their crimes.
    

    

    
      The mind-contaminating Quark.
    

    

    
      And finally, the mana turbulence phenomenon that grew stronger the further one went toward the outskirts.
    

    

    
      Dangers that could not be taken lightly lurked in every corner of the dungeon.
    

    

    
      The only reason I was given this moment to catch my breath was because this was the entrance to the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      To be more precise, it was because this area was a kind of Green Zone that wasn't actually considered part of the dungeon's domain.
    

    

    
      Wuuung—
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      A translucent mana barrier surrounded the area near the entrance.
    

    

    
      The moment I stepped beyond that space, it was the wild, where nothing was guaranteed.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      “Hmm……”
    

    

    
      After glancing at the barrier for a moment, I looked down again at the map that Louis had packed for me.
    

    

    
      As he had said, the terrain drawn on it was closer to a sketch map than a proper map.
    

    

    
      It was drawn with a focus on pointing out what was where, rather than accurately scaling the actual distances.
    

    

    
      A simple map of the terrain was drawn from the entrance to the outermost explored regions, and small pictures, whose meanings could be roughly guessed, were scattered here and there.
    

    

    
      The only color on the monochrome map was the red X's drawn over a few of the pictures, likely meant as a warning.
    

    

    
      Flipping—
    

    

    
      Turning it over, I saw a page filled with brief explanations for each area and footnotes detailing the meaning of each picture from the front.
    

    

    

    

    
      [The ‘Forest of Beginnings,’ where the entrance is located, is a place with a relatively low frequency of Mutant appearances. Therefore, it is mainly where ordinary felons, not Hero-level personnel, live. They frequently form groups, so you should be more wary of the felons than the Mutants.]
    

    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Looking at it now, this seemed less like a simple ‘sketch map’ and more like an ‘instruction manual.’
    

    

    
      It was organized with a variety of core information that would have been quite helpful if this had been my first time here.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had put quite a bit of thought into it.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      “…For now, shall I go?”
    

    

    
      …Since it wasn't my first time, it didn't really matter to the current me.
    

    

    
      Saaat—
    

    

    
      As I passed through the translucent mana barrier, a gloomy and dense violet forest unfolded before me.
    

    

    
      The Forest of Beginnings.
    

    

    
      It was like a tutorial zone for this bizarre Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      As Louis had mentioned, there weren't many Mutants here.
    

    

    
      But that also meant that they did, in fact, exist.
    

    

    
      Of course, compared to the 'real deals,' they were just low-level 'derivatives' influenced by mutants.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Paseuseuseu—
    

    

    
      The desolate sound of dry leaves rustling against each other.
    

    

    
      It was a different kind of gloom from a battlefield simply teeming with magical beasts.
    

    

    
      A silence where it wouldn't be strange for something to pop out from anywhere at any time.
    

    

    
      The occasional cry of an unknown creature and a silence that wasn't truly silent, heard from afar, filled the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Kkureureureuk—
    

    

    
      A half-rotten tree, visible as soon as I emerged, twisted its branches grotesquely and made an unpleasant sound.
    

    

    
      It was a Mutant.
    

    

    
      “…Talk about rotten luck. A mutant right in my face as soon as I get out.”
    

    

    
      An ordinary felon would have been in for a rough time right from the start. A normal person unable to wield mana would have died on the spot here.
    

    

    
      T-ring—!
    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: The Chosen One (★☆☆)> has been activated.]
    

    

    
      [Would you like to check the target's information? Y/N]
    

    

    
      [Target selected]
    

    

    

    

    
      +
    

    

    
      <Etc: Plant>
    

    
      ■Name: [Contaminated Verber Tree]
    

    
      ■Grade: [☆]
    

    
      ■Description: [It was an ordinary tree but became contaminated by an unknown influence. It has gained the ability to feed and uses the blood of living creatures as nutrients instead of water.]
    

    
      ■Special Ability: [Raw Feed]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      Tok—
    

    

    
      I threw a nearby stone at the tree's trunk.
    

    

    
      Wageujak—
    

    

    
      Ujeok ujeok—
    

    

    
      The part of the trunk hit by the stone suddenly gaped open into a maw and snapped at the stone.
    

    

    
      Then, with a motion like it was chewing, it rippled horizontally before closing its maw and falling silent again.
    

    

    
      The sight of a tree opening its mouth was so bizarre that a hundred out of a hundred people seeing it for the first time would have had their eyes stolen by it.
    

    

    
      But that would be falling for its trick.
    

    

    
      That was the creature's ploy to draw one's gaze.
    

    

    
      Paaat—
    

    

    
      …The real attack was this.
    

    

    
      A vine that had been stealthily creeping along the ground shot toward my body, and I snatched the incoming vine with my right hand.
    

    

    

    
      [Warning! The ‘Contaminated Verber Tree’ is absorbing your blood.]
    

    

    

    
      In truth, making contact like this was playing right into its trap.
    

    

    
      The Verber Tree's vine was covered in microscopic thorns, and its method of attack was to use its unique mechanism to suck blood from the scratches created when I grabbed it.
    

    

    
      However, the reason I willingly played along was that this method was also more convenient for me to deal with it.
    

    

    
      Buuuuk—
    

    

    
      Along with the blood being sucked from my body, I poured a massive amount of mana into its vine. The vine, which had been greedily sucking my blood as if it were delicious, soon sensed something was wrong and began to struggle.
    

    

    
      Kkwaeeeaek—
    

    

    
      Kkwaek—
    

    

    
      The tree opened its closed maw again and screamed.
    

    

    
      “You should have been more careful about what you eat. You can't just gobble up anything you find like that.”
    

    

    
      T-ring—!
    

    

    

    

    
      [A small amount of Mana is consumed.]
    

    

    
      [A small amount of Mana is consumed.]
    

    

    

    
      It may have become a Mutant, but at its core, it was still a plant.
    

    

    
      It was more accurate to call something of this level a ‘derivative influenced by the mutant phenomenon’ rather than a ‘Mutant.’
    

    

    
      An ordinary person might have struggled a bit, but for me, it wasn't an opponent I found difficult.
    

    

    
      Just injecting a little mana like this was enough to make it writhe, unable to digest it.
    

    

    
      Kkwae—
    

    

    
      Kkwaae…
    

    

    
      Ulkeok- ulkeok—
    

    

    
      As time passed, the screaming tree's maw sputtered and spat out a blood-like fluid. It let out a few hoarse groans and then went limp.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Jeobeok- jeobeok—
    

    

    
      As if waiting for that very moment, the sound of footsteps approached, and a voice called out to me from somewhere.
    

    

    
      “H-Hey, newbie—.”
    

    

    

    
      『H-Hey, you—.』
    

    

    

    
      A sense of déjà vu washed over me at that moment.
    

    

    
      I couldn't help but smile.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “…Right,”
    

    

    
      Because this was the same development I had experienced when I first entered the Darkest Dungeon as part of the vanguard.
    

    

    
      “…Now ‘this’ is the Darkest Dungeon.”
    

    

  
    Chapter 99: Darkest Dungeon (5)

    
      ‘…He's Hero-class.’
    

    

    
      Gilbert, a third-year Convict, had been secretly watching the newcomer from behind a tree.
    

    

    
      He was utterly astonished by the incredible event unfolding before his eyes.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that rare for a new Convict to enter the Underground Prison, and there had been occasional times when a new one arrived while he was on watch.
    

    

    
      But this was the first time a Hero-class person had arrived.
    

    

    
      Gulp-
    

    

    
      Of course, unless the man was wearing a Hero's medal, judging by appearance alone was a rash move.
    

    

    
      The people imprisoned in this Darkest Dungeon were all big shots in the outside world at one point, and just because someone could handle mana didn't mean they were classified as Hero-class.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, Gilbert was inwardly convinced that U-jin was Hero-class.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      There were a few others in his Camp who could handle mana, but not a single one of them could have dealt with a Monster Tree so calmly, without a hint of nervousness, right after arriving.
    

    

    
      ‘…What should I do?’
    

    

    
      Having spent three years in this bizarre forest, he could have handled an ordinary Convict with ease.
    

    

    
      But perhaps because he was now certain the man was Hero-class.
    

    

    
      Gilbert found that the words wouldn't leave his mouth.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Kkwae… Kkwaaae…
    

    

    

    

    
      But he didn't have much time.
    

    

    
      The Monster Tree's distinctive cry was fading, and it had begun gushing blood.
    

    

    
      If he just stood by, the tree would die and the man might just wander off somewhere.
    

    

    
      If that happened and some problem arose because of that man, or if the man went to another Camp, the responsibility for neglecting his watch duty would fall on him.
    

    

    
      …And that was something he had to avoid at all costs.
    

    

    
      Squeeze-
    

    

    
      Clenching a fist to calm his anxious heart, Gilbert finally made up his mind and stood up.
    

    

    
      Then, he walked toward the man in the distance, feigning a relaxed voice.
    

    

    
      Ahem, ahem-
    

    

    
      “H-Hey, newbie-.”
    

    

    
      Not bad.
    

    

    
      It didn't sound too nervous, a natural condescension that showed off his two years of seniority.
    

    

    
      ‘…Nice.’
    

    

    
      He had stuttered a bit at the beginning, and it bothered him that the man's lips had curled up into a slight smirk at the same time.
    

    

    
      But well, that could just be a smile of relief at having met another person.
    

    

    
      Swallowing his nervousness, Gilbert continued walking until he reached the man.
    

    

    
      Then, putting on a brazen face, he said.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… First off, you passed the experimental test.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You’re pretty competent for a newbie.”
    

    

    
      Of course, there was no such thing as an experimental test.
    

    

    
      Gilbert hadn't even known there was a Monster Tree there.
    

    

    
      However, he judged that in order not to be overwhelmed by the difference in ability of a Hero-class individual, he needed to seize the upper hand socially first, so he used his wits.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’m a genius.’
    

    

    
      Admiring his own quick thinking, Gilbert let a faint smile grace his lips and leaned his face close to the dead Monster Tree as he continued.
    

    

    
      “But letting it scream was a mistake.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There isn't just one or two of these monsters in this Underground Prison, and not all of them are immobile like this one. A few are probably already on their way, having heard the noise.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There's no safety net here to protect you like there is on the outside, so the first thing you must avoid is getting cornered.”
    

    

    
      After muttering nonchalantly, Gilbert pulled a dagger from his belt and plunged the blade into the center of the bleeding tree trunk.
    

    

    
      “So you have to subdue it in one go like this-.”
    

    

    
      Kkwae-
    

    

    
      “…Ugh-aaack!!!”
    

    

    
      …The problem was that the tree wasn't quite dead yet, and it opened its maw again and snapped.
    

    

    
      Of course, he had pulled back quickly, and it didn't have much strength left, so all it could do was clack its maw on the spot.
    

    

    
      But Gilbert shrieked and fell over ungracefully at the unexpected situation.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Watching him, U-jin wore the same smile as before.
    

    

    
      “L-Look at this. You couldn't even finish it off properly. Y-You still have a long way to go.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    

    
      “Yes! Even just now, if I hadn't stabbed it right between the eyes like this, like this, you might have been, no, you ‘would’ have been attacked the moment you turned your back.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “It didn’t seem like it could move, though.”
    

    

    
      “Anyway!!!”
    

    

    
      Brush, brush-
    

    

    
      Quickly getting up and brushing off his clothes, Gilbert tried his best to act unfazed, rambling excuses as he turned away.
    

    

    
      “A guy like you will be dead in a day here. I’ll be kind enough to speak to the Camp I’m staying at, so follow me!”
    

    

    
      And with that, he began walking quickly toward somewhere.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Still smiling, U-jin watched him for a moment before shaking his head once and following behind.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Trudge, trudge-
    

    

    
      On the way back to the Camp, Gilbert constantly warned U-jin.
    

    

    
      “And just in case you’re wondering… don't even dream of doing anything rash.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don't know how much this will sink in for a greenhorn like you, but I've already survived for three years in this hellhole.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And in the Camp we're heading to, there are people who have survived much longer than me and lead the Camp. Forget five years, there are even people who have been here for nearly ten.”
    

    

    
      The reason he was rattling on like this was simple.
    

    

    
      It was to distract U-jin so he couldn't get any funny ideas, and to deliberately create tension.
    

    

    
      “I don't know how great you were on the outside, but if you want to survive here where the rules are different, you'd be wise to quietly follow their words.”
    

    

    
      Of course, contrary to his intentions, all U-jin did was nod and listen, but Gilbert felt he himself would get anxious if he just walked in silence, so he kept chattering nonstop as he led U-jin.
    

    

    
      After walking for some time.
    

    

    
      Trudge, trudge-
    

    

    
      Trudge- trudge-
    

    

    
      Gilbert's pace, which hadn't slowed even while he was talking up a storm, began to decrease.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      He finally stopped and pointed ahead.
    

    

    
      “Well… we're here.”
    

    

    
      In the direction he pointed, a makeshift living area had been formed, one that was a bit too shabby to be called a village.
    

    

    
      Log cabins built haphazardly between shabby trees.
    

    

    
      A flimsy thornbush fence encircled the area to ward off nearby enemies, smeared with a dark, unidentifiable liquid.
    

    

    
      It was a miserable sight devoid of any sanitation, but Gilbert nodded his head as if proud.
    

    

    
      “You might not be impressed now, but you'll soon realize. Just how hard it is to build a place like this in this godforsaken forest.”
    

    

    
      Clank. Squeak-
    

    

    
      Gilbert undid the flimsy lock and pushed the gate open.
    

    

    
      Kreeeak-
    

    

    
      The fence gate swung open with a groan.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Beyond the open gate, people with dark circles under their eyes stopped what they were doing and looked this way.
    

    

    
      Everyone looked so haggard that anyone would have flinched in shock at the desolate scene, but a smile remained on U-jin's lips.
    

    

    
      “It's a Special Newcomer!!!”
    

    

    
      Gilbert shouted loudly at the men, who were staring with quizzical eyes.
    

    

    
      After tilting their heads for a moment as if they had misheard, they let out surprised sounds of 'Huh?' and began to mutter in a flurry.
    

    

    

    
      - A Special Newcomer?
    

    

    
      - If it's a Special Newcomer…
    

    

    
      - Wait a minute, this…
    

    

    

    
      Then, a moment of silence fell.
    

    

    
      “Waaaaah!!!”
    

    

    
      A thunderous cheer erupted.
    

    

    
      Whatever was so joyous about a Special Newcomer, they hugged each other in delight, their eyes having changed in an instant.
    

    

    
      Seeing their reaction, Gilbert wiped his nose with a *sniff* and said to U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…Are you surprised?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “As you can see, you have to give up quite a lot to live here, but it's not a place where we live having thrown away our humanity.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That is, as long as you follow the Camp's rules properly.”
    

    

    
      With those words, Gilbert took a step forward and added.
    

    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You’ll meet the Village Chief, and there will be a small welcoming ceremony.”
    

    

    
      The cheers and whistles of the people continued as they cut through the crowd, and a fervor and interest reminiscent of a red carpet was showered upon U-jin.
    

    

    
      It was a reaction so different from when the gate first opened that it felt jarringly contradictory.
    

    

    
      At the end of the path they walked, an old man extended his hand and welcomed U-jin.
    

    

    
      “Welcome to the Camp. I'm the one in charge of this Camp, humble as it is, the Village Chief.”
    

    

    
      White hair and a staff in one hand.
    

    

    
      He was a man whose appearance matched the title of 'Village Chief' perfectly, without a hint of suspicion.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, U-jin extended a hand and grasped the old man's, shaking it lightly.
    

    

    
      Waaaaah-
    

    

    
      The crowd's cheers amplified once more.
    

    

    
      The Village Chief gave U-jin a good-natured smile and asked.
    

    

    
      “Seeing as you came with Gilbert, can I take it that you've decided to join our Camp?”
    

    

    
      U-jin nodded at the Village Chief's question.
    

    

    
      Nodding back, the Village Chief then raised his left hand for all to see.
    

    

    
      “There are a total of three rules you must follow in our Camp.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Then, he explained the rules, unfolding his fingers one by one.
    

    

    
      “First. Do not cause disputes among Camp members.”
    

    

    
      Flick-
    

    

    
      “Second, carry out your assigned duties.”
    

    

    
      Flick-
    

    

    
      “Third, do not disturb the implicit order based on years of residence.”
    

    

    
      Having explained the three rules, the Village Chief asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “Can you promise to abide by these three things? Unfortunately, life here is not so easy, so for you to become a member of our Camp, there are things we must uphold for each other.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don't think they'll be too difficult… Is that alright?”
    

    

    
      U-jin nodded in response to the Village Chief's question about making a promise.
    

    

    
      Showing another good-natured smile, the Village Chief tapped his staff twice—*tok, tok*—and said.
    

    

    
      “Then, please close your eyes for a moment and extend both hands forward. I have a gift prepared for you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's a humble affair, but a welcoming ceremony for a newcomer is a joyous occasion for us too, so we must take good care of it. Hohoho.”
    

    

    
      U-jin nodded at the Village Chief's words, slowly closed his eyes, and extended both hands forward as instructed.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The Village Chief's eyes changed in an instant.
    

    

    
      Swish, swish-
    

    

    
      After waving a hand in front of U-jin to confirm his eyes were fully closed, the Village Chief turned his head and gave a look to a man who seemed to be his aide.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Clank-
    

    

    
      With the metallic sound of machinery engaging, a familiar coldness enveloped U-jin's hands.
    

    

    
      Was that some kind of signal?
    

    

    
      The surroundings, which had been filled with cheers, fell silent in an instant.
    

    

    
      And through the silence, sneers and snickers leaked out.
    

    

    

    
      - Dumbass~ *Kekek.*
    

    

    
      - Wow. I don't think I've ever seen someone fall for it this easily. Is he really special?
    

    

    

    
      Amidst the completely reversed atmosphere, U-jin opened his eyes again.
    

    

    
      On his hands were Mana Restraints that looked identical to the ones he had thrown off at the entrance.
    

    

    
      Under the pretense of giving him a gift, the Village Chief had locked Mana Restraints on both his hands.
    

    

    
      U-jin stared at the Village Chief with a blank expression, as if demanding an explanation.
    

    

    
      The Village Chief scratched his head.
    

    

    
      “…Hohoho.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “My apologies, I seem to have forgotten one rule. In fact, this fourth rule will probably be the most important one for you.”
    

    

    
      Then he added slyly.
    

    

    
      “Fourth.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Those with less than three years of residence work like dogs… is what I mean.”
    

    

    
      At the Village Chief's words, a burst of laughter erupted from the surroundings, as if they had been holding it in.
    

    

    
      Kikik- 
    

    

    
      Guffaw-
    

    

    
      Chuckle-
    

    

    
      The voices laughing in all sorts of ways were all directed at U-jin.
    

    

    
      And in the midst of such ridicule.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who was staring intently down at the Mana Restraints.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “How is it that, then and now…”
    

    

    
      He muttered under his breath, the corners of his mouth lifting.
    

    

    
      “…your repertoire hasn't changed a bit.”
    

  
    Chapter 100: Darkest Dungeon (6)

    
      Punishment.
    

    

    
      It is a word that encompasses a wide range of areas, so explaining its meaning in modern society would require numerous footnotes.
    

    

    
      But to put it in a single phrase, punishment could be summarized as the ‘suppression of given rights’.
    

    

    
      Time, freedom, labor, and so on.
    

    

    
      It was the act of penalizing criminal behavior by imposing sanctions on the rights that humans enjoy from birth, or will come to enjoy in the future.
    

    

    
      That was the basic concept that constituted the word punishment.
    

    

    
      For this reason, many people in the world could not understand the punishment known as the ‘Underground Prison Sentence’.
    

    

    
      Other punishments took away time, freedom, or labor.
    

    

    
      If not that, they took away honor, property, or even state-guaranteed qualifications.
    

    

    
      In contrast, this Underground Prison Sentence, aside from the fact that the duration of stay in the isolated place called the ‘Darkest Dungeon’ was fixed, seemed to have no obligations or restrictions whatsoever.
    

    

    
      …Of course, such talk didn't come from nowhere.
    

    

    
      Except for the fixed term of punishment, the Darkest Dungeon was certainly a much larger space, to the point where it was embarrassing to compare it with other prisons, and it seemed to have no forced labor.
    

    

    
      …I was once one of those who thought so.
    

    

    

    
      Clank-.
    

    

    
      ‘What is this…?’
    

    

    
      ‘Mana Restraints. You dumb bastard, kekek.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Ha! I thought you’d be different since you’re Hero-class, but you’re nothing special.’
    

    

    

    

    
      But that.
    

    

    
      That was something one could only say if they had never personally entered this Underground Prison, the ‘Darkest Dungeon’.
    

    

    
      If someone had actually been inside the Darkest Dungeon, they would never say such a thing.
    

    

    
      Because here, a human’s ‘most important right’, one that takes precedence over those other three, was not guaranteed.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…What was that? Something about the Suicide Squad’s base camp?’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Go fuck yourself, Mr. Fucking Hero.’
    

    

    

    

    
      The Right to Survive.
    

    

    
      The most basic and primary right of a human being to live out their given life was not exercised as a matter of course within this place.
    

    

    

    
      ‘Cooperation? What are you talking about, when our own throats are on the line? Who are we supposed to help?’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Be grateful we didn't kill you on the spot, you punk. This is a place where it wouldn't be strange for someone to drop dead at any moment.’
    

    

    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      Time, labor, whatever it was—those belonged to the living, not something the dead could possess.
    

    

    
      After all, the Order was well aware of this, which is why the highest legal punishment they currently carried out was the ‘Death Penalty’, which deprived one of the right to survive.
    

    

    
      …The significance of the Darkest Dungeon as a punishment lay right there.
    

    

    
      In principle, no existing punishment other than the death penalty could limit the right to survive.
    

    

    
      But aside from the death penalty, only the ‘Underground Prison Sentence’ was directly connected to the right to survive, which was considered an inviolable domain.
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…I understand. I won’t ask for help, so please let me go. I’ll look elsewhere.’
    

    

    
      ‘Huh? What kind of bullshit is this now?’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Hero, can’t you grasp the situation? You’ve been caught by us. Don’t you get it?’
    

    

    

    

    
      Not only that.
    

    

    
      When I first experienced the Darkest Dungeon, I had a sudden thought.
    

    

    
      Perhaps.
    

    

    
      The ‘Underground Prison Sentence’ might be a more cruel and more horrifying punishment than the ‘Death Penalty’ that brings immediate death.
    

    

    
      …No, to be blunt, I still thought so now.
    

    

    
      Considering that the rate of completing the full term of the ‘Underground Prison Sentence’ and being released was less than 0.1%.
    

    

    
      For most people, the Underground Prison Sentence was virtually no different from a death sentence.
    

    

    
      The death penalty didn't even allow for a sliver of hope that could create despair.
    

    

    
      But simply because their death wasn't set in stone, people here couldn't help but hold on to hope.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…Let me go while I’m asking nicely. You’ll be sorry if you trust this thing too much.’
    

    

    
      ‘Aigoo, what a load of crap… What a bluff. And with Mana Restraints on, too.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘…Look here, Hero.’
    

    

    

    

    
      A state of war of all against all.
    

    

    
      A place where the primordial law of the jungle was the only rule, and survival of the fittest was the only principle of existence.
    

    

    
      A place where taking another's life for a single sip of water was not just nonchalant, but considered natural.
    

    

    

    
      ‘This is the wild, you idiot.’
    

    

    

    

    
      …Even in that desperate wilderness that makes you hate humanity itself.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Good work, Gilbert.”
    

    

    
      With the Village Chief's praise, the man who had guided me turned and stood beside the Village Chief.
    

    

    
      “You haven’t been in the ruling class for long, yet you’ve done a great thing.”
    

    

    
      “Ugh… I thought I was going to die from the tension, Village Chief.”
    

    

    
      “Right. You said he was definitely a Special Newcomer, didn’t you?”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “I'm certain. I saw it with my own two eyes. He used mana to take down a Mutant Monster Tree right after he arrived.”
    

    

    
      I wasn't sure of the specifics, but based on the fact that he cited catching a Mutant as evidence, ‘Special Newcomer’ seemed to be their secret code for Hero-class.
    

    

    
      After getting confirmation from Gilbert one more time, the Village Chief turned his gaze back to me.
    

    

    
      “I’m truly sorry about this, young man.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If it were up to us, we’d love to share our food and throw a party.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “But as you can see, we’re in a tough spot just trying to feed ourselves… and especially since a Hero-class laborer like you is extremely valuable here.”
    

    

    
      The Village Chief, whose eyes and tone had changed so drastically it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it was a 180-degree turn, informed me as if he had no choice.
    

    

    
      “…Is that so?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. You have no idea how pitiful I felt every time I saw the Hero-class slaves from other Camps who could easily venture outside the forest.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Wouldn't you feel the same? Huh?”
    

    

    
      With a disgusting, chuckling laugh, the Village Chief, looking pleased, licked his lips and muttered.
    

    

    
      “Let’s see… where should I put this one to use first?”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, one of the people in the crowd shouted.
    

    

    
      “Meat! Let’s catch a pig from the Spring of Purification for the first time in a while, Village Chief. I can’t even remember… the last time I had proper meat.”
    

    

    
      “Hoh. That’s not a bad idea.”
    

    

    
      “Or have him fetch a ton of water, which we’re short on right now…”
    

    

    
      The people, full of expectation, excitedly listed their demands, and the Village Chief nodded along to their requests with a satisfied smile.
    

    

    
      Then, a thought occurred to him, and his smile widened as he looked at me and exclaimed.
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It seems you need a bit more explanation. About what the slave class and the ruling class are.”
    

    

    
      The way he emphasized the word ‘slave’ while pointing his finger at me suggested it wasn't so much an explanation out of necessity as it was a tone laced with ridicule.
    

    

    
      “I did mention it briefly earlier, but our Camp is divided into two groups. The slave class, for those who have been here for less than three years, and the ruling class, for those who have survived here for more than three years.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s only natural, but since you’ve just arrived, you’ll have to be classified as the slave class. It hasn’t even been a day, has it?”
    

    

    
      Guffaw-
    

    

    
      “It doesn’t matter if you were a Hero or whatever on the outside. To survive in this wilderness, you have to follow the laws of this place.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just like those friends over there.”
    

    

    
      Continuing his mocking explanation, the Village Chief pointed to a distant spot beyond the fence. There, several terror-stricken people were running as if fleeing for their lives, their arms full of something.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Ugh, uwaaack!!!
    

    

    
      - Run, run, run, run!!
    

    

    

    
      The ruling class and the slave class.
    

    

    
      It was an intuitive classification that hardly needed an explanation.
    

    

    
      It wasn't much different from what I had experienced in my first life.
    

    

    
      I didn't know the exact details, but whatever they were carrying in their arms with such fear was unlikely to be for themselves.
    

    

    
      “Well, don’t be too disappointed. Just because you’re staying in the Camp as part of the slave class doesn’t mean you have to stay that way forever.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you build up your years commendably like Gilbert here, you too might be able to rise to the ruling class someday. In fact, since the Hero class is rare, the period might even be a little shorter…”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Turning my head to check on the members of the slave class in the distance, I shrugged and asked the Village Chief.
    

    

    
      “What happens if I don’t follow?”
    

    

    
      “What do you think happens?”
    

    

    
      Tap, tap-
    

    

    
      “No matter who you are, you can’t take all of us on with this thing on, can you?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know if you were some amazing Hero on the outside, but without mana, you’re just a young man who knows how to fight a little, aren't you?”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “If you don't like it, you should have come here earlier.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The Village Chief, who had been taunting me while tapping the Mana Restraints with his staff, muttered in a low voice and turned away.
    

    

    
      “Hohoho… Judging by the look in your eyes, it seems you need a good beating to come to your senses. Do you think this is the first time we’ve done this?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Tsk, even after all that, he still thinks this is the outside world.”
    

    

    
      Was that some kind of signal?
    

    

    
      As if they had been waiting, the people of the Camp surrounding me took out various hidden weapons.
    

    

    
      “…Go easy on him. We need to put him to work right away.”
    

    

    
      Filling the space left by the Village Chief, the people slowly closed in the encirclement.
    

    

    

    
      - He’s Hero-class, so he won’t die even if we beat him with all our might, right?
    

    

    
      - Of course. You think he’d die? He’s Hero-class, after all.
    

    

    

    

    
      From my perspective, the scene was nothing short of laughable.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      I had been quietly watching to see how far they would go, and except for the fact that their lines seemed a bit milder this time, the synchronization rate was close to 100%.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Especially.
    

    

    
      Even down to the part where they completely trusted these Mana Restraints.
    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    
      …Of course.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that I couldn’t understand their position of trusting the Mana Restraints.
    

    

    
      The technology that formed the basis of the Mana Restraints, ‘Magic Engineering’, was a new technology showing unparalleled growth among the new technical fields recently established by the Order to diversify combat in the modern era.
    

    

    
      Among them, these Mana Restraints were a kind of essence created by concentrating the accumulated Magic Engineering technology.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, considering that the Order had directly participated in the process to increase its perfection, it was undoubtedly a masterpiece of Magic Engineering.
    

    

    
      …Well, even without this background or any other explanation.
    

    

    
      The mere fact that the Order itself used this item on Hero-class prisoners was enough to pass any questions of reliability.
    

    

    
      Anyway, anyhow, whatever.
    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    

    

    
      [<Unique Ability: Absolute Realization> is activating.]
    

    

    

    
      Clank-
    

    

    

    
      [Warning! The operation of the Mana Circuit is being suppressed by the effect of an unknown device.]
    

    

    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    

    
      [<Unique Ability: Absolute Realization> is activating.]
    

    

    

    
      Clank-
    

    

    

    
      [Warning! The operation of the Mana Circuit is being suppressed by the effect of an unknown device.]
    

    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    

    
      [<Unique Ability: Absolute Realization> is activating.]
    

    

    

    
      Chik- Kak- Pshiiii…
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    

    

    
      [The suppression has been lifted.]
    

    

    
      [Mana Circuit operation detected.]
    

    

    
      [Analyzing Mana Circuit pattern…]
    

    

    

    
      Smiiirk-
    

    

    
      …I was just saying I understood.
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      [<Skill: Mana Chain (★☆☆)> is being forcibly realized.]
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      Magic Engineering.
    

    

    
      As a new emerging field of technology for the Order, created by combining the engineering of the Lower-Dimensional Plane with the magic of the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Magic Engineering was developing at an overwhelmingly faster rate compared to other technical fields that began research around the same time, and it was a field producing such unique results that its degree of innovation was praised as ‘second to none.’
    

    

    
      In particular, its greatest advantage, which everyone acknowledged, was that it brought ‘magic’—a field with a high barrier to entry and a difficulty so high that only Priests who had trained and studied for years or even decades could use it—into the realm of ‘machines’. 
    

    

    
      This allowed even those who didn't particularly understand the principles of magic to use its powerful abilities.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the excellence of Magic Engineering lay in its convenience, striking a balance between the ease of machines and the complexity of magic, making it easy for even ordinary people who did not understand the principles of magic to use.
    

    

    
      And the device that best demonstrated this excellence to date was none other than the ‘Mana Restraints’.
    

    

    
      This was because while exhibiting the incredible ability to suppress the target's Mana Circuit operation, it had a method of use so simple that anyone seeing it for the first time could use it.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if even the outstanding Mana Restraints didn't have their limits.
    

    

    
      Against subjects of 3-Star or higher, whose control over their Mana Circuit could be considered somewhat mature, it couldn't exert complete suppression and only managed to interfere with its operation. 
    

    

    
      Furthermore, against subjects of 4-Star or higher, the suppression effect wouldn't activate at all.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a perfect item that could restrain anyone's mana.
    

    

    
      But that limit wasn't particularly important.
    

    

    
      The vast majority of subjects who wore the Mana Restraints were those who hadn't even reached 2-Star, let alone 3-Star, being at the level of 1-Star Heroes or candidates.
    

    

    
      And since the Order already had separate management measures for subjects of 3-Star or higher, they were not the intended targets when the Mana Restraints were mass-produced in the first place.
    

    

    
      What was important was that it possessed a 100% suppression rate, having never once failed to activate its effect on the intended target subjects of 2-Star and below.
    

    

    
      Chwareureureuk-
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      …It was only ‘until now’.
    

    

    
      Grasp-
    

    

    
      “Wh-what is this!!!”
    

    

    
      A Mana Chain shot out from my fingertips and wrapped around the ankle of the man who was charging at the very front with a stone axe.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      Perhaps due to the sudden attack on his lower body, his strength gave out and he fell, dropping the stone axe in the process. 
    

    

    
      The dropped axe flew and embedded itself in the head of a woman charging from the opposite side.
    

    

    
      Kwaduk-
    

    

    
      The angle must have been terrible, as a gruesome sound came from her head and a spray of blood and flesh burst out. 
    

    

    
      A fragment of bone was stuck to the stone axe as it fell after crushing her skull.
    

    

    
      As if that grotesque scene was quite a shock, the silence that had fallen with the activation of the Mana Chain was filled by a piercing scream.
    

    

    

    

    
      - Kyaaaaaaak!!!
    

    

    

    

    
      “You son of a bitch!!!”
    

    

    
      “No, more importantly, what the hell is going on-.”
    

    

    
      “Hey!!! Get him!!!”
    

    

    
      Panic, fear, anger, astonishment.
    

    

    
      A mix of various emotions in the form of curses was directed at me, and I systematically cleared away those who rushed at me, spewing profanities.
    

    

    
      “Kuaaaack!!!”
    

    

    
      “His legs! Attack his legs!!!”
    

    

    
      It wasn't a difficult task.
    

    

    
      If I had to point out a difficult part, it was the act of using force against ordinary people itself.
    

    

    
      ‘…There’s no need.’
    

    

    
      There seemed to be no need to consider the circumstances of these low-level followers who had committed crimes and been thrown in here.
    

    

    
      Ggudeudeudeuk-
    

    

    
      As I swung both hands, restraints and all, at those rushing me, two people caught in the trajectory were sent helplessly flying.
    

    

    
      With the sound of crushing bones, they flew through the air—*whoosh*—and collapsed onto the ground without a twitch.
    

    

    
      ‘Are they dead?’
    

    

    
      The thought crossed my mind, but it didn't last long.
    

    

    
      It wasn't important.
    

    

    
      I didn't necessarily intend to kill them, but I had no intention of trying to save them either.
    

    

    
      …That was enough.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      The Village Chief, unable to close his mouth at the carnage that had unfolded before his eyes, looked at me with an expression of utter disbelief and asked.
    

    

    
      “H-how on earth can you use mana with that on…”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “…Is this the first time you’ve seen it? Someone using mana while wearing Mana Restraints?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why are you so surprised?”
    

    

    
      I returned his earlier mocking tone, but.
    

    

    
      Of course, from his perspective, it had to be the first time.
    

    

    
      In the first place, I was the only one who could disable it like this.
    

    

    
      “Hey, you.”
    

    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    

    
      I spoke while looking at the man named ‘Gilbert’ who had guided me here. He made a dumbfounded sound somewhere between a ‘yes’ and a ‘yeah’ and his eyes went wide.
    

    

    
      Clank-
    

    

    
      “Take this off.”
    

    

    
      “…How can I…”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “The key should be in that person's pocket, the one called the Village Chief.”
    

    

    
      Chwareureuk-
    

    

    
      I gestured towards the Village Chief with my chin and released the Mana Chain's restraint. 
    

    

    
      He flinched in surprise, got up, and cautiously approached the Village Chief.
    

    

    
      “…I’m saying this just in case, but don't even think about resisting or running away. As you can see, to me, this is just a heavy lump of scrap metal.”
    

    

    
      Flinch-
    

    

    
      As if the thought had indeed crossed his mind, he flinched and hunched his shoulders, slowly nodding his head before rummaging through the Village Chief’s clothes.
    

    

    

    
      - Keuheuk…….
    

    

    
      - What in the world is this…….
    

    

    

    
      One-third were maimed and unable to fight.
    

    

    
      One-third were dead.
    

    

    
      The rest were sitting in place, terrified, just watching the situation unfold.
    

    

    
      I didn't feel any particular guilt.
    

    

    
      The option of reaching an amicable agreement never existed in the first place.
    

    

    
      Rummage, rummage-
    

    

    
      The emotion in the eyes of the Village Chief, who was watching Gilbert’s hands rummage through his pockets, seemed surprisingly closer to bewilderment than fear.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      It was an understandable emotion.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, the neutralization of the Mana Restraints was something he had never experienced and was a completely unexpected turn of events.
    

    

    
      He might have had a plan for failing to put the Mana Restraints on, or for someone resisting with their physical strength while wearing them, but the restraints themselves having no effect at all had to be beyond his expectations.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      ‘Mana Restraints aren’t enough…’
    

    

    
      To get straight to the point, the reason I could escape the suppression of the Mana Restraints was simple.
    

    

    
      Compatibility.
    

    

    
      It was because the compatibility between the Mana Restraints and my Mana Circuit was so bad it could be called the absolute worst.
    

    

    
      The operating mechanism of the Mana Restraints was to analyze the unique structure and activation pattern of the target's Mana Circuit and then add a reverse rotation of mana to break the pattern formation.
    

    

    
      That was precisely the problem.
    

    

    
      The Mana Circuit I possessed was one whose variability was maximized to the point where I could change its structure and activation pattern in real-time if I wished.
    

    

    
      Its fluidity and range were so vast that a mere machine could not possibly comprehend it all.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that I could easily overcome it simply because I had experienced it in the 1st Regression; from the very beginning, the compatibility between me and these Mana Restraints was poor.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      ‘…Especially not with the Alpha (α).’
    

    

    
      …To the people of this time, it was naturally a story from an unknown realm, but.
    

    

    
      This was not the finished product.
    

    

    
      It was closer to an experimental prototype created in the process of a certain genius—who single-handedly accelerated the development of Magic Engineering and created its current renaissance—making the final version he envisioned in his head.
    

    

    
      Simply put, it was an incomplete product that had not yet implemented all the performance features envisioned in the planning stage.
    

    

    

    
      ‘Fuaah… why the hell is it doing this….’
    

    

    
      ‘Did you make it wrong? A miscalculation or something.’
    

    

    
      ‘Your body is what’s made wrong. I’ve never made a miscalculation in my life….’
    

    

    

    
      Of course, that wasn't to say that the performance of these Mana Restraints was poor.
    

    

    
      As they were being actively used by the Order, their safety and efficacy were already proven, and among the mass-produced Magic Engineering inventions to date, it was the only item being supplied to the Order.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…I think I’m going crazy. Why the hell isn’t this working.’
    

    

    

    
      …However, when the subject was limited to me.
    

    

    
      Not only the Alpha, but also the numerous successors he created after this, such as the Beta, Gamma, and Delta, were incapable of restraining my Mana Circuit. 
    

    

    
      It was absurd to think that the Alpha, which could be called the initial model, could restrain me.
    

    

    
      I could easily overcome this level of restraint just by activating my Mana Circuit in a few different ways.
    

    

    
      ‘…It might be a different story with the Omega.’
    

    

    
      Well… according to his last words, which were something like a will, the final version named Omega (ω) did supposedly contain the complete principle to block even my Mana Circuit, but.
    

    

    
      …That was something that only ever existed in his head.
    

    

    
      The guy who boasted he would finally create a perfect masterpiece this time had his head cut off by some Demon race baron whose name I can't even remember, so the final version he bragged about never saw the light of day.
    

    

    
      In other words, from the start, throughout the previous regression and this one, a Magic Engineering restraint capable of suppressing my Mana Circuit had never been made.
    

    

    
      ‘…Is he still in the Magic Engineering City right now?’
    

    

    
      Suddenly, thoughts of him surfaced in my mind.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't important at the moment, so I pushed the thoughts aside.
    

    

    
      “H-h-h-here…”
    

    

    
      “Unlock it.”
    

    

    
      Gilbert, having apparently found the key on the Village Chief's body, approached me. I held out the Mana Restraints and asked him to remove them.
    

    

    
      Clank-
    

    

    
      Pshiii-
    

    

    
      The Mana Restraints, which were already crackling in their disabled state, disassembled with a deflating sound as soon as the key was inserted and turned.
    

    

    
      Thump-
    

    

    
      As soon as he unlocked it, Gilbert, with a terrified expression, collapsed to the ground and prostrated himself.
    

    

    
      “P-please spare my life.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I didn't bother to reply.
    

    

    
      I had no intention of killing him anyway, and now that I realized that the Darkest Dungeon hadn't changed much between then and now, it felt like a waste of time to spend any more of it in the Forest of Beginnings.
    

    

    
      Instead, I asked something else.
    

    

    
      Hoo-
    

    

    
      “…By any chance, have you seen a Mad Dog around here?”
    

    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    
      .
    

    

    
      Sarak-
    

    

    
      [Bucket List #12]
    

    

    
      『Recruit Party Member - Tom. L. Hardist.』
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      『…Can I have one?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      Truthfully, it was hard to say that I had a deep connection with him.
    

    

    
      In the 1st Regression, the time we spent together was extremely short, and I remembered there being quite a distance between us, more so than being mere acquaintances.
    

    

    
      No, on second thought, thinking we were even acquaintances might have been my own delusion.
    

    

    
      The period we knew each other was very brief, and the conversations we had were even briefer.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    

    

    
      『Is there a need to ask anymore? It’s not the first or second time.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Just come and ask. A single cigarette isn’t that precious.』
    

    

    

    
      Besides, in the 1st Regression, under the pretext of atonement, he never left the Darkest Dungeon even after his sentence was over. 
    

    

    
      He ended up staying put, guarding the inside of this dungeon until the very end, so I didn't even know what became of him in my past life.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…It is precious here.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I’ll be sure to repay this favor someday.』
    

    

    

    
      …So, the bond I had with him wasn’t much to speak of.
    

    

    
      We just happened to fight against the same target a few times by chance during explorations inside the dungeon.
    

    

    
      And each time, I’d share a cigarette with him, and the brief exchanges we had were all there was to it.
    

    

    
      Rummage, rummage—
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Huh?』
    

    

    
      『What is it?』
    

    

    
      『It’s the last one.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『You take it. I’ll ask again if I get the chance.』
    

    

    
      『Forget it. Who knows when ‘next time’ will be? It’s been months since we last met.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Let’s just share it.』
    

    

    

    

    
      So.
    

    

    
      Sharing the last cigarette, sharing the dazed feeling that lingered after a battle.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Here.』
    

    

    

    

    
      A bond forged over smoke was the extent of it.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…By any chance, have you seen a Mad Dog around here?’
    

    

    
      I asked, recalling that he once went by the nickname ‘Mad Dog’ within this Darkest Dungeon, but.
    

    

    
      ‘I don't know. I don't know. I'm sorry.’
    

    

    
      As expected, I couldn't get any meaningful information from Gilbert.
    

    

    
      Well, in a way, it was only natural.
    

    

    
      The ‘Forest of Beginnings’ surrounding the entrance of the Darkest Dungeon had a fine-sounding name, as if it were a tutorial zone for beginners.
    

    

    
      But when you peeled back the curtain, it was a den of cowards who lacked the courage to venture beyond its borders.
    

    

    
      “…Of course he wouldn’t know.”
    

    

    
      Compared to other areas, the Forest of Beginnings had a lower density of Mutants, and thus fewer living things. Naturally, the amount of available food and drink was also relatively scarce.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the convicts with Hero-class potential who were confident in their ability to survive encounters with the Mutants beyond the forest would have left long ago.
    

    

    
      Only the ordinary prisoners among the convicts, who didn't know how to handle mana and lacked the confidence to survive against the Mutants, would have formed their own factions and settled down, coiling up in place.
    

    

    
      So, although I asked just in case, it was natural that Gilbert, who had only ever stayed in the Forest of Beginnings, would know nothing about the world outside it.
    

    

    
      ‘…However, I don’t know who the person you’re talking about is, but most of the strong ones tend to stay near the Spring of Purification…….’
    

    

    
      Gilbert, trying to make a guess, recommended I go to the ‘Spring of Purification,’ but.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “It seems you really don’t know anything.”
    

    

    
      At that very moment, I was certain that he knew nothing about the ecosystem here.
    

    

    
      Contrary to Gilbert’s guess, the long-time veterans of the dungeon didn't bother sticking near the Spring of Purification.
    

    

    
      The ultimate reason people wanted to be near the Spring of Purification was because it was difficult to digest food and drink affected by the Mutants, and to avoid the Mutants' attacks.
    

    

    
      Conversely, that meant if one could solve those problems, there was no need to stay near the Spring of Purification.
    

    

    
      Besides, if I had to say, the Spring of Purification was a place one could visit for a short while, but not a region where one could establish a base and stay for long.
    

    

    
      It was true that the spring in the central area, which people called the Spring of Purification, certainly gushed with pure spring water unaffected by the mutation phenomenon, and those who drank it could gain a brief moment of freedom from the said phenomenon.
    

    

    
      But anyone who had actually settled down and spent time at the Spring of Purification would probably know.
    

    

    
      That it was by no means given for free.
    

    

    
      The Spring of Purification could emit its unique ‘purified water’ thanks to the mana of the foolish humans lingering around it.
    

    

    
      It was a mechanism that unknowingly stole a little bit of mana from the people who approached to drink the spring water, then converted that stolen mana to emit purified spring water anew.
    

    

    
      If one understood that absorption mechanism, they would be too creeped out to lay their head there.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      Even so, choosing the Spring of Purification as my next destination didn't seem like a bad idea.
    

    

    
      It would be better than recklessly setting out to find Tom right away.
    

    

    
      After the Forest of Beginnings, it had the highest population density, and I figured the folks at the Spring of Purification were probably a little better than the ones stagnating in the Forest of Beginnings, preying on others.
    

    

    
      Cheobeok, cheobeok—
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      I didn't have much time.
    

    

    
      While my ultimate reason for entering the Darkest Dungeon was set, it wasn't the only reason I had come here.
    

    

    
      Sarak—
    

    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #12]
    

    

    
      『Recruit party member - Tom. L. Hardist.』
    

    

    

    

    
      I had three reasons for entering the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      The first, of course, was to persuade Tom Hardist to leave this place with me, as written on my bucket list.
    

    

    
      The second was to once again temper my hardware before starting the ‘Demon King Hunt’ plan in earnest.
    

    

    
      As one could tell just by looking at the words written in my notebook, everything I had done since leaving the Gateway Zone—wandering from place to place—was for the purpose of ‘recruiting party members’ for the Demon King Hunt.
    

    

    
      It was hard to say that Tom Hardist was the absolute last one, but once he joined our party (?), the recruitment phase would be more or less in its final stages.
    

    

    
      The next steps were the ‘Stomping on Sprouts’ phase and the ‘Laying Traps’ phase for the Demon King's hounds.
    

    

    
      If the period from the Gateway Zone until now was the first phase of preparing for the Demon King Hunt, then from here on out would be the second phase, where I would officially participate in the War against Demons and start laying the cornerstones for hunting the Demon King.
    

    

    
      And one of the most crucial factors in making this second phase a success was my own personal skill.
    

    

    
      Once I finished dealing with all matters related to the Beastkin and succeeded in establishing the guild, I planned to operate the guild by dividing it into a ‘Laying Traps’ team and a ‘Stomping on Sprouts’ team.
    

    

    
      From then on, I would frequently encounter Magical Beasts of Titled Demon rank or higher, or at least enemies of that caliber, and there would be countless situations where I would have to directly confront Constellations in emergencies.
    

    

    
      Before that, I needed to raise my martial prowess to a certain level.
    

    

    
      I had been picking up whatever I could get my hands on, but my current state was still a bit crude.
    

    

    
      I needed to organize my abilities to some extent and build up my hardware to a level where I could create a path to survival in any situation, as long as a method existed.
    

    

    
      And finally, the third reason was.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    

    
      +
    

    
      <Artifact: Weapon>
    

    
      ■Name: [Fragment of the Unnamed Sword]
    

    
      ■Grade: [???]
    

    
      ■Description: [A sword hilt broken for some reason. It contains an unknown power.]
    

    
      ■Special Ability: [???]
    

    
      +
    

    

    

    

    
      [Warning! There is information that cannot be confirmed with your current access authority.]
    

    

    
      [A higher level of access authority is required.]
    

    

    

    

    
      This unknown sword that had been embedded alongside the Demonic Sword ‘Chiyou.’
    

    

    
      It was to find out its identity.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      This third reason was actually closer to a ‘wish’ than a ‘goal.’
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I failed.』
    

    

    
      『What?』
    

    

    

    

    
      While I was imprisoned, I had already asked Jerry to find out the identity of this sword, but even he couldn't uncover it.
    

    

    
      He hadn't spared any effort in reviving his family's unique magic, and he wasn't the type to do things half-heartedly in the first place, so even if I didn't expect him to uncover everything, I thought he might at least find a shred of information.
    

    

    
      But the words that came out of his mouth were quite unexpected.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I sent it to the research institute I run myself, and I also commissioned a professional appraiser I've had a business relationship with since before I established the institute, but neither could find any information.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…However, both sides said the same thing you did. ‘I don’t know its identity, but it doesn’t seem to be an ordinary item.’』
    

    

    

    

    
      If he couldn't find out, it meant that I wouldn't get any results no matter which famous appraiser I went to.
    

    

    
      In other words, I had to find out myself without borrowing the power of others.
    

    

    
      ‘…I need to find some kind of clue.’
    

    

    
      That was the context for bringing this broken sword hilt here.
    

    

    
      A Holy Relic should possess a special power that ordinary artifacts couldn't hope to match, and even if it was broken, traces of that power had to remain.
    

    

    
      It just hadn't shown any power in a normal environment, so I wondered if it might react differently in a special place like the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      For the time being, even if it didn't show any special abilities, I planned to forcibly use this broken sword hilt as a weapon.
    

    

    
      Saaaaat—
    

    

    
      As I walked while organizing my thoughts, I soon left the Forest of Beginnings and entered the territory of the Spring of Purification.
    

    

    
      The Forest of Beginnings, the Spring of Purification—these were all names given by people, so no system window notification rang out.
    

    

    
      But I knew immediately, thanks to the unpleasant dampness I felt on my skin.
    

    

    
      The unique absorption phenomenon of the Spring of Purification was occurring.
    

    

    
      The mana drain was so subtle that even the system window didn't register a notification, despite the absorption phenomenon clearly taking place.
    

    

    
      Cheobeok, cheobeok—
    

    

    
      How long had I walked like that?
    

    

    
      I sensed a presence nearby.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Puk—
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a spear flew from somewhere and landed right in front of me.
    

    

    
      “Hey. Newbie.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Walking around so fearlessly, you must have just arrived.”
    

    

    
      The man who appeared with the cliché line approached me, an amused smile on his face.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… seeing as you’ve left the Forest of Beginnings, you’re not an ordinary person. Were you a Hero candidate on the outside?”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Well, it doesn’t matter if you don’t answer.”
    

    

    
      Poke—
    

    

    
      He walked up to me, pulled out the spear again, and lightly jabbed my solar plexus with its tip.
    

    

    
      “I was an official Hero on the outside. You clearly don’t look like you’re on my level, so leave everything you brought from outside and get lost.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Don’t act up and get yourse—.”
    

    

    
      …His business seemed obvious, and I didn't think I needed to hear the rest of this cliché story.
    

    

    
      I already knew that this place was no different from the Darkest Dungeon I had experienced in the 1st Regression.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      So this time, I was just about to grab him and beat him down first.
    

    

    
      …It was at that moment.
    

    

    
      Awoooooo—
    

    

    
      A familiar howl echoed from not too far away.
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      Howling.
    

    

    
      That was undoubtedly his.
    

    

    
      Because in this dungeon teeming with Mutants, he was the only one who would pull off such a crazy stunt.
    

    

    
      Among the veterans in the dungeon who had their own nicknames, he was known for his exceptionally strange behavior, so there was no room for mistaking him for someone else.
    

    

    
      That sound just now was definitely him.
    

    

    
      ‘…To think I’d find him right away.’
    

    

    
      I had come here to find clues, but since I didn't have any clear information, I expected it to take some time.
    

    

    
      To think he’d let out a howl like this himself.
    

    

    
      If things were unfolding like this, there was no need to waste time searching for rumors about him.
    

    

    
      I just had to move towards where the howl was coming from.
    

    

    
      Awoooo—
    

    

    
      Convinced by the sound of his characteristic long, drawn-out howl echoing once more, I immediately pushed aside the tip of the spear pointed at me.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      And tried to move my feet in the direction of the sound.
    

    

    
      Teok—
    

    

    
      But I couldn't take more than a few steps before a hand grabbed my shoulder, forcing me to stop.
    

    

    
      Looking back at the fearful touch, the 1-star Hero who had been trying to block and rob me berated me with a deeply scowling face.
    

    

    
      “Are you crazy?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Do you even know what that is before you go running off?”
    

    

    
      …As if I wouldn't know.
    

    

    
      When I gave a rough nod to his question, he stared at me with a look of disbelief.
    

    

    
      “…Hah. You know my ass.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That’s the Mad Dog. I guarantee you, if you go there now, you’ll die for sure. Got it?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Even if you don’t go there, you’ll die just sitting on your ass here, you idiot.”
    

    

    
      …It wasn't that I didn't understand why this man was reacting this way.
    

    

    
      Because within the Darkest Dungeon, the meaning of the ‘Howling’ made by the Mad Dog could be described as nothing short of a ‘disaster.’
    

    

    
      His howl didn't just end as a simple cry.
    

    

    
      Within this dungeon, sound was the primary means by which Mutants detected their prey.
    

    

    
      In particular, his howling consistently emitted a sound at a specific frequency that stimulated the Mutants’ senses.
    

    

    
      In other words, like thunder following lightning.
    

    

    
      It was a foregone conclusion that countless Mutants would soon swarm this place, following his howl.
    

    

    
      “Hah… a guy who knows nothing…… Cut the crap and act like a Hero candidate if you are one. Don’t get yourself killed by acting tough for no reason.”
    

    

    
      This was ultimately why the man was reacting this way.
    

    

    
      The rule that one must immediately flee the area when a howl is heard was as good as law for those living in this dungeon.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it wasn't particularly important to me.
    

    

    
      The principle of avoiding the Mad Dog's howl was one for the people living in the dungeon to follow, and I was planning to leave this place soon.
    

    

    
      Still, the fact that he didn't just run away by himself and warned me didn't seem to come from a bad place for a convict, so I didn't bother getting rough with him.
    

    

    
      However, I had no intention of being held back again, so I expressed my refusal curtly.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      “…Don’t give me advice. You bronze-league bastard.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      At the spacious dining table on the first floor of the Guild House.
    

    

    
      The morning after U-jin left, the four residents of the Guild House sat facing each other there.
    

    

    
      For some reason, Eliya and Jerry were having a staring contest, Loxy was clutching her head with hollow eyes, and Shim Cheong sat among them with an even more serious expression, her arms crossed.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was none other than Eliya who had arranged this awkward and uncomfortable gathering.
    

    

    
      Before U-jin’s arrival, they had rarely left their assigned rooms, at most coming down to the first floor one by one at mealtimes.
    

    

    
      But as soon as U-jin left, for some reason, she had gathered the group.
    

    

    
      “Everyone… did he tell you all something separately?”
    

    

    
      Breaking the uncomfortable silence, the one who spoke first was Eliya, who had gathered them here.
    

    

    
      At the sudden question, Jerry asked her, “…What are you talking about?”
    

    

    
      It wasn't a question asked out of genuine confusion, but rather one to confirm if the guess in his head was correct.
    

    

    
      “Anything. I don’t think I’m the only reason the Hero went through the trouble of getting a leave of absence to come here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If I’m not mistaken, I figured he must have said something to each of you as well, which is why I arranged this meeting.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I don’t particularly like it, but… from my position of having to assist the Hero, I also have a need to get to know you all better for the future.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I can’t just know you as a bat, a life-force thief, and a Murim outcast, can I?”
    

    

    
      “…That seems like quite a leap in logic.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t like you, so I talked you down a bit.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But it’s not entirely wrong, is it?”
    

    

    
      Eliya, dismissing Jerry’s retort with a shrug of her shoulders, changed the subject and raised a hand.
    

    

    
      “So, to clear up those leaps in logic, let’s take turns asking one question each. Point to the person you’re curious about.”
    

    

    
      Having made the arbitrary proposal, Eliya immediately asked Jerry.
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll start.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What was the last conversation you had with the Hero?”
    

    

    
      “…Are you talking to me?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Mr. J. J.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At Eliya’s abrupt question, Jerry, who had been looking down and reminiscing with a blank face, answered with a slight twitch of his brow, as if recalling something unpleasant.
    

    

    
      “Garlic.”
    

    

    
      “…Excuse me?”
    

    

    
      “…He told me to get rid of the garlic in front of my room. It was a bundle of very pungent raw garlic, too. It’s horrible just thinking about it again.”
    

    

    
      “No…”
    

    

    
      Frowning at Jerry's out-of-the-blue mention of garlic, Eliya added with a sigh.
    

    

    
      Haaa—
    

    

    
      “…Besides crap like that, there must have been a more meaningful conversation you two had alone. At that time….”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You two were definitely alone while preparing for the barbecue. You weren't just holding hands and playing patty-cake, were you?”
    

    

    
      After Eliya’s addendum, Jerry, who paused as if to organize his thoughts, answered quietly, “…We talked about the Beastkin under my command.”
    

    

    
      “The Beastkin?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      It wasn't a bad keyword.
    

    

    
      Eliya had also been wondering why Jerry commanded so many Beastkin.
    

    

    
      It was something she didn't understand even before she knew he was a descendant of the Vampire Clan, but after finding out, she found it even more incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      A member of the Vampire Clan commanding Beastkin was, from a general perspective, something difficult to accept.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Vampire Clan was also technically a tribe belonging to the Beastkin… but that was strictly a matter of ‘species classification.’ 
    

    

    
      For someone who knew the background between them, there was nothing stranger.
    

    

    
      The Vampire Clan and the other Beastkin.
    

    

    
      The two considered each other mortal enemies who wouldn’t be satisfied even if they chewed each other to bits.
    

    

    
      “Why the Beastkin all of a sudden….”
    

    

    
      Just as Eliya was about to press for more, seizing the opportunity, he cut her off.
    

    

    
      “…Didn’t you say one question each just a moment ago?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s my turn now.”
    

    

    
      This time, Jerry asked a question back.
    

    

    
      “…I understand that considering the harsh environment of the Darkest Dungeon, inmates are allowed to declare and possess three items beforehand.”
    

    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    

    
      “What are the three things our partner took into the dungeon?”
    

    

    
      Answering Jerry’s question, she folded her fingers one by one.
    

    

    
      “The earring that you, J. J., are still wearing, that broken sword hilt… and cigarettes.”
    

    

    
      Ppajik—
    

    

    
      “…And ‘cigars,’ at that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Don’t ask me why. They were items that I couldn’t understand at all either.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      At Eliya’s answer, Jerry nodded, murmuring quietly, ‘As I thought….’
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      After Jerry’s nod, without anyone having to say anything, both of their gazes shifted to the side.
    

    

    
      “…It’s your turn, Loxy.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s your turn.”
    

    

    
      Hearing her name, Loxy raised her hollow eyes, briefly met their gazes, and then said,
    

    

    
      “I… pass.”
    

    

    
      She lowered her head with a *puk—* and waved her palm.
    

    

    
      “I’m not curious about anything. So even if you ask me, I have no intention of answering.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If that’s all the business, I’ll be heading up first. I haven’t slept a wink since last night… no, wait, since the night before last, so has it been three days already? Huhu.”
    

    

    
      Then she abruptly shot up from her seat and went up to her room, repeatedly muttering ‘damned human’ to the empty air.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      With Loxy gone after skipping her turn, the order naturally passed to Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong was still frowning deeply with her arms crossed, just as she was at the beginning.
    

    

    
      All eyes were drawn to her serious expression, and Eliya secretly hoped she might ask a profound question, but.
    

    

    
      Kkoreureuk—
    

    

    
      The answer that followed came not from her mouth, but from her stomach.
    

    

    
      “…This one seems to have had something to ask you all as well… but I am too hungry to concentrate.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What is the menu for lunch?”
    

    

    
      Then, she suddenly asked Eliya for the lunch menu.
    

    

    
      “…Curry.”
    

    

    
      “That sounds fine. I recall its spicy kick being not bad, better than pumpkin porridge.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Ahem. Well then…”
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong, who raised the corners of her mouth for a moment as if imagining the curry in her mind, then stood up from her seat.
    

    

    
      “This one shall take her leave first. It would be a disaster if the seasoning is off, would it not?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I shall personally make the sacrifice, so please continue your pleasant chat.”
    

    

    
      Watching that shameless back head towards the kitchen, Eliya muttered quietly.
    

    

    
      “…How in the world is that the infamous successor to the Demonic Cult…”
    

    

    
      Faced with one unexpected action after another, Eliya momentarily wondered what on earth her Hero was thinking, bringing these people in.
    

    

    
      Hwik—
    

    

    
      “…At this rate, it seems Mr. J. J. is the only one I can have a normal conversation with.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      “It seems so.”
    

    

    
      Sighing, she turned her head toward Jerry, consoling herself with the fact that it was at least her turn again.
    

    

    
      “I’ve been curious for a while, but what is your relationship with the Beastkin out there, Mr. J. J.?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And… what exactly was that story about the Beastkin you mentioned earlier?”
    

    

    
      Feeling something was off about Eliya’s consecutive questions, Jerry tilted his head and briefly brushed his eyebrow.
    

    

    
      “…Didn’t we agree to one at a time? Unless my ears are mistaken, that sounded like two questions just now.”
    

    

    
      “The rule just changed. To two each.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you don’t like it, you can ask two questions next time, Mr. J. J.”
    

    

    
      At Eliya’s fiery gaze, Jerry muttered, ‘…Like Hero, like Priest, I suppose,’ and let out a light sigh.
    

    

    
      ‘…My relationship with the Beastkin.’
    

    

    
      In truth, it was a question he had never been asked before meeting U-jin.
    

    

    
      He rarely ever showed his true self, and the scale of the Beastkin under his command was far from ordinary.
    

    

    
      So, without him having to say anything, people naturally assumed he was in a business related to Beastkin slaves.
    

    

    
      But recently, Jerry had been getting this question quite frequently.
    

    

    
      The question Loxy had asked back in Shandong not long ago was of a similar nature.
    

    

    
      …Of course, Jerry was not unaware of the difference.
    

    

    
      Unlike the people he had met until now, they knew he was a ‘descendant of the Vampire Clan.’
    

    

    
      From the perspective of someone who knew what the ‘Vampire Clan’ meant to the Beastkin, it was only natural for them to feel puzzled seeing him command Beastkin.
    

    

    
      If anything, U-jin’s case, where he still hadn't asked about it, was the more peculiar one.
    

    

    
      ‘…Partner probably…’
    

    

    
      Well… based on the data he had gathered so far, he had a vague guess that U-jin might already know the circumstances.
    

    

    
      “…It’s not a special relationship. They are simply individuals I purchased from the slave market to satisfy my personal desires.”
    

    

    
      “…Personal desires?”
    

    

    
      “…That is what I said.”
    

    

    
      He answered her follow-up question immediately, as if it were nothing.
    

    

    
      For a moment, contempt flickered in Eliya’s eyes.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t hard to guess the reason.
    

    

    
      Beastkin slaves, personal desires.
    

    

    
      The image created by the combination of those two words was quite uniform.
    

    

    
      “…I thought it wouldn’t be for ‘that’ kind of reason.”
    

    

    
      As if confirming Jerry's guess, Eliya barely managed to withdraw her scornful gaze and asked.
    

    

    
      “Is it… some kind of revenge?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It seemed she had already defined Jerry in her mind as ‘a guy who relieves his vengeful feelings through perverted acts.’
    

    

    
      “…Think whatever you like. This is all I can tell you about them.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He didn't bother to clarify further. It was what he had intended in the first place.
    

    

    
      …It was more comfortable to be misunderstood like this.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Don’t hate them too much, Jerry.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『There is just a slight misunderstanding…….』
    

    

    

    
      Because even Jerry himself wasn't yet confident that he could clearly explain the reason for his paradoxical actions.
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      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A silence fell over the room after Jerry’s final words.
    

    

    
      Jerry sorted through the past memories that his answer had brought up.
    

    

    
      Eliya, on the other hand, was so shocked by Jerry’s answer that she couldn’t figure out how to continue the conversation.
    

    

    
      ‘…No way.’
    

    

    
      As she was well aware that the relationship between the Beastkin and the Vampire Clan was atrocious, Eliya had thought from before she even asked that Jerry’s reason for commanding them wouldn't be a positive one.
    

    

    
      However, even so, she hadn't thought it would be for a purely evil reason.
    

    

    
      She had thought she could reason with Jerry, and before learning he was a descendant of the Vampires, she had considered him a bit gloomy but not a bad person.
    

    

    
      …Crucially, he was also someone U-jin called ‘partner.’
    

    

    
      ‘…To think it was really for that kind of reason.’
    

    

    
      But Jerry’s answer was the very thing Eliya had considered the ‘worst-case scenario.’
    

    

    

    
      『…It’s not a special relationship. They are simply individuals I purchased from the slave market to satisfy my personal desires.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Personal desires, Beastkin slaves.
    

    

    
      There was only one purpose for Jerry that could be inferred from those two phrases.
    

    

    
      And with that answer, Eliya realized.
    

    

    
      He might be someone U-jin had brought in as a ‘partner’ for now.
    

    

    
      Kadeuk—
    

    

    
      But the man before her was also, undeniably, someone who had belonged to the ‘Demon King’s Army.’
    

    

    
      ‘…I was too complacent.’
    

    

    
      The Vampire Clan was now known to have been driven to extinction, completely annihilated by the hands of Vampire Hunters.
    

    

    
      But it was the infamous ‘Count Dracula’ and his Vampire Clan who had once betrayed the Beastkin, defected to the Demon King's Army, and led the charge in the War against Demons more than anyone else.
    

    

    
      Moreover, according to U-jin, he was a direct descendant of their leader, Count Dracula.
    

    

    
      …It was Eliya’s mistake to have carelessly expected him to be a decent person; in fact, the expectation that he was good was completely wrong from the start.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s a relief I found out now.’
    

    

    
      This was a man who spoke unflinchingly of using numerous Beastkin slaves for his own personal desires.
    

    

    
      She had no idea what U-jin was thinking, forming a ‘partner’ relationship with such a person.
    

    

    
      In Eliya’s mind, Jerry was already remembered as such.
    

    

    
      They were together now, but he was someone who could backstab her at any moment without it being strange.
    

    

    
      As expected, someone ‘from the Demon King’s Army’ was still ‘from the Demon King's Army.’
    

    

    
      “…The first question seems to have been answered.”
    

    

    
      It was Jerry who broke the silence.
    

    

    
      “…So, should I now talk about the Beastkin-related issue I discussed with our partner?”
    

    

    
      Without batting an eye at the scornful look Eliya had shot him along with her reaction, Jerry asked her.
    

    

    
      If he should continue speaking.
    

    

    
      At his unwavering voice, Eliya suddenly felt anger welling up from the depths of her chest, but she barely suppressed it and nodded.
    

    

    
      If it were up to her usual personality, she would have stormed out or confronted him without a second thought, but this wasn't a situation where she could just do as she pleased.
    

    

    
      …Since this was a person U-jin had brought himself, he was still someone she had to be careful around.
    

    

    
      “…It seems he didn’t tell you in advance.”
    

    

    
      Starting off quietly, Jerry answered Eliya’s second question.
    

    

    
      The ‘story about the Beastkin he had with U-jin.’
    

    

    
      “…Our partner plans to gather the Beastkin in this territory.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      And that, too, was a story that came as quite a shock to Eliya.
    

    

    
      “Gather the Beastkin?”
    

    

    
      It was a completely unexpected answer for Eliya.
    

    

    
      Of course, she had been curious about ‘why U-jin bought the Guild House and the dormant territory,’ but she had not expected the answer to be this.
    

    

    
      “…That is what I said.”
    

    

    
      “No… what do you mean all of a sudden?”
    

    

    
      Although they had somehow succeeded in acquiring the dormant territory with Jerry’s funds, getting this dormant guild territory re-approved and formally establishing a guild was a problem on an entirely different level.
    

    

    
      Discovering this dormant territory must have been difficult, but passing the gateway to establishing a guild, which had been blocked due to Isaac Einstein’s atrocities, was twice as hard.
    

    

    
      After that incident, not a single new guild had been established for over 100 years.
    

    

    
      And on top of that, he was bringing in ‘Beastkin’ out of the blue?
    

    

    
      “…I’ll say this in advance to avoid any misunderstanding. I was not the one who requested it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In fact, I also didn’t know our partner had such a plan until we purchased this place.”
    

    

    
      With the situation already chaotic and directionless, Eliya’s head began to ache, wondering just how big of a picture he was painting.
    

    

    
      “…What on earth is this man.”
    

    

    
      The problem wasn't just the establishment of the guild and the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      U-jin’s current status was also an issue.
    

    

    
      If it weren't for the ‘hero-slaying’ incident on the Shandong Peninsula, he would have probably received a 1-star ordination and become a proper, official Hero.
    

    

    
      If so, the story might have been different.
    

    

    
      But his current status was, without any excuse, that of a ‘prisoner.’
    

    

    
      A felon imprisoned in the underground dungeon for breaking a Commandment.
    

    

    
      His status as a Hero had already been lost the moment he was captured in Shandong.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      Of course, from her last conversation with U-jin, she had learned that even that was part of his plan.
    

    

    
      But even so, it was difficult to imagine a positive outcome in such a tangled situation.
    

    

    
      Kadeuk—
    

    

    
      Restoring his Hero status, establishing a guild.
    

    

    
      Just these two hurdles alone were in the realm of the virtually impossible, with a success rate of maybe 1%.
    

    

    
      And on top of that, he was adding a ‘territory for the Beastkin.’
    

    

    
      To Eliya, this was a desperate situation that couldn't be fully expressed even with the phrase ‘making matters worse.’
    

    

    
      “…Bringing in Beastkin wouldn't just mean bringing one or two. Then, don't tell me…”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…I haven’t heard it from his own mouth, but as far as I can tell, it seems he is planning a picture similar to the ‘rebuilding of the Beastkin Nation.’”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Eliya was certain.
    

    

    
      This was 120% impossible.
    

    

    
      What was the point of ranking things that already existed in the realm of impossibility, but if she had to, rebuilding the Beastkin Nation was far more difficult than the previous two.
    

    

    
      At least for the first two, Eliya could think of a few theoretical methods, but the moment she heard the words ‘rebuilding the Beastkin Nation,’ only ‘hopelessness’ came to mind.
    

    

    
      “…Of course, I know best that it’s practically impossible. There isn't just one or two problems to solve, and it’s not an area that can be resolved by sheer will in the first place.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even without Jerry giving specific examples, Eliya could naturally recall what he meant by ‘problems to be solved.’
    

    

    
      There had been movements for Beastkin independence before, but beyond the simple matter of will, the structural difficulties the Beastkin themselves faced were so complexly intertwined that even the Order found it difficult to resolve them directly.
    

    

    
      ‘The Order's permission for establishment’ was itself part of the problem, and the issues Eliya brought to mind, such as ‘solving the illegal slave problem’ and ‘unifying the Beastkin,’ were not much different from the obstacles Jerry had presented to U-jin in the Master Room.
    

    

    
      “…It would be a miracle if even one of those things worked out.”
    

    

    
      As Eliya chuckled with a hollow expression, Jerry continued.
    

    

    
      “…I had a similar thought. The goals our partner is thinking of are all absurd.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But.”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s head lifted slightly at the emphasized conjunction.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Our partner’s plan certainly had structure.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It didn’t seem like a plan made impulsively overnight. Of course, that plan was also based on absurd assumptions… but if things go exactly as he told me, it didn’t seem entirely impossible.”
    

    

    
      Holjjak—
    

    

    
      Jerry, who moistened his throat with a sip of the tea in front of him, put the teacup down with a *dalgeurak—* and added again.
    

    

    
      “…As far as I know, the reason our partner entered the Darkest Dungeon is ultimately in the same context. He went to bring back a person necessary for unifying the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      “…A person?”
    

    

    
      “…Tom Hardist. Have you heard of him?”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s brow furrowed at the name Jerry brought up.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The memory was on the tip of her tongue.
    

    

    
      She felt a sense of familiarity, as if she had heard it somewhere before, but the fact that it didn't come to mind immediately suggested it was a name she hadn't heard recently.
    

    

    
      As Eliya scrunched up her face, trying to dredge up the elusive memory, Jerry threw her a hint.
    

    

    
      “…Would you know if I said, Vampire Hunter.”
    

    

    
      “…Ah!”
    

    

    
      The hint Jerry threw filled the empty puzzle piece in Eliya’s mind.
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      There was indeed a Vampire Hunter with that name who had entered the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      It had been so long ago that the memory didn't surface immediately, but she had heard it once while studying about the Darkest Dungeon during her time as an apprentice priestess.
    

    

    
      That there was an unusual individual who did not come out despite having completed his entire sentence.
    

    

    
      She could clearly recall him because he also had another distinguishing feature: the title of ‘the last Vampire Hunter.’
    

    

    
      “I think he had the nickname, the last Vampire Hunter.”
    

    

    
      “…So you know.”
    

    

    
      Holjjak—
    

    

    
      “…Our partner went in to get that guy.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “If he succeeds, it will certainly be a great help to our partner’s plan.”
    

    

    
      Eliya thought so too.
    

    

    
      It was hard to find someone among the remaining Beastkin who was as renowned as him, and as one of the most skilled veterans among Vampire Hunters, his personal combat ability would be at a considerable level.
    

    

    
      She didn't know the exact details of U-jin's plan, but if he brought back a Beastkin leader of that caliber, it seemed he could receive plenty of help in terms of influence.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      …If he succeeded, that is.
    

    

    
      “…Is that even possible?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I’m pretty sure… he’s staying there of his own will, even though his sentence ended long ago….”
    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon was not a place where a normal person could live.
    

    

    
      That was why it was called the ‘underground dungeon’ in the first place.
    

    

    
      If he was insisting on living in such a place despite his freedom being guaranteed after his sentence ended, he must have a firm conviction, for whatever reason.
    

    

    
      If bringing him out had been possible, the Order would have done so long ago.
    

    

    
      To the Order, which was suffering from a shortage of manpower in the War against Demons, Tom Hardist was a coveted talent that would be worth paying a fortune for.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, the fact that he was still holed up in the Darkest Dungeon meant that he had a conviction strong enough to overcome the Order’s needs.
    

    

    
      Eliya couldn’t understand how on earth U-jin planned to bring him out.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t know the specific method either.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However. There are two reasons to have faith.”
    

    

    
      Jerry said to the tilting-her-head Eliya.
    

    

    
      “…One is our partner’s track record so far.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The other is…”
    

    

    
      Holjjak.
    

    

    
      “…the fact that he probably can’t resist a cigar.”
    

  
    Chapter 105: Mad Dog (4)

    
      It was quite obvious, but it took a considerable amount of time to deal with all the Mutants swarming from every direction.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just one or two, nor was it dozens. 
    

    

    
      His Howling gathered a number that was at least in the hundreds, and at most, over a thousand, all at once.
    

    

    
      Killing such a number of Mutants, and using only ‘physical methods’ at that, was not something that could be done in a short period.
    

    

    
      Moreover, since the numbers were gathered based on a certain range, there was always bound to be at least one or two strong Mutants mixed in, despite the variance.
    

    

    
      Considering all these other factors, heading straight for the source of the sound was not a very good option.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I hid myself first.
    

    

    
      Once he let out a Howling, he had a habit of staying in the same spot for a while anyway, and it was impossible to rush over and have a conversation while slaughtering Mutants, so this was the rational choice.
    

    

    
      Pasususu—
    

    

    
      About thirty minutes passed like that.
    

    

    
      The presence of the Mutants that had swarmed by like a pack of dogs could no longer be felt, and the cries of the Mutants that had been audible nearby now echoed faintly in the distance.
    

    

    
      Only then did I pull my body out from its hiding place between the mountain rocks and slowly take a step forward.
    

    

    
      “…Time to go.”
    

    

    
      Jeobeok, jeobeok—
    

    

    
      Although quite some time had passed, finding the source of the sound itself was not that difficult.
    

    

    
      The unique, fishy stench of Mutant corpses wafted from afar, and since the battle wasn't over yet, the clamorous cries of the Mutants and a chilling cutting sound continued to reveal the location from a distance.
    

    

    
      Chalbak—
    

    

    
      As I got closer, a cruel scene began to unfold.
    

    

    
      Un-drained blood pooled deeply, splashing against my ankles, and what (used to be) Mutant Monsters were scattered everywhere in pieces of flesh and gore.
    

    

    
      The state of the corpses was quite gruesome, even considering this was the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      If one had to classify them, the wounds were torn-apart forms that could be called ‘lacerations.’
    

    

    
      But they left marks closer to being crushed than sliced, as if to prove that the weapon used to cut them was extremely dull.
    

    

    
      “…I came to the right place.”
    

    

    
      The unique wounds, which looked as if they had been crushed as they were cut.
    

    

    
      They made me realize that I had indeed come to the right place.
    

    

    
      Such crude wounds, along with the ‘Howling,’ were one of the eccentricities that characterized the veteran of the Darkest Dungeon, the ‘Mad Dog.’
    

    

    
      Chalbak— Chalbak—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It goes without saying, but making a loud noise in a dungeon overflowing with Mutants was no different from a suicidal act.
    

    

    
      Especially a ‘Howling’ like his, which deliberately targeted a frequency that Mutants reacted to keenly, was without a doubt an act of madness.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just about gathering the nearby Mutants.
    

    

    
      The Mutants that responded to his Howling reacted more violently, and the sound created by their movements would inevitably call in more Mutants from an even wider area.
    

    

    
      In other words, the Howling didn't just summon Mutants within the range of the sound; it created a chain reaction that gathered all the Mutants in the vicinity.
    

    

    
      Even those who had accumulated enough years to adapt to the Darkest Dungeon would avoid unplanned encounters with Mutants.
    

    

    
      Considering this act gathered all Mutants within a range without any distinction, there was no word other than ‘madness’ to define this Howling.
    

    

    
      …Well, it was only natural for a mad dog to do mad things in the first place.
    

    

    
      Pwak—!
    

    

    
      Bbudeudeudeuk—
    

    

    
      Soeeek—
    

    

    
      The closer I walked, the more the chilling sounds originating from the battle were amplified.
    

    

    
      The sound of something bursting.
    

    

    
      The sound of bones being crushed.
    

    

    
      A metallic screech that was neither a cry nor a scream.
    

    

    
      The blatant sounds of slaughter repeated, enough for anyone to know that a one-sided massacre was taking place.
    

    

    
      Chwaaak—
    

    

    
      As I approached the source of the sounds, the blood that had been submerging my ankles rose higher, the rising tide of blood reaching my calves.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Around the time the surging blood tickled my calves.
    

    

    
      I arrived before him.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      Scattered pieces of Mutant flesh floated atop the blood.
    

    

    
      In the center of it all, upon a mountain of corpses, stood a single mad dog, holding a Mutant that was already half-dead.
    

    

    
      There were traces of countless lives, but he was the only one still living.
    

    

    
      Predator and prey.
    

    

    
      That clear-cut contrast further enhanced his presence.
    

    

    
      A chilling, red Ocular Glow.
    

    

    
      A silver mane, thoroughly stained with blood.
    

    

    
      Numerous scars carved all over his body.
    

    

    
      And an unmistakably familiar tail.
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      His gaze fell upon me.
    

    

    
      My subconscious combat senses, detecting that I had encountered a formidable powerhouse, reflexively raised my tension as they always did.
    

    

    
      Pishik—
    

    

    
      “…Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      Ironically, what I felt in that moment was ‘gladness.’
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      To the greeting I offered with a raised hand in my gladness, his response was curt and firm.
    

    

    
      “…Get lost. If you don't want to die.”
    

    

    
      It was a cliché line a third-rate villain in a novel might spew, but the weight of words always depends on the speaker.
    

    

    
      Pook—
    

    

    
      At the summit of the corpse mountain piled high above the bloody puddle, the mad dog’s words, uttered as he plunged his claws into the last Mutant’s neck, were more than enough to evoke a sense of dread.
    

    

    
      Scowling, the man pressed a hand to his head, then twisted and pulled out his claws.
    

    

    
      He turned his head toward me and said once more.
    

    

    
      “…I believe I told you to get lost.”
    

    

    
      I couldn't be certain, but from his perspective, the current situation must have seemed somewhat baffling.
    

    

    
      In the beginning, there might have been a few who approached to spectate his mad antics, but by now, the name ‘Mad Dog’ was famous even in this underground prison.
    

    

    
      After his name gained some notoriety, everyone else would have run away with their tails between their legs at the mere sound of a ‘Howling,’ let alone defy him.
    

    

    
      There probably hadn't been anyone who brazenly struck up a conversation with him like I did for quite some time.
    

    

    
      Moreover, there would have been even fewer who didn't leave after hearing his voice directly.
    

    

    
      …Well, of course.
    

    

    
      Whether it had been a while or not, from his perspective, I was hardly a welcome guest.
    

    

    
      Cheolpeok—
    

    

    
      The Mutant in his hand fell onto the pool of blood, and now he turned his body completely, about to approach me.
    

    

    
      I cut off Tom’s movement.
    

    

    
      “Outside—.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      I threw out a slightly different topic.
    

    

    
      “Looks like it’s rising. The full moon.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Chalbak—
    

    

    
      His approaching footsteps stopped after a single step, and the hand that had been on his head slowly came down.
    

    

    
      Then, with an aura thick with menace, he asked.
    

    

    
      “You… how do you know that?”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Well, I…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Know a thing or two. The partner I work with outside is also a Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      As I casually shrugged, selling Jerry out(?), he pressed a hand to his head again and dismissed my words.
    

    

    
      “…Don't be ridiculous. Moon Madness isn't something one can know just by being a Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You… you didn't just follow the sound, did you.”
    

    

    
      Then, with the characteristic guttural growl of the Canine Tribe, he warned me.
    

    

    
      “…If you don't want to die, you'd better explain it to my satisfaction. Why you know that, and just how much you know.”
    

    

    
      Moon Madness.
    

    

    
      Just as he said, that term wasn't something just any Beastkin knew.
    

    

    
      No, to be more precise, it was something they ‘shouldn't’ know.
    

    

    
      Although it varied in degree, the symptoms that could be defined as ‘Moon Madness’ were an abnormal condition experienced only by a select few within the Canine Tribe, including him, and was kept strictly confidential.
    

    

    
      Furthermore.
    

    

    
      …It was also the only word that could explain everything from the ‘Howling’ that the ‘Mad Dog’ periodically performed to the current slaughter of Mutants.
    

    

    
      “…Moon Madness.”
    

    

    
      As he wished, I began to explain what I knew about Moon Madness, taking a step toward him with each sentence.
    

    

    
      “A peculiar symptom commonly experienced by the numerous Canine Tribe, who make up the largest proportion of the Beastkin. It refers to a unique mana reaction where the body's senses are enhanced on the day of the full moon, when Mana Entropy is at its lowest.”
    

    

    
      Chalbak—
    

    

    
      “In ancient times, it was a symptom practically synonymous with the Canine Tribe, but for most modern Canine Tribe members whose blood has been diluted, the symptoms are minimal or non-existent. Thus, it is rarely mentioned, and few even within the Beastkin know of its existence.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “However, in the case of the pure-blood Silver Wolf Tribe, the Lycan Clan, who have maintained the blood of their ancient ancestors and are not mixed-blood Canine Tribe, the symptoms of Moon Madness become extremely potent.”
    

    

    
      Chalbak—
    

    

    
      “The degree of sensory enhancement experienced by the Lycan Clan is at least tenfold, and its maximum is said to be undefined.”
    

    

    
      Was it because he was already using most of his mental energy to endure the pain? His thoughts and feelings were laid bare.
    

    

    
      His breathing, which had grown heavier, told me his wariness toward me had intensified.
    

    

    
      And his eyes betrayed an unconcealable ‘bewilderment.’
    

    

    
      Bewilderment.
    

    

    
      …It was only natural.
    

    

    
      He might have guessed I was different from ordinary people just from the fact that I knew about Moon Madness.
    

    

    
      But he probably never imagined the name of the ‘Lycan’ Clan would come straight from my mouth.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, the existence of the Lycan Clan was known only to a very small minority even within the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Their existence was considered a secret both externally and internally, and even in battle, they blended in, passing themselves off as just slightly exceptional members of the Canine Tribe.
    

    

    
      “Furthermore, in the rare case of the Lycan Clan, the phenomenon of sensory enhancement can intervene in the realm of memory. A Silver Wolf Tribe Beastkin in this situation will complain of extreme agony when Moon Madness manifests.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The reason is simple.”
    

    

    
      Chalbak—
    

    

    
      “Because bad memories and scars engraved on the body react to the Moon Madness, causing extreme headaches and phantom pains throughout the body.”
    

    

    
      My steps, taken one by one, had now reached the foot of the mountain of corpses he had built.
    

    

    
      I took the final step and said.
    

    

    
      “…Is that a sufficient answer?”
    

    

    
      Chalbak—
    

    

    
      His red Ocular Glow glared at me as if it would tear me to shreds this very instant.
    

    

    
      Given the sheer gap in our power, meeting that chilling gaze was quite overwhelming for me in my current state.
    

    

    
      But I managed to look straight up into his eyes.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      I took out the weapon I had specially prepared to deal with him, the ‘Mad Dog.’
    

    

    
      Seueuk—
    

    

    
      “…Well, I'm sure you have a lot of questions right now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But for now, let’s light the urgent fire first, then talk.”
    

    

    
      I mean.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Can you give me one?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Siiik—
    

    

    
      “A brand new one.”
    

    

    
      …The cigar I had gone through the trouble of procuring, giving up an inventory slot just for him.
    

  
    Chapter 106: Thomas L. Hardist (1)

    
      Thomas. L. Hardist.
    

    

    
      His Moon Madness had been different from a young age.
    

    

    
      While his other brothers could barely endure the pain, writhing in agony, his own pain was on a level that was impossible to bear from the start. 
    

    

    
      As a child, he used to scream his lungs out every full moon.
    

    

    
      Although it wasn't exactly accurate to make a quantitative comparison of its intensity, if he had to say, Tom could confidently state that his Moon Madness was at least twice as painful as that of his brothers.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Having a strong manifestation of Moon Madness wasn't entirely a bad thing.
    

    

    
      The intensity of the Moon Madness was a direct indication of how strongly the blood of the ancestors flowed within him.
    

    

    
      And that, in turn, meant he possessed outstanding natural talent as a warrior of the Silver Wolf Tribe.
    

    

    
      Indeed, Tom showed an unparalleled growth rate even within the Lycan Clan.
    

    

    
      When his brothers of the same age were just beginning to participate in battles, he was already a Decurion in charge of his own combat unit.
    

    

    
      And by the time his brothers became Decurions, Tom had already risen to the rank of Centurion, leading them.
    

    

    
      For a time, Tom was even proud of the fact that he experienced such a strong Moon Madness.
    

    

    
      Of course, the extreme pain was agonizing all the same, but he figured one eventually gets used to pain, and if he considered it the price for great power, he could endure it as much as needed.
    

    

    
      But as time passed, and after losing his family in a certain incident.
    

    

    
      Tom came to realize that it had all been his own arrogance.
    

    

    
      The true agony that Moon Madness bestowed was not physical pain, but the horrific memories of the past that consumed his mind.
    

    

    
      It was the mental anguish brought on by those vivid recollections.
    

    

    
      Every time the full moon rose, his father, who had died in his stead, would lose his life all over again.
    

    

    
      The scene of the mother and younger brother he couldn't protect dying before his eyes was vividly replayed.
    

    

    
      It was on a different dimension from any physical pain he had ever experienced.
    

    

    
      As if all his previous suffering had been nothing, those memories tormented his mind, vivid and cruel.
    

    

    
      Physical pain dulled with time, but painful memories had no expiration date.
    

    

    
      Throb-
    

    

    
      Today was another one of those days.
    

    

    
      …The hell that visited every full moon, a horrific day no different from usual.
    

    

    
      The moment he opened his eyes, his father's death was drawn before him, and the screams of his mother and brother pierced his ears vividly.
    

    

    
      Realizing his Moon Madness had returned, Tom clutched his throbbing head and sought high ground nearby.
    

    

    
      And he screamed at the top of his lungs.
    

    

    
      Awoooo-
    

    

    
      That was the cause of the Howling, which had come to be known as the ‘Mad Dog’s’ eccentricity.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he particularly enjoyed one-sided massacres.
    

    

    
      In the first place, fighting while enduring the throbbing pain from the scars all over his body was not a pleasant affair, and there was no particular reward for him for committing such acts.
    

    

    
      However, the reason he did this every time was simple.
    

    

    
      …Because he couldn't endure it.
    

    

    
      He deliberately did it because he felt he would go mad from the agony if he didn't move his body and find something to focus on right in front of him.
    

    

    
      At the very least, when he moved his body and killed mutants indiscriminately, it felt like the screams of his family ringing in his ears were somewhat muffled.
    

    

    
      Stab-
    

    

    
      Just as he had finished off all the relentlessly swarming mutants and was about to end the last one’s life.
    

    

    
      He felt an unknown presence behind him.
    

    

    
      Splash- Splash-
    

    

    
      A presence that approached, stepping through the blood without any intention of hiding its presence.
    

    

    
      The man with black hair, white skin, and a red earring looked at him, the corners of his mouth lifting as he offered a greeting.
    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “…Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      ‘Long time no see?’
    

    

    
      Tom, who briefly searched his memory at the unexpected greeting, shook his head.
    

    

    
      That face, that voice.
    

    

    
      And above all, that scent was a first.
    

    

    
      Normally, he might have thought it was his own mistake, but right now, he was under the influence of ‘Moon Madness’, a state where the acuity of his senses far surpassed the norm.
    

    

    
      There was no way he was mistaken.
    

    

    
      “…Get lost. If you don’’t want to die.”
    

    

    
      Stab-
    

    

    
      Therefore, Tom ignored his greeting and warned him as he finished off the mutant.
    

    

    
      It had been a very long time since an upstart who had just entered had tried to talk to him, but his personality wasn't kind enough to explain the situation, and…
    

    

    
      The throbbing in his head made it difficult to think for long.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      But despite having warned him with all sincerity, the man did not leave.
    

    

    
      He was looking at him calmly, as if he had some business with him.
    

    

    
      “…I believe I told you to get lost.”
    

    

    
      Even at the repeated warning, he was unmoving.
    

    

    
      Seeing that arrogant attitude, Tom couldn't hold back.
    

    

    
      No, in the first place, two warnings were more than enough patience on his part.
    

    

    
      He had no idea what the man was thinking, provoking him while his Moon Madness was acting up, but from this point on, it was the human’s fault for not listening.
    

    

    
      He couldn't even control his own temper when it was stirred under the influence of Moon Madness.
    

    

    
      Splash-
    

    

    
      The moment Tom took a step forward, filled with fury.
    

    

    
      “Looks like it’s rising outside. The full moon.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Tom had no choice but to stop in his tracks.
    

    

    
      The full moon.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he said it while looking at him, at this very moment, at this timing.
    

    

    
      There was no doubt.
    

    

    
      This man knew about ‘Moon Madness’.
    

    

    
      “You… How do you know that?”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Well…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I know a thing or two. My partner I work with outside is also a Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      What a joke.
    

    

    
      Moon Madness wasn't something anyone could know just by being a Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Especially since so much time had passed after the dissolution of the Beastkin Nation, the number of Beastkin who still knew about Moon Madness had to be extremely small.
    

    

    
      Even the few individuals that came to Tom's mind had a slim chance of still being alive.
    

    

    
      There was no way he could bluff his way through with a simple story about knowing a Beastkin.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      At that strangely calm attitude, Tom realized.
    

    

    
      This man hadn't just followed the sound of the Howling in the Darkest Dungeon. He had come looking for him with some other purpose from the very beginning.
    

    

    
      “…Don’t be ridiculous. Moon Madness isn't something you can know just by being a Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You… You didn’t just follow the sound here, did you.”
    

    

    
      Growl-
    

    

    
      “…If you don’t want to die, you’d better explain it to my satisfaction. Why you know about it, and how much you know.”
    

    

    
      With the warning, Tom tensed his body.
    

    

    
      In truth, at a glance, the man wasn't a target he needed to be particularly wary of.
    

    

    
      The amount of mana in his mana circuit seemed to be around that of a 1-Star Hero at best, and his body’s muscle density was also unimpressive.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Tom did not let his guard down.
    

    

    
      One thing Tom had learned through countless battles was that the habit of judging an opponent solely by their power was not a good one.
    

    

    
      Rather, feeling a sense of suspicion from the very fact that the man was standing before him despite not being powerful, Tom raised his guard even further.
    

    

    
      “…Moon Madness”
    

    

    
      The man, who had shrugged once at his question, now came out and said the word openly as he slowly approached.
    

    

    
      “It’s a unique symptom commonly experienced by the numerous Canine Tribe members who make up the largest portion of the Beastkin……”
    

    

    
      Splash-
    

    

    
      There were no flaws in the man’s explanation, which flowed like water as he took one step at a time.
    

    

    
      As if reading from a dictionary right in front of him, he recited the details of Moon Madness and its mechanisms.
    

    

    
      He even spoke of the existence of the ‘Lycan Clan’, which only a minority within the Beastkin knew about.
    

    

    
      He recited the information much more precisely and in greater detail than Tom had expected.
    

    

    
      ‘…What in the world.’
    

    

    
      He couldn't guess his identity at all.
    

    

    
      If he had been an overwhelmingly powerful being, he might have been able to accept it somehow.
    

    

    
      But for someone who reeked of a novice to be spouting such top-secret information, he had no idea where to even begin to connect the threads of his thoughts.
    

    

    
      “…Would that be a sufficient answer?”
    

    

    
      Splash-
    

    

    
      Looking at the man who had come right up to his nose and was looking up at him, Tom pondered.
    

    

    
      ‘…Should I kill him?’
    

    

    
      The man’s purpose, his intentions, and his identity.
    

    

    
      He couldn't guess any of it.
    

    

    
      It seemed like he was trying to induce carelessness, with the hidden intention of ending his life at any moment.
    

    

    
      Seeing his detached attitude, it also seemed like he genuinely felt the current situation was no big deal.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Whether it was the former or the latter, if he were to kill him, now was the perfect time.
    

    

    
      He hadn't shown any signs of movement yet, and this close proximity was the range he was most confident in.
    

    

    
      Throb-
    

    

    
      The headache that was already squeezing his head intensified, and Tom’s mind became a tangled mess.
    

    

    
      Shhk-
    

    

    
      And, as if he knew, the man thrust a hand into his pocket and spoke.
    

    

    
      “…Well, I’m sure you have a lot of questions right now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But for now, let’s light this pressing matter first and then we can talk.”
    

    

    
      ‘Fire?’
    

    

    
      It was another out-of-the-blue statement.
    

    

    
      To suddenly talk about lighting a pressing fire, without any rhyme or reason.
    

    

    
      For a moment, Tom wondered if he meant he would use a fire-attribute skill to burn him, but he didn't feel any movement of mana.
    

    

    
      ‘…It's not a skill or magic.’
    

    

    
      But he didn't relax his guard just because he couldn't feel any mana.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the man's personal physical strength was not the target of his vigilance.
    

    

    
      What he was wary of was the ‘unknown something’ the man possessed, whatever it might be.
    

    

    
      He didn't know exactly what it was, but Tom was sure of one thing: it was something incredible enough for him to act so boldly.
    

    

    
      And Tom’s gaze, which had been quickly scanning the man's body, fixed on the pocket he had thrust his hand into.
    

    

    
      ‘…Is it in there?’
    

    

    
      Considering he had put his hand in his pocket at this dangerous timing, there was a high probability that this ‘unknown something’ was inside that pocket.
    

    

    
      No, considering the limited possibilities of the location, there were no other options.
    

    

    
      For someone with only the power of a 1-Star Hero to be this composed in front of him, there had to be a weapon in that pocket powerful enough to kill or subdue him for certain.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      A rough picture formed in Tom’s mind.
    

    

    
      It could be a high-grade artifact that could manifest fire-attribute magic, or, with a slim probability, it could even be a Divine Instrument.
    

    

    
      No matter how much of a novice he was, he was someone who possessed the mana capacity of a 1-Star Hero. 
    

    

    
      Such a person would be able to at least roughly gauge how strong Tom himself was.
    

    

    
      To not flinch from that gap in strength and act so boldly, it had to be something of that caliber.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Tom was confident.
    

    

    
      ‘…You’ve underestimated me.’
    

    

    
      Whatever the method of using what was in that pocket, he was confident he could move faster than it.
    

    

    
      While he was a complete amateur in the use of mana, in terms of physical ability, he possessed overwhelming specs that were second to none.
    

    

    
      Although he had ultimately let him get away, there was a time when he had nearly fought and captured a baron-rank demon all by himself.
    

    

    
      No matter how great the Divine Instrument the man possessed was, a weapon was just a tool.
    

    

    
      The user was what mattered.
    

    

    
      This was something even the usual Tom would be confident in, let alone the Tom whose physical senses were heightened by Moon Madness. 
    

    

    
      For him, stopping a 1-Star Hero from activating a weapon was easier than twisting a child’s wrist.
    

    

    
      “…You're quite formidable.”
    

    

    
      At the man’s subsequent mumble, Tom was certain.
    

    

    
      …A Divine Instrument.
    

    

    
      He was sure that the thing in that pocket was a Divine Instrument.
    

    

    
      He didn't know its exact appearance, but.
    

    

    

    
      What a terrifying-sounding name.
    

    

    
      A Divine Instrument —no, judging just by the feel of the name, it might even be a Demonic Instrument, said to contain the power of a legendary demon god.
    

    

    
      Gulp-
    

    

    
      And so, in the silence that flowed as the man fumbled in his pocket, Tom swallowed once.
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      The moment the man pulled his hand out of his pocket.
    

    

    
      FWOOOOSH-!
    

    

    
      Tom shot off from his spot at his maximum speed.
    

    

    
      KABOOM-!
    

    

    
      As if his instantaneous speed had reached the speed of sound, the mountain of corpses he had been standing on exploded with a deafening roar.
    

    

    
      Tom’s form seemed to vanish from its spot.
    

    

    
      Of course, he hadn't really disappeared.
    

    

    
      He was just charging at U-jin at a speed the eye couldn't follow.
    

    

    
      Screeeech-
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Tom, who had been charging at such an incredible speed, abruptly stopped his outstretched hand right in front of U-jin’s nose.
    

    

    
      Halt-
    

    

    
      ‘This is…….’
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      From the unknown Divine Instrument that U-jin had pulled out of his pocket.
    

    

    
      A very, very familiar scent was wafting from it.
    

    

    
      “…A cigar?”
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      Inhale-
    

    

    
      Exhale-
    

    

    
      A cigar was held awkwardly between his index and middle fingers.
    

    

    
      But with a breath that was not at all awkward, the guy who inhaled and then exhaled the hazy smoke murmured dreamily.
    

    

    
      “…How ridiculous.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To think I’d be doing this for the first time at my age.”
    

    

    
      As if that little roll of tobacco was such a wondrous thing.
    

    

    
      The guy scanned the cigar all over, his brow furrowed this way and that.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Is it that good?”
    

    

    
      “…Yeah, it’s not a bad feeling.”
    

    

    
      Answering my question obediently, the guy nodded and blankly drew in the smoke again.
    

    

    
      ‘…For now.’
    

    

    
      Things were going according to plan.
    

    

    
      Of course, him rushing at me first was unexpected, and even I felt a chill down my spine at his claws as he charged with a sonic boom, but.
    

    

    
      In any case, I had predicted that once he smelled the cigar, he would drop his aggression.
    

    

    
      Aside from the sticky, unpleasant feeling of the blood splattered all over me when he screeched to a halt, it could be said that things had gone more or less according to plan.
    

    

    
      Inhale-
    

    

    
      Exhale-
    

    

    
      Following his lead, I also took a drag of the cigar, and its characteristic hazy feeling erased my idle thoughts.
    

    

    
      Shhk-
    

    

    
      ‘…His first time.’
    

    

    
      Although he himself had put it that way… strictly speaking, it was wrong to say that this was his ‘first’ time with a cigar.
    

    

    
      No, it wasn't just simply wrong.
    

    

    
      In fact, he was someone who should have been more familiar with this thing called a ‘cigar’ than anyone else.
    

    

    
      『Was everyone like you?』
    

    

    
      『…What do you mean?』
    

    

    
      『I'm asking if all the Beastkin were chain-smokers. How can a person smoke three packs a day?』
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      『I am a Beastkin, not a human. Besides, I'm on the milder side. At least I don't smoke two at once.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『When the 15th night of the full moon came, everyone was busy going up to the rooftop. Once up there, three packs was nothing.』
    

    

    
      Back in the days when the Beastkin were still thriving.
    

    

    
      The warriors of the Canine Tribe, including the Lycan Clan, were famous for being chain-smokers who smoked cigars incessantly.
    

    

    
      In fact, cigars were a common item in his country, so much so that they were the item boasting the largest trade volume at the time.
    

    

    
      Just as he had said in the past, he had seen cigars constantly since he was young, so calling it his first time wasn't exactly a fitting expression.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      The reason he reacted with such wonder while looking at the cigar was because this was the first time he was ‘personally’ smoking one.
    

    

    
      Exhale-
    

    

    
      “First time?”
    

    

    
      When I feigned ignorance and questioned his words, the guy nodded.
    

    

    
      “…Yeah. It’s my first time.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Before my coming-of-age ceremony, I couldn’t smoke due to the clan’s rules, and after that, the country that made and sold cigars completely collapsed.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The one you gave me is the first.”
    

    

    
      It was a story I had already heard from him in the first playthrough.
    

    

    
      Around the time he was about to have his coming-of-age ceremony.
    

    

    
      An anthrax epidemic broke out in ‘Cigarette Island’, a small nation in the Upper Plane that monopolized the production, distribution, and sale of cigars, and the production of cigars was fundamentally halted.
    

    

    
      The story went that due to the schism of the Beastkin Nation that coincided with this, all the stockpiled cigars were burned, and by the time he became an adult, getting a cigar became harder than plucking a star from the sky.
    

    

    
      Of course, a lot of time has passed now, and with the emergence of another producing nation, it has once again become a common item anyone can buy.
    

    

    
      But he had said that a long time ago, around the time he turned himself in and entered the Darkest Dungeon, cigars were practically a discontinued item.
    

    

    
      In the first place, demand was greater than supply, and then the supply was cut off.
    

    

    
      It became something you couldn't get even if you wanted to.
    

    

    
      It was a case of what you’d call bad timing.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      Even if there had been a supply of cigars available back then, during the period when the Beastkin Nation was dismantled, he was so busy hunting down vampires that he was probably in no state to pay attention to such things anyway.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Exhale-
    

    

    
      The guy, exhaling another hazy puff, muttered as if recalling a time in the past.
    

    

    
      “…It's definitely much better.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I wondered why everyone was always smoking this harsh stuff….”
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    

    
      Cigar.
    

    

    
      One might think of it as simply a type of tobacco, but to him at least, it was not something so light as to be defined merely as a ‘recreational product’.
    

    

    
      Of course, at a glance, it might seem similar to the tobacco of the Lower-Dimensional Plane in all aspects, including appearance, name, and effects.
    

    

    
      But the Cigar of the Upper Plane differed from the tobacco of the Lower-Dimensional Plane in its ultimate scope of action.
    

    

    
      The tobacco of the Lower-Dimensional Plane's effects are limited to acting on the central nervous system through neurotransmitters, but the cigar, specially crafted by the Upper Plane's mana engineering methods, provides an additional special calming effect on the ‘Mana Circuit’.
    

    

    
      Of course, it couldn't be used for just anything. 
    

    

    
      It was usually used for medicinal purposes, such as calming pain caused by the Mana Circuit or for improving deformed Mana Circuit structures caused by genetic predisposition.
    

    

    
      Among these, the pain of Moon Madness possessed by Tom and his ‘Lycan Clan’ was where this calming effect was most prominently displayed.
    

    

    
      No medicine in the Upper Plane could suppress the unique pain caused by Moon Madness, but only the special mechanism of action of the Cigar was effective against that pain.
    

    

    
      The fact that the Beastkin were once the largest importers of cigars was ultimately due to this context.
    

    

    
      For the few members of the Canine Tribe who experienced even mild symptoms and for the ‘Lycan Clan’, which was active as the foremost warrior family of the Beastkin at the time, the Cigar was not merely in the realm of a recreational product, but was closer to an ‘essential consumer good’, treated on the same level as food, clothing, and shelter.
    

    

    
      This was why many of the Canine Tribe members were fond of cigars, even to the point of being called ‘chain-smokers’.
    

    

    
      At least while smoking a cigar, the pain of Moon Madness subsided, even if just a little.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      If not for that context, the guy who was charging with the intent to kill wouldn't have stopped so abruptly just because I pulled out a single cigar.
    

    

    
      Exhale-
    

    

    
      *Tap-tap-
    

    

    
      “…You said your name was Seo U-jin?”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “So.”
    

    

    
      The guy started, naturally flicking off the ash from the tip of the cigar as if he had completely adapted to it now.
    

    

    
      “Why did you, come looking for me?”
    

    

    
      It was a direct question, just like him.
    

    

    
      “…I took it since you offered, but I can't comprehend why you'd go out of your way to bring a cigar from the outside and give it to me.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I also don't understand the 'long time no see' greeting you threw at me at first.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “How, and why, did you come to find me?”
    

    

    
      It was a sharp question, but his tone wasn't hostile.
    

    

    
      Of course, the question itself contained a certain degree of vigilance, but still, this was a question, not a threat.
    

    

    
      Compared to the terrifying exchange we had over the pool of blood, the situation was much better.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Instead of answering his words, I threw a question back at him.
    

    

    
      “The Howling. Are you going to stop now?”
    

    

    
      Perhaps because he didn't understand the context. A look of confusion colored his face.
    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “Let's ask questions one at a time. I have things I'm curious about too.”
    

    

    
      The guy, who tilted his head for a moment as if something was strange, frowned and asked.
    

    

    
      “…Shouldn't it be fine for me to ask first?”
    

    

    
      “You asked for my name earlier.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The count started from there.”
    

    

    
      The guy, who was looking at me with a somewhat displeased expression, soon shrugged his shoulders and answered.
    

    

    
      “No. I'll continue.”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      “Of course, as you said, I only do this on days when my Moon Madness acts up, but that's not to say that me thrashing these things is entirely because of it.”
    

    

    
      He was right.
    

    

    
      Of course, if you had to pick the biggest reason, it would be Moon Madness, but strictly speaking, writhing in pain wasn't something he could only do to mutants.
    

    

    
      The sense of urgency might be less, but with his physical specs, he could have substituted that struggle by smashing stones or boulders.
    

    

    
      Therefore, for the reason why he insisted on ‘Howling’ to be fully explained, another element was needed.
    

    

    
      And I didn't know that reason exactly either.
    

    

    
      When I met him in my past life, I had just vaguely thought he did it because of Moon Madness; I never bothered to press him with such questions.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      However, after time passed and I got to know him a little better, I began to feel that his personality and his actions were strangely mismatched.
    

    

    
      A feeling like a piece of the puzzle was missing.
    

    

    
      Of course, I had a vague guess as to the puzzle piece that fit into that empty spot, but I wanted to hear it for sure from his own mouth.
    

    

    
      One way or another, this guy was someone who would take on a key role in the upcoming ‘Demon King Hunt’. 
    

    

    
      To be more precise, he would be a cornerstone for the ‘Resurrection of the Beastkin Forces’, which could be called one step in that process.
    

    

    
      “…To put it simply, there is a purpose in killing the mutants themselves.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      ‘…As I thought.’
    

    

    
      People on the outside say there's no such thing as ‘forced labor’ in the Darkest Dungeon, but strictly speaking, contrary to the rumors, forced labor was indeed imposed on the convicts sentenced to the underground prison.
    

    

    
      Of course, such labor was not explicitly stated in the penal code.
    

    

    
      The only duty a prisoner of the underground prison had to fulfill was to serve out their sentence period.
    

    

    
      But the Order was not some small, backwater organization. They weren't foolish enough to waste manpower that could clearly be used for labor by isolating them here.
    

    

    
      They did it because there was a good reason.
    

    

    
      ‘…Controlling the proliferation of mutants.’
    

    

    
      The ultimate reason the Order imprisoned convicts here was to control the proliferation of the mutant magical beasts that emerged from somewhere inside the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      Having discovered and studied the mutants within the dungeon early on, the Order realized the potential danger these beings of unknown origin could bring.
    

    

    
      Of course, only the Order could open and close the dungeon's entrance, and since it was always kept closed except when a convict was entering, there was no immediate danger.
    

    

    
      However, if the mutants within this Darkest Dungeon, located beneath the Order's headquarters, reached a saturation point. 
    

    

    
      And if, for some reason, they were to forcibly open the dungeon entrance and rush out.
    

    

    
      The Order would have to face a third enemy, the mutants, on top of the Demon King's Allied Forces.
    

    

    
      The measure devised to prevent such a risk in advance was this very ‘underground prison sentence’.
    

    

    
      Having the introduced prisoners live and compete with the mutants, creating a state of natural struggle within the ecosystem.
    

    

    
      It was a way to naturally suppress the proliferation of mutants through this, and to maximize the labor of prisoners who would inevitably show less enthusiasm if used as Penal Soldiers or the like.
    

    

    
      In other words, for the convicts imprisoned here, surviving against the mutants was, in itself, labor.
    

    

    
      So, in a way, contrary to popular belief, it was the Order's ‘underground prison sentence’ that best embodied the meaning of ‘punishment’.
    

    

    
      “…Even with the cigar, nothing changes. In the end, that is the only atonement I can perform in this place.”
    

    

    
      …And he was one of the few people who saw through that meaning.
    

    

    
      ‘…Atonement.’
    

    

    
      From that word, I was certain.
    

    

    
      The reason he never left this Darkest Dungeon until the very end in my past life was because his ‘atonement’ was not yet finished.
    

    

    
      …Then that's enough.
    

    

    
      The fact that he still carries ‘that incident’ in his heart.
    

    

    
      That was enough.
    

    

    
      Tssss-
    

    

    
      Having heard a definite answer from his mouth, I pressed the burnt-out butt of my cigar onto the corpse of a nearby mutant to extinguish it.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      *Heave-ho.*
    

    

    
      I placed both hands on my knees to stand up and said to him.
    

    

    
      “Alright then.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “Let's go, power-level me for a bit.”
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      My fighting style, which minimizes defense and evasion while insisting on an all-out offense, stems from the vampire Trait I got from that bastard, Jerry.
    

    

    
      The vampire's Trait, which exhibits overwhelming regenerative power during battle, effectively nullified the incapacitated state brought on by fatal wounds.
    

    

    
      Accordingly, the core and foundation of my combat was to take hits that should normally be avoided and steal the opponent's timing.
    

    

    
      However, until I met Tom in my past life.
    

    

    
      This fighting style remained incomplete.
    

    

    
      I was certainly aware of the advantages the vampire Trait brought in battle, but in the words of the Old Man in the Bamboo Hat, I was the only one who used such a 'bizarre' fighting style.
    

    

    
      Even within the Suicide Squad, where all the so-called best of the best were gathered, there was no one who employed a fighting style worth referencing.
    

    

    
      I tried my best to imitate the things the Old Man in the Bamboo Hat taught me, calling them fighting techniques, but I couldn't shake off the awkwardness, like wearing ill-fitting clothes.
    

    

    
      It was only after I entered the Darkest Dungeon as part of the vanguard and met him that my methods reached a level where they could be called a 'fighting style'.
    

    

    
      『Evasion?』
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      『That's cowardly shit only the weak do.』
    

    

    
      His Baktusul, which ignored all attacks with his body's overwhelming performance while striking the opponent's weak points first, was the reference I had been searching so desperately for.
    

    

    
      It was only after referencing his fighting that I was able to crudely sketch out the completed form of my own incomplete fighting style.
    

    

    
      The pinnacle of practicality.
    

    

    
      Castrating all the pain and fear that a human would inevitably have, and unless it was an attack that made it impossible to continue fighting, simply taking it with the body and attacking.
    

    

    
      The ultimate fighting style, combining the Vampire's blood-sucking Trait and the Lycan's Baktusul.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ...Ironically, that was one of my biggest regrets from my past life.
    

    

    
      After finishing my time with the vanguard, when the Suicide Squad began to set up its base in earnest.
    

    

    
      He had gone into the deeper parts of the dungeon, into unexplored, unknown territory, and no longer appeared before my eyes.
    

    

    
      He disappeared suddenly one day without so much as a goodbye, so I had no idea why he went so deep.
    

    

    
      I could only confirm that he was alive by the sound of his Howling, which I could hear from a distance from time to time.
    

    

    
      Moreover, at the time, I was in an urgent situation, facing daily battles with the Demon King, so I couldn't afford to spare the time to search the depths of the dungeon for him.
    

    

    
      And so, in the end, having lost my only reference, I refined my incomplete techniques by fumbling through the faint images left in my head.
    

    

    
      I was able to complete my own fighting method without him.
    

    

    
      ...That's why I wanted to check it even more.
    

    

    
      How much his Baktusul, which I coveted, and the fighting style I arrived at on my own, aligned.
    

    

    
      And when under equal conditions.
    

    

    
      Whose was superior.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      『What's that?』
    

    

    
      『Just think of it as me coming here to learn how to fight well.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『That Beastkin friend, my partner on the outside, recommended you.』
    

    

    
      From Thomas’s perspective, it was bound to be bewildering.
    

    

    
      The Darkest Dungeon wasn't some back alley in the neighborhood, yet here was someone saying he'd come on a recommendation to learn how to fight.
    

    

    
      No, before even discussing the request itself.
    

    

    
      In the first place, this was not a place a criminal could enter just because they wanted to.
    

    

    
      It was for cases where the Order judged that simply isolating someone from society was insufficient for their sentence.
    

    

    
      For those who had committed a serious crime, but whose heart was judged to be 'rehabilitatable', thus avoiding the Death Penalty.
    

    

    
      It was a matter of falling perfectly on that ambiguous borderline that could vary greatly depending on the judge's personal discretion.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was in the realm of 'luck'.
    

    

    
      Even Tom himself hadn't known he would end up here when he turned himself in.
    

    

    
      Unless a legal expert with precise knowledge of the Order's precedents was involved, it was a domain that an individual could not judge or fathom.
    

    

    
      ...The funny thing was that U-jin's words seemed completely genuine.
    

    

    
      『Deal?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      Having wandered all over the continent and met countless people after the dissolution of the Beastkin Nation, Thomas was confident in at least one ability: telling when someone was lying.
    

    

    
      And even in his judgment, U-jin's words, ‘I came to learn how to fight,’ seemed to be heartfelt, without a hint of falsehood.
    

    

    
      It was an utterly bewildering request.
    

    

    
      But in the end, Tom had no choice but to accept U-jin's request.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      One of the most important traits that defined Tom L. Hardist was a 'personality that couldn't stand being indebted'.
    

    

    
      And the very act of U-jin giving up one of his own inventory slots to bring a 'cigar' into this place, isolated from society, felt like a huge debt of gratitude to him.
    

    

    
      Indeed, for him, who had suffered considerable pain, being liberated from the agony of Moonlight Syndrome was no light matter.
    

    

    
      Due to his rough personality, he hadn't experienced many situations where he would owe someone a debt of gratitude.
    

    

    
      Still, because of that stubborn nature of his that dictated he must repay any debt he incurred, the option of refusal was closed to Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      “…First, let me see.”
    

    

    
      In response to U-jin's wish to learn combat, the first thing Tom said was that he would watch U-jin fight himself.
    

    

    
      It had been a long time since he had personally taught anyone, but he had once been active in the Beastkin's combat unit, renowned among his juniors as the best role model and leader.
    

    

    
      He might not know about educational methodologies, but when it came to grasping practical combat and giving advice, it was a field he was confident in.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      Tom himself couldn't guarantee whether that advice would actually be effective.
    

    

    
      The Lycan Clan's Baktusul was quite rough and direct, and it was often too harsh to be applied to a normal human.
    

    

    
      Unless one had considerable courage or was born with a gifted physique, his advice could be more poison than help.
    

    

    
      The reason Tom said he needed to see for himself ultimately stemmed from this context.
    

    

    
      If U-jin had the Mana of a 1-Star Hero, he would have accumulated some combat data and roughly established his own fighting form.
    

    

    
      He intended to watch that and see whether effective advice was possible or not.
    

    

    
      Since it was a matter of repaying a debt of gratitude, he couldn't just do a half-assed job.
    

    

    
      Gurgle-
    

    

    
      The mutant chosen for U-jin's fight was a mutant Magical Beast nicknamed the Sweeper
    

    

    
      It was one of the low-level mutant Magical Beasts that moved in search of corpses strewn about the dungeon, and it was the most common Magical Beast to be found inside.
    

    

    
      It was Tom's choice, assuming U-jin's level was 1-Star.
    

    

    
      Well…….
    

    

    
      To be honest, it was hard to say it wasn't a decision of convenience in terms of movement, as it was the first Magical Beast to approach after smelling blood once a massacre occurred from his Howling.
    

    

    
      “Going in?”
    

    

    
      “…Remember what I said. If I think it's too much, I'll intervene myself.”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      Saying he would watch the hunt himself, Tom added one condition.
    

    

    
      It was to not use any techniques like skills or magic.
    

    

    
      Of course, he didn't forbid the use of Mana itself.
    

    

    
      However, he didn't know what skills U-jin might have, and it was difficult to ascertain a fighting style through such one-off flukes, so he demanded a raw fight.
    

    

    
      Although it could be dangerous under unfamiliar conditions, it was easier to accurately grasp the combat that way.
    

    

    
      Besides, he could just intervene in an emergency anyway, so it wasn't much of a risk factor.
    

    

    
      ...Well, anyway.
    

    

    
      Since this was the Darkest Dungeon, there was a high probability that he couldn't use them even if he wanted to.
    

    

    
      Kweeeeeek-!
    

    

    
      The Sweeper, which had been rummaging through a corpse, spotted U-jin and charged, letting out a grotesque scream.
    

    

    
      The first attack naturally came from the Sweeper.
    

    

    
      Opening its maw in four directions, the Sweeper extended its tentacle-like tongue and attacked U-jin with its sharp tip.
    

    

    
      In that moment, Tom naturally thought.
    

    

    
      ‘…He'll dodge.’
    

    

    
      That U-jin would dodge the attack.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because it was the opening attack of the battle, the Sweeper's strike formed a rather exquisite angle for a trash mob.
    

    

    
      Should you call it an attack with a good 'cost-benefit ratio'?
    

    

    
      If the attack succeeded, it could inflict a fatal wound, and even if it failed, the opponent's evasive action itself would create a favorable distance for the Sweeper.
    

    

    
      Of course, the attack itself wasn't difficult to dodge.
    

    

    
      It was a linear thrusting attack, so all one had to do was move out of the point of impact, whether horizontally or vertically.
    

    

    
      However, the position U-jin would be in after dodging wouldn't be very advantageous in combat, so it would be a slightly unpleasant choice.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, Tom thought.
    

    

    
      That 'logically', U-jin had no choice but to dodge that attack.
    

    

    
      ...However.
    

    

    
      U-jin's subsequent response completely defied Tom's expectations.
    

    

    
      Puk-
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      With the gruesome sound of flesh being pierced, the Sweeper's tentacle penetrated U-jin's body.
    

    

    
      However, the pierced area was not near the abdomen where a 'fatal wound' was predicted, but was passing through U-jin's outstretched left palm.
    

    

    
      Before the attack could even reach its destination, U-jin had extended his left hand and twisted its trajectory.
    

    

    
      Grip-
    

    

    
      With his palm pierced, U-jin, his expression unchanged, pulled on the tentacle, instantly closing the once-distant gap.
    

    

    
      And then, he struck the head of the Sweeper, which he had pulled into his effective striking range in one go, with his right hand.
    

    

    
      Crunch-
    

    

    
      With a gruesome sound, the Sweeper's head was crushed.
    

    

    
      ...A battle so brief it felt lacking.
    

    

    
      Unable to even scream, the Sweeper's body went limp.
    

    

    
      U-jin, with a nonchalant expression, pulled the tentacle out of his left hand.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A battle that ended in a single exchange.
    

    

    
      In truth, it was too short a time to ascertain a fighting style.
    

    

    
      If you were to count the time, the battle was over in less than five seconds.
    

    

    
      ...But for Tom, that fleeting moment was enough.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      There was no need to see more.
    

    

    
      The left hand sacrificed without hesitation to divert the tentacle's trajectory, and the rough, artless blow delivered in a single motion.
    

    

    
      Just seeing those two things was enough to get a measure of U-jin.
    

    

    
      ‘What a crazy bastard.’
    

    

    
      Tom suddenly became curious about who this 'partner' on the outside who had recommended him to U-jin was.
    

    

    
      He had no clue who among the Beastkin could have survived until now and known about Moonlight Syndrome.
    

    

    
      And from the looks of it, they had sent a guy with the right kind of rotten disposition.
    

    

    
      He had seemed like an ordinary human, so Tom had wondered if there was anything to teach, but for a guy like this, there was plenty he could teach.
    

    

    
      It was clear.
    

    

    
      Rather than elegant curves embroidered in various colors, it was about drawing a single straight line where it was absolutely necessary.
    

    

    
      “You bastard…….”
    

    

    
      That was.
    

    

    
      “…You're our kind.”
    

    

    
      Thomas. L. Hardist.
    

    

    
      The traditional specialty that he and his clan prided themselves on.
    

    

    
      It was nothing less than the essence of ‘Beastkin Baktusul’.
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      ‘The pinnacle of tuning is purity.’
    

    

    
      That phrase best described the unique Beastkin Baktusul of the Lycan Clan, who were known as the greatest martial family of the Beastkin, alongside the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      If the development of combat techniques could be broadly divided into a horizontal direction that increases unpredictability and a vertical direction that approaches the essence of a movement, they not only focused on the latter but also.
    

    

    
      Among the three elements of combat techniques—generally divided into attack, defense, and evasion—they had focused solely on 'attack' and developed it from there.
    

    

    
      If there were a pentagonal status chart, they employed a fighting style so focused on the 'essence of attack' that it would draw a conical shape.
    

    

    
      …Of course, because of that, Beastkin Baktusul was not something anyone could master.
    

    

    
      The Lycan Clan, too, had been able to develop in that direction thanks to the transcendent physical durability they were granted from birth.
    

    

    
      If they hadn't been given bodies harder than rock, such a skewed fighting style would have carried a great risk.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was a fighting style impossible to even imitate unless backed by overwhelming physical performance.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the 'decisiveness' and 'fearless heart' that stemmed from their innate physique were not qualities separate from their physical performance.
    

    

    
      Even within the Beastkin, who were born with relatively strong bodies, not all could master their bold and aggressive fighting style.
    

    

    
      …Well, of course.
    

    

    
      From others' perspectives, their fighting was akin to walking a tightrope on the line between life and death, so there were few who wanted to learn it in the first place.
    

    

    
      In any case.
    

    

    
      Tom was also a descendant of such a Lycan Clan.
    

    

    
      And as someone who had shown overwhelmingly superior results among his peers and grown rapidly, Tom's current achievements were considerable even when compared to all the Lycan Clan warriors of the past.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if he had never strayed from the path.
    

    

    
      In his ignorant youth, he had followed others, adding flashy, trivial techniques, thinking that such artistry was cool and strong.
    

    

    
      But in the end, the blood flowing in his veins could not be deceived.
    

    

    
      As time passed and experience accumulated, what built up in his fists was extreme simplicity.
    

    

    
      Unnecessary movements were gradually eliminated, and after stripping away the trivial deceptions, all that remained were concise and efficient physical motions.
    

    

    
      Now, after much time had passed and he had approached the essence of Beastkin Baktusul to some extent, not only had each and every movement reached a concise essence from which not a single superfluous detail could be picked out.
    

    

    
      The number of moves he used was so small it could be counted on one hand.
    

    

    
      …It went without saying, but the reduced number of moves did not signify a decline in combat skill, but rather that he had drawn closer to efficiency and essence.
    

    

    
      “Try to copy me.”
    

    

    
      Muttering lowly, he took a step forward in front of U-jin and extended his left hand.
    

    

    
      Swissssh-
    

    

    
      The powerful gust of wind that arose with the swing shook the trees in front of them.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had been watching silently, nodded and copied the exact motion Tom had made.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh-
    

    

    
      Compared to what Tom had done, its power, speed, and every other aspect made it an inferior version that couldn't even be compared.
    

    

    
      But U-jin executed a Jab that gave off a roughly similar feeling.
    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “…You have a talent for it.”
    

    

    
      Watching U-jin skillfully imitate the move he had demonstrated, Tom raised the corners of his mouth in satisfaction.
    

    

    
      On the surface, it was a simple punch, but it was the essence that Tom had polished and built for over several decades.
    

    

    
      Breathing, stride, distance, balance, timing, speed, rhythm.
    

    

    
      It was a Jab that even Tom himself, who had demonstrated it, had meticulously carved to near perfection on a level too detailed to explain with words.
    

    

    
      Of course, U-jin was still far too lacking to be considered to have executed something equivalent.
    

    

    
      But to give off a roughly similar feeling after seeing it just once, and as a mere human, not a member of the Lycan Clan at that.
    

    

    
      Tom knew well what an incredible talent that was.
    

    

    
      ‘As I thought…….’
    

    

    
      The familiar aura he had shown in the fight with the Sweeper was not just a momentary bravado.
    

    

    
      Tom was once again certain.
    

    

    
      ‘This guy is my kind.’
    

    

    
      It was as if U-jin had been born into the wrong species.
    

    

    
      That guy should have been born a Beastkin like himself, not a pure-blood human.
    

    

    
      Even setting aside the qualifier 'for a pure-blood human,' U-jin's talent was by no means ordinary.
    

    

    
      It was to the point where Tom thought his knack for copying something after seeing it once might be even better than his own in his younger days, let alone that of a common Dog-kin Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Just then.
    

    

    
      Woong-
    

    

    
      U-jin suddenly thrust out his fist.
    

    

    
      Tom hadn't said anything, but U-jin had retracted his suddenly extended fist and performed the motion once more.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “How about this feeling?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The motion of extending his fist forward was almost the same as the previous one, but subtly different.
    

    

    
      A slight variation.
    

    

    
      Compared to the motion he had copied before, his stance was slightly wider, and his weight was shifted more to the front.
    

    

    
      “I think this way is a bit more aggressive and has better continuity.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's bold suggestion, Tom pointed out with a cynical smile.
    

    

    
      “Fanciness only delays the completion of the move. If you do it like that, your aggressiveness might increase as you say, but your accuracy will drop, and the total amount of resulting damage will decrease.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Besides, due to the timing of the pivot foot's transition, your balance will be shaken at the moment of impact, so continuity in an emergency will actually decrease.”
    

    

    
      There wasn't a single attempt he hadn't tried for the sake of a more efficient attack.
    

    

    
      It was entirely possible to make a bold suggestion when one hadn't yet mastered it, but the move Tom had just shown was not one built in a day or two.
    

    

    
      A movement that had already reached its peak in terms of physical perfection.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a light move that could be improved right away by mixing in such artistry.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Tom's thoughts were once again halted by U-jin's next move.
    

    

    
      Paang-
    

    

    
      A crisp sound of air splitting that was absent in the previous motion.
    

    

    
      U-jin's movement had changed a little more.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, there was no change in the physical movement itself.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “…Mana?”
    

    

    
      A release of Mana occurred at the tip of the fist and the pivot foot, the points Tom had indicated.
    

    

    
      “You can compensate for the lack of accuracy with Mana, and in the case of the pivot foot, you can use Mana to create adhesion and improve balance.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Tom fell silent at U-jin's response.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The moment he saw it, his mind started spinning so furiously that he couldn't form words.
    

    

    
      What U-jin had just shown was too far beyond Tom's expectations.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Outwardly, he was silent with a blank expression, but inside his head, he was endlessly replaying U-jin's movement in admiration.
    

    

    
      ‘…To use Mana at that level.’
    

    

    
      In truth, strengthening the body with Mana was not a difficult task.
    

    

    
      For a 1-Star Hero, even without a skill, applying Mana to strengthen the body was a basic technique that anyone could perform.
    

    

    
      In the first place, to introduce oneself as a Hero anywhere, basic physical enhancement through Mana was something one had to master.
    

    

    
      However, that was only up to the extremities of the body where the Mana Circuits were grounded.
    

    

    
      Using Mana to exert physical influence in the area outside the body, beyond the extremities where the circuits were not connected, was a much more difficult task.
    

    

    
      What's more, U-jin hadn't simply shot out Mana.
    

    

    
      He had performed such fine control as to adjust his combat by releasing the necessary amount of Mana in the required localized areas.
    

    

    
      That wasn't a technique that could be simply dismissed as 'high-level'.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just what.’
    

    

    
      Moreover, this was not the outside world where there were no restrictions on Mana.
    

    

    
      This was the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      And it wasn't the Forest of Beginnings, where the influence of the 'Mana Turbulence Phenomenon' was relatively weak.
    

    

    
      They were outside the Forest of Beginnings, in an area clearly under the influence of the Darkest Dungeon's 'Mana Turbulence Phenomenon'.
    

    

    
      Of course, given the nature of the 'Mana Turbulence Phenomenon' which grew stronger the further one went into the dungeon's outer regions, this place couldn't be said to have a strong relative influence yet.
    

    

    
      But that didn't mean its absolute influence was at a negligible level.
    

    

    
      It was an area where the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon was sufficiently active, to the point that it wouldn't be strange for a typical Hero to cough up blood while trying to use a skill as usual.
    

    

    
      …Therefore.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Talent.
    

    

    
      An overwhelming Mana talent that transcended the normal level.
    

    

    
      No other words could explain the ridiculous movement U-jin had just displayed.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Furthermore.
    

    

    
      ‘…On top of combat talent, he even has Mana utilization skills.’
    

    

    
      The potential Tom witnessed in U-jin at this moment was so exceptional that no suitable metaphor or example came to mind.
    

    

    
      He had met countless people over a considerable number of years, but he could guarantee that he had never seen a case like U-jin's.
    

    

    
      The world was more balanced than one might think, so usually, if one was born with outstanding talent in one area, they would be relatively lacking in another.
    

    

    
      Tom's case was the best example of this.
    

    

    
      He had obtained a body with overwhelming durability and performance, but in return, he was hopeless when it came to handling Mana.
    

    

    
      But U-jin had proven it in a short time.
    

    

    
      The fact that he possessed both talents, Mana utilization and combat skill, which could be said to exist at opposite poles.
    

    

    
      Therefore, that was all Tom could say to U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…If you can, do it that way. It doesn't seem like the wrong direction.”
    

    

    
      Of course, in terms of immediate completeness, the Beastkin Baktusul was naturally superior.
    

    

    
      Although U-jin spoke of compensation and reinforcement, Tom could clearly see the maximum output that U-jin's current body could produce.
    

    

    
      One-tenth?
    

    

    
      Compared to what he could unleash, it might not even be that much.
    

    

    
      Even setting aside his pride as a member of the Lycan Clan, the greatest martial family of the Beastkin, that was the objective truth.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      When it came to his potential, the story was completely different.
    

    

    
      Though he was lacking for now, if he could combine that overwhelming talent for copying a combat technique after seeing it once with his beyond-standard ability to finely control Mana during battle.
    

    

    
      If time passed and U-jin's body matured enough to naturally fuse the two.
    

    

    
      The upper limit he could reach was so high that comparison was embarrassing.
    

    

    
      Tom himself didn't think he had yet reached the pinnacle of the martial arts contained within Beastkin Baktusul.
    

    

    
      But that guy's ceiling was wide open.
    

    

    
      Assuming he continued to grow, it was a realm where one couldn't even fathom where the end might be.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Tom couldn't say much one way or the other.
    

    

    
      The path U-jin had to walk was not one that Tom, who was hopeless with Mana utilization beyond physical enhancement, could advise on.
    

    

    
      ‘…He said he came to learn.’
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “…He was already a finished product.”
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      I got the answer I was hoping for from him.
    

    

    
      『…If you can, do it that way. It doesn't seem like the wrong direction.』
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      On the surface, it was an unremarkable mumble that didn't seem much different from ‘do whatever you want’.
    

    

    
      But what was important was that the one who said it was ‘Tom Hardist’.
    

    

    
      His pride in the Lycan Clan's traditional specialty, ‘Beastkin Baktusul’, wasn't just at the level of thinking it was superior to others.
    

    

    
      Moreover, in my past life, when I demonstrated the fighting methods I learned from Gat Ajae in front of him.
    

    

    
      『Fighting methods?』
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      『Don't make me laugh. Calling those trash-like movements ‘fighting methods’ is a waste of the term.』
    

    

    
      He had scoffed, refusing to even acknowledge most of the fighting methods I showed him as a martial art.
    

    

    
      So, his current reaction of ‘it doesn't seem like the wrong direction’ was tantamount to the highest praise he could offer.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Well, in a way, it was to be expected.
    

    

    
      It was thanks to these unique fighting methods that I, a mere grunt in the Suicide Squad during my 1st Regression, was able to survive to the end, accumulate combat experience, and grow.
    

    

    
      After all, my fighting style was based on his Beastkin Baktusul.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, he couldn't have grasped everything from a single motion.
    

    

    
      What I had shown was, at best, a single punch.
    

    

    
      But even so, he must have gotten a rough idea.
    

    

    
      That the path I was trying to take was not a field he could advise on lightly.
    

    

    
      …Besides.
    

    

    
      That look of incomprehension in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Looking at it, it also seemed that the fact that this place was the ‘Darkest Dungeon’ played a role in raising his evaluation.
    

    

    
      “Hey…….”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      “…Did you not feel your Mana being interfered with?”
    

    

    
      As if to prove my prediction correct, he threw an out-of-the-blue question at me.
    

    

    
      “Uh, well. Not really.”
    

    

    
      “Strange…….”
    

    

    
      When I shrugged and shook my head, he said with his habitual growl.
    

    

    
      “…If this was truly your first time, you should have struggled to adapt.”
    

    

    
      The reason he reacted as if it were strange was simple.
    

    

    
      As different as the environment of the Darkest Dungeon was.
    

    

    
      Handling Mana inside here had a different meaning than handling it outside the dungeon.
    

    

    
      “It would be one thing in the Forest of Beginnings. But this is definitely a zone affected by the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Mana Turbulence Phenomenon.
    

    

    
      A unique anomaly where Mana deviates from its normal, proper movement and exhibits abnormal, chaotic behavior.
    

    

    
      Outside the dungeon, it was a rare phenomenon that occurred only temporarily when specific conditions were met, but within this Darkest Dungeon, the ‘Mana Turbulence Phenomenon’ was maintained 365 days a year, 24 hours a day.
    

    

    
      “Mana Turbulence Phenomenon?”
    

    

    
      When I feigned ignorance and asked him back, Tom gave a simple explanation.
    

    

    
      “Here, Mana flows however it pleases.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's a place where if you try to light a fire with magic, water comes out, and if you try to flow Mana to the left, it goes up to the right instead.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To put it simply, it means that the existing laws of Mana completely lose their meaning.”
    

    

    
      The reason he reacted with such bewilderment was ultimately because of this.
    

    

    
      Anyone experiencing the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon for the first time was bound to fail at Mana control.
    

    

    
      Even if it was a distortion, there were some rules to it, so it wasn't completely impossible to adapt, but it was natural for someone experiencing this phenomenon for the first time to either fail at using Mana or run into trouble due to a reverse reaction.
    

    

    
      What's more, the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon tended to grow stronger the further one went from the Forest of Beginnings toward the outer regions.
    

    

    
      And since we had called out a Howling and moved further into the outer regions to find Magical Beasts, we were now deep enough in the outskirts that the excuse of being close to the Forest of Beginnings was no longer viable.
    

    

    
      “Have you experienced the ‘Mana Turbulence Phenomenon’ before?”
    

    

    
      Unable to understand no matter how much he thought about it, Tom asked once more.
    

    

    
      It seemed he was asking if I had experienced the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon before and had thus already learned how to adapt to it.
    

    

    
      Although it was a very rare case, the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon did exist outside as well.
    

    

    
      After all, that was probably the only possibility in his mind that could explain the current situation.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head at his question.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      Meaning I had never experienced the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon, not even outside.
    

    

    
      In other words, this was my first time experiencing it.
    

    

    
      And despite it being my first time, I had overcome the Mana distortion with talent alone.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      “How bizarre…….”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      It was a lie.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      As if he couldn't believe it no matter how many times he asked.
    

    

    
      The man who had me operate my Mana several more times.
    

    

    
      Only after checking it himself three or four more times did he come to the conclusion of a ‘unique constitution’.
    

    

    
      Of course, looking at his eyes, it wasn't that he was completely convinced, but it was too awkward to keep probing and confirming, so it seemed he decided to ask and move on for now.
    

    

    
      Huuup-
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      “…So. What are you going to do?”
    

    

    
      “About what?”
    

    

    
      “I have to repay the debt for the cigar. Originally, I was supposed to give you a power-leveling? as you requested, but it seems that has become difficult.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Is there something else you want?”
    

    

    
      It was a point he could have subtly just let slide.
    

    

    
      But as soon as the matter of the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon was settled, the first thing he brought up was the ambiguously unresolved matter of his ‘debt’.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      ‘…He’s the same as ever.’
    

    

    
      It was due to his unnecessarily rigid personality.
    

    

    
      His peculiar nature of having to repay whatever he received was far simpler and more uniform than what most people would think.
    

    

    
      If it were me, I would have just considered it even since I had at least told him he wasn't on the wrong path, but with his personality, that was impossible.
    

    

    
      What was repaid was repaid.
    

    

    
      What was not repaid was not repaid.
    

    

    
      And the only one who could judge that was his own heart.
    

    

    
      According to him, no matter how much he told himself he had ‘repaid’ it, if he hadn't truly repaid it, the debt in his heart would not be erased on its own.
    

    

    
      Of course, his way of thinking couldn't be simply dismissed as ‘stubbornness’.
    

    

    
      It was less a personal trait and more a kind of ‘innate legacy’ shared by the entire Lycan Clan.
    

    

    
      It was just that among them, he had been born with a particularly strong disposition for it.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      Such persistence didn't just affect the Lycan Clan's lifestyle and way of thinking; it ultimately influenced the strength they possessed.
    

    

    
      『…Our clan becomes physically fully mature upon reaching adulthood. Of course, that doesn't mean training becomes completely meaningless once you become an adult.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『But as time passes, physical training loses its meaning. That's because the physical level of an adult of our clan is already near its peak.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『From then on, what's important is the training of the soul. When the body's growth reaches its limit, what determines strength from that point on is the hesitation mixed in at your fingertips.』
    

    

    
      They were the Lycan Clan, who boasted overwhelming durability even among the Beastkin, whose main specialty was physical strength.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the legacy his clan emphasized was a strong conviction.
    

    

    
      Just as even the best vessel becomes a trash can if you fill it with trash.
    

    

    
      For the Lycan Clan, born with the best bodies, nothing was more important than ‘what you fill it with’.
    

    

    
      『A transparent soul pierces a thousand-year wall.』
    

    

    
      The Lycan Clan's maxim, which he often uttered like a habit, was a phrase that best captured the clan's disposition that ‘the growth of the soul is strength itself’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And in reality, that saying wasn't entirely nonsensical.
    

    

    
      Everything made of Mana was bound to resemble the properties of Mana.
    

    

    
      And Mana responded to a strong will.
    

    

    
      In the Lower-Dimensional Plane, which was based on physical order, it might sound like some absurd line for dramatic effect from a third-rate martial arts novel, but at least in the Upper Plane, it had been proven many times that the growth of the soul directly translated to the growth of one's skill.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean it was a common occurrence here either.
    

    

    
      A person ‘born from birth’ with a Mana Sensitivity so extraordinary that they could be called a ‘transparent soul’ was a rare occurrence, with maybe one or two appearing per century.
    

    

    
      But it was certain that a few who were born with transcendent Mana Sensitivity could draw more output from the same amount of Mana.
    

    

    
      They could even cause fluctuations in the Mana of others.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      Until The Order officially researched and proved that fact, those who possessed such overwhelming Mana Sensitivity were defined as ‘witches’.
    

    

    
      And they had been killed under the pretext of witch hunts.
    

    

    
      So at this point in time, they were hiding their existence and not revealing themselves, but.
    

    

    
      Even now on the continent, there were certainly people who could prove that fact.
    

    

    
      “…Something I want, huh.”
    

    

    
      As I broke from my thoughts, rested my chin on my hand, and muttered so, he quietly urged me on.
    

    

    
      He seemed quite impatient.
    

    

    
      “…Say anything. It's a rather important matter to me.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that I didn't understand how he felt.
    

    

    
      If what I knew was correct, his soul should have been in a state of stagnation ever since he entered the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      He would have spent decades without a single inch of growth due to the stone lodged in his heart.
    

    

    
      He must have thought that if he let another debt pile up on top of an already heavy burden, his growth might not just stop but even regress.
    

    

    
      Snap-
    

    

    
      I snapped my fingers and said to him.
    

    

    
      “Then that'll do.”
    

    

    
      “…What will?”
    

    

    
      “Help me go get something. I said I came for a power-leveling, but that's not the only reason I'm here. There's something I need to get before I can leave.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      He tilted his head.
    

    

    
      “Leave?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He had a look of incomprehension, but perhaps thinking it wasn't important, he just nodded and asked.
    

    

    
      “What item are you talking about? There isn't really anything here that would be useful outside-.”
    

    

    
      “The Madman's Mine. Do you know it?”
    

    

    
      At the words I threw out, his brow furrowed.
    

    

    
      “The Madman's Mine… you mean you came in here to get those red stones.”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “Well, I'm not sure if ‘red stones’ is exactly right, but if what you're talking about is a scalene polyhedron-shaped gem that gives off a red light……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That's right. I came to get that.”
    

    

    
      “…Full of questions. To come all this way for something like that.”
    

    

    
      He still had a look of incomprehension.
    

    

    
      “…Let's go. I know the way.”
    

    

    
      A hint of relief washed over the face of the man as he turned.
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      Jolt-!
    

    

    
      “Heok… heok… heok…”
    

    

    
      Gasping for breath, Loxy sat up and let out a sigh.
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      Several days had already passed, but ever since entering U-jin's dream, Loxy had been having nightmares every single day.
    

    

    
      It was some comfort that as the days went by, the memory faded and the intense fear from the dream gradually lessened.
    

    

    
      Still, the terror she experienced upon waking from the dream evoked a dramatic emotion that went beyond mere unpleasantness.
    

    

    
      Well, as a Succubus who used to enter others' dreams to weave nightmares, she also felt a sense of rejection at the very fact of experiencing a nightmare for the first time.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      Turning her head to check the deep dark circles under her eyes, Loxy muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “…This damn human.”
    

    

    
      『…What? The Demon King?』
    

    

    
      On the day U-jin left for the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      Loxy had confessed to him exactly what she had experienced.
    

    

    
      It was something she had deliberated on, but in any case, if not for U-jin, she wouldn't have been able to explain the phenomenon.
    

    

    
      And, well.
    

    

    
      As time went on, she felt an increasing urge that she had to tell him.
    

    

    
      And her feeling was not wrong.
    

    

    
      U-jin had been quite surprised by Loxy's confession that she had seen the Demon King and something like strange tentacles.
    

    

    
      It was a level of intense bewilderment he had never shown in front of her before.
    

    

    
      At that reaction, Loxy thought that U-jin must know something and would give her a solution, but.
    

    

    
      “…As if knowing is all that matters.”
    

    

    
      He didn't give her any explanation or solution that could shake off this terror.
    

    

    
      He just.
    

    

    
      『Tell me if it happens again.』
    

    

    
      『…Pardon?』
    

    

    
      『Why did you come into someone's room in the middle of the night anyway? You got what you deserved.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      Spoke like that and gave her instructions.
    

    

    
      “I mean, whose dream do you think I entered to end up like this…?”
    

    

    
      Ugh-
    

    

    
      Shivering once, Loxy checked the mirror again and pulled down the skin under her eye with her finger.
    

    

    
      Her fully revealed iris was glowing with a murky color.
    

    

    
      A chaotic mix of purple and brown, her irises looked distinctly different from usual.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, it was something she could have easily overlooked.
    

    

    
      Literally, only the color of her eyes had changed.
    

    

    
      But Loxy looked at those eyes and muttered in annoyance.
    

    

    
      “…I don't like a single thing about this.”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Because along with these eyes that had changed after entering and leaving U-jin's dream, she kept feeling a ‘good heart’.
    

    

    
      Feeling a sense of duty to help U-jin.
    

    

    
      Her heart ached seeing a trampled flower.
    

    

    
      Compared to her past self, they were the complete opposite—unfamiliar feelings that were unbearably uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      Disgusting thoughts she had never once felt while living as a Succubus.
    

    

    
      But while she was actually feeling those emotions and acting on them, she didn't think it was strange.
    

    

    
      It was only now, recalling it in hindsight, that she realized something was wrong.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that there were no signs.
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, it was strange back on the Shandong Peninsula when she visited the back alleys with Jerry.
    

    

    
      Slaves were everywhere on the continent, and there was nothing strange about employing them.
    

    

    
      Did it make any sense for her to feel disappointed that Jerry—of all people, a member of the Vampire Clan who was once part of the Demon King's Army, not even someone from The Order—was buying a slave?
    

    

    
      Haaa-
    

    

    
      “Just what in the world is going on.”
    

    

    
      What's more, the phenomenon had grown even stronger since hearing that strange word with the Demon King in U-jin's dream.
    

    

    
      How should I put it? It wasn't that her spirit was chipped away, but it felt like the whole pie had gotten smaller?
    

    

    
      Anyway, back then, the disappointment she felt toward Jerry was at least confined to her head, but now, seeing a trampled flower, her hand would move first.
    

    

    
      Shake shake-
    

    

    
      Shaking her head once to try and dislodge the strange thoughts that had taken root, Loxy soon covered her face with her right hand and muttered.
    

    

    
      “I just have to look out for myself.”
    

    

    
      There was nothing to believe in from the start.
    

    

    
      She had said she would be on the good side, but it was obvious that U-jin didn't trust her either.
    

    

    
      And she herself was only aligned with this side because she had no other alternative at the moment; she had never once thought she could genuinely become one of the good guys.
    

    

    
      “As long as I survive.”
    

    

    
      In the Demon King's Army, and here.
    

    

    
      She wasn't particularly welcomed anywhere, but that was always a given.
    

    

    
      Even as an uninvited guest.
    

    

    
      Surviving came first.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      The Madman's Mine was adjacent to the outermost region of the dungeon, and even by the standards of the entire explored area of the Darkest Dungeon, it was located quite deep inside.
    

    

    
      Ordinary people would naturally have no reason to approach it, and as a place with its own name, it was so notorious that unless you were extremely confident or had a screw loose, you had no business going near it.
    

    

    
      Even Tom, who had lived here for decades, had only seen it once or twice while passing by.
    

    

    
      The fact that this was his first time actually entering the mine spoke volumes.
    

    

    
      Trudge, trudge-
    

    

    
      “…Hey.”
    

    

    
      On the way to the Madman's Mine.
    

    

    
      The man walking in front asked without looking back.
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      “Why do you need that red stone?”
    

    

    
      “…I told you earlier. I need it to get out of here.”
    

    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    

    
      As if thinking for a moment, the silent man muttered.
    

    

    
      “I didn't know it had such a function. I've seen it a few times, but I thought its only function was to bewitch Mutants and humans. To think it had a warp function.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      His reply made my train of thought stop for a moment.
    

    

    
      “…No. What are you talking about, a warp function?”
    

    

    
      “…Didn't you say you could get out with it? As far as I know, the only way to leave this place without The Order's permission is by warping.”
    

    

    
      …It seemed he had misunderstood, thinking Quark's hidden function was to get out of the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      “If something like that were possible, they wouldn't be using this place as a prison, you moron.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I didn't mean I'd get out directly, I meant I made a deal with someone outside. They'll let me out if I bring that thing.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    

    
      “A moron, he says…”
    

    

    
      For some reason, the man, who showed a satisfied smile, suddenly raised his right arm at a right angle.
    

    

    
      And he turned his head to look down at his own back.
    

    

    
      “I haven't been working out separately lately, but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It seems the Sleep-Induced Muscle Growth Method I've been trying recently was effective.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's been a very long time since my weak points were complimented. Your back can become like this someday too.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …Come to think of it.
    

    

    
      I'd forgotten.
    

    

    
      I’d forgotten that around this time, when he saw no results in his spiritual training, he was researching all sorts of bizarre physical training methods to hone his already maxed-out body.
    

    

    
      “Cut the crap. Where in the world is there a workout method like the ‘Sleep-Induced Muscle Growth Method’?”
    

    

    
      He was so crazy about working out that even the software in his head had turned into hardware.
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      With a creepy smile, the man now raised his other arm as well, fully contracting and then relaxing his spread lats as he replied.
    

    

    
      “The bear-kin of our Beastkin clan have twice the sleep time in winter compared to other seasons, and they use a special method to minimize muscle loss during sleep and instead induce muscle growth.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It maximizes image training, repeatedly contracting and relaxing the muscles to give them the same load without actual movement. It doesn't deviate from the basic principle of overload, so it's not that difficult.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you want, I can personally teach you how to become a moron—”
    

    

    
      “Fuck off, you idiot. I don't need that crap.”
    

    

    
      That's right.
    

    

    
      He was so obsessed with the words 'muscle growth' and 'overload' around this time that if the final evolved form of a gym rat were to manifest, it would probably look like him.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At my firm refusal, the man looked somewhat disappointed and tried to add to his explanation, but.
    

    

    
      I didn't bother to reply and just walked past him.
    

    

    
      Trudge, trudge-
    

    

    
      He soon followed behind me naturally, and a brief silence passed.
    

    

    
      He spoke to me again.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      “What.”
    

    

    
      “Come to think of it, I forgot something.”
    

    

    
      “If you say something about protein intake or whatever, I'll kill you—”
    

    

    
      I thought he might be trying to continue his damn gym-rat talk, so I was about to cut him off, but.
    

    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    

    
      “No, that's not it.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “A question. Didn't we agree to take turns?”
    

    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    

    
      Come to think of it.
    

    

    
      “If my memory serves me right, I believe it's my turn.”
    

    

    
      We did say we'd ask questions one by one.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that I had a plan; it was just a convenient excuse I found to cut him off, but it did seem to be his turn.
    

    

    
      Well… even if it wasn't, I could pretty much guess what his question would be. And it was about time to bring it up anyway.
    

    

    
      “It's a bit ambiguous, but…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Let's just say so. Go ahead.”
    

    

    
      At my consenting reply, he asked the exact question I had been expecting in my mind.
    

    

    
      “…Just who is this 'partner' you spoke of?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “No matter how much I think, I can't recall anyone. Someone who knows so much about Moonlight Syndrome and our clan and could still be alive.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “It's someone you know.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      At my short answer, the man's head tilted slightly.
    

    

    
      “I don't know them.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, you do.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At my confident reply, the man furrowed his brow as if searching his memory, then asked as if he'd found a name.
    

    

    
      “Is it Bacal?”
    

    

    
      “The Cat-kin Guard Captain?”
    

    

    
      “…That's right.”
    

    

    
      “He's probably dead.”
    

    

    
      “Then… is it Kirrlot?”
    

    

    
      If my memory was correct, that was the name of the second-in-command of the Lycan Clan, who had been the most promising after Tom.
    

    

    
      “You know better than anyone that's not it. That you're the only one left of the Lycan Clan.”
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      After another moment of silence, the man shook his head.
    

    

    
      “I don't know. Other than them, no other names come to mind.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Then just come out with me and see for yourself. It's someone you know very well.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      The man's brow furrowed even more. He retorted as if he couldn't understand.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean by that? Me, leaving here?”
    

    

    
      “Your sentence is over. So you should get out instead of taking up space.”
    

    

    
      “…That's not how it—”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      【Fufut-.】
    

    

    
      A sweet, seductive cry tickled my ear, and purple Mana flickered from the bushes ahead.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      In an instant, our surroundings were dyed in a purple curtain.
    

    

    
      【I don't recall inviting any guests.】
    

    

    
      Soon, the owner of the voice revealed herself.
    

    

    
      A woman.
    

    

    
      Long, straight hair.
    

    

    
      A scantily clad attire that was as good as naked.
    

    

    
      With the corners of her mouth raised, she approached, offering a greeting.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      To be precise, the expression 'she' was wrong.
    

    

    
      It was a female.
    

    

    
      That thing.
    

    

    
      Grrrr-
    

    

    
      “…A Succubus.”
    

    

    
      Because it was a Succubus.
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      Swish-
    

    

    
      One would expect Tom to be surprised by the sudden appearance of a Succubus, but he didn't show much sign of alarm.
    

    

    
      He merely furrowed his brow, focusing his gaze to assess the situation, and stared in her direction with an unchanged expression.
    

    

    
      He accepted it as if it were a matter of course, as if he experienced such things all the time.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean he had let his guard down completely.
    

    

    
      In the Darkest Dungeon, where no one could be trusted and everyone could be an enemy, revealing one's presence first meant you had business to attend to.
    

    

    
      And in most cases, that 'business' was something that would trigger a 'battle', like needing food or eliminating a competitor.
    

    

    
      I could feel him raising his guard, awakening his senses, and his drooping tail stood on end, its fur bristling.
    

    

    
      Grrrr-
    

    

    
      “…I had heard there was a Succubus around here, but I didn't expect it to show itself first.”
    

    

    
      His initial reaction was so natural that I wondered, but it seemed Tom knew that a Succubus was living in this area.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he was actively looking for it, but it seemed he was aware of its existence.
    

    

    
      【Oh my. Aren't you the ones who invaded first? It's been quite a while since I made this my territory. Fufufut-.】
    

    

    
      The Succubus, flashing a loathsome eye-smile at me, raised the corners of her mouth and muttered.
    

    

    
      【The one I'm interested in is that sweet-smelling Hero over there… If you leave him, I'll spare you.】
    

    

    
      Judging by her words, it seemed I was the purpose for her appearance.
    

    

    
      I could roughly guess the reason.
    

    

    
      A change of host.
    

    

    
      Other than that, there was no reason for a Succubus to need a human body.
    

    

    
      ‘…A Succubus.’
    

    

    
      I had thought I might run into one.
    

    

    
      After all, it wasn't just Mutants and convicts who resided here; one of the reasons The Order operated this underground prison was for the 'imprisonment of hosts possessed by Demonic Species'.
    

    

    
      Exorcism Prison.
    

    

    
      That was why another name for this Darkest Dungeon was the Exorcism Prison.
    

    

    
      Because the methods to defeat each type of Demonic Species had not all been discovered yet, it was extremely difficult to forcibly separate them from the host's body even if they were detected by an Exorcist.
    

    

    
      When such a helpless situation arose, The Order would have no choice but to bind the host and the Demonic Species together and throw them in here.
    

    

    
      Well, when Quark was plentiful, they wouldn't have to resort to this.
    

    

    
      But compared to the number of Demonic Species being discovered each year, the supply of Quark was limited.
    

    

    
      It had probably been quite some time since they started operating the Darkest Dungeon as an Exorcism Prison.
    

    

    
      Of course, this was not a publicly known story.
    

    

    
      From The Order's perspective, they couldn't just leave the considerably dangerous Demonic Species alone, but throwing them into a normal prison was risky because you never knew what cunning tricks they might use with their 'Demonic Singularity'. So they threw them in here.
    

    

    
      But throwing in the host, who was strictly in the realm of a victim, was not a context that aligned well with The Order's definition of justice.
    

    

    
      The frustrating part was that they had no other choice.
    

    

    
      …Well, anyway.
    

    

    
      Seeing as she could skillfully unfold a curtain of Mana, she didn't seem to be a low-ranking, nameless Succubus within her species like Loxy. She was at least a Named.
    

    

    
      Perhaps even Knight-class.
    

    

    
      This was already a fairly remote area even for the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      Claiming this place as her territory implied the confidence that she could hunt any of the Mutants that roamed this deep.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      ‘…Is she crazy?’
    

    

    
      To me, her actions were laughable.
    

    

    
      No matter how confident she was in her skills, revealing herself directly in front of the 'Mad Dog', who was already famous as a veteran of the dungeon, was literally an act of madness.
    

    

    
      It was something she could only do because she had truly never experienced it.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      …It wasn't that I couldn't guess what she was banking on to be so cocky.
    

    

    
      “Get lost. I'll spare you this once.”
    

    

    
      【Fufut- Are you confident? There's a rumor going around that the Mad Dog is hopeless with Mana. And I happen to be quite exceptional in that department.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even in the first timeline, there were definitely guys who foolishly charged in, believing such absurd rumors.
    

    

    
      I had seen it in my past life—a few idiots who had watched Tom's battles from afar saw him insisting on only hand-to-hand combat and charged at him, claiming he was terrible with Mana.
    

    

    
      【…It won't be easy for you.】
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't a story without any basis.
    

    

    
      As a trade-off for being born with overwhelming physical performance, the Lycan Clan was indeed less talented in Mana utilization.
    

    

    
      And Tom, having been born with exceptional physical conditions even among them, was so untalented with Mana that he couldn't learn any skills other than physical enhancement.
    

    

    
      So, if you were to look strictly at their stats, his compatibility with a Succubus, who had maxed-out Mana utilization, was indeed poor.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “It's always the same. You Succubi.”
    

    

    
      【……?】
    

    

    
      However, compatibility was something that could only be applied between subjects of a somewhat equal level.
    

    

    
      It was not a weapon that could bridge a fundamental gap in level.
    

    

    
      “You… how many Succubi do you think I've caught while living here?”
    

    

    
      I hadn't confirmed it myself, so I couldn't precisely gauge his full power at this point in time.
    

    

    
      But even assuming at a minimum that he hadn't grown one bit since before entering the Darkest Dungeon, Tom Hardist should have skills that easily surpassed a 3-star Hero.
    

    

    
      He was a veteran Vampire Hunter who once roamed the Demon King's Territory, hunting the Named of the Vampire Clan who were by no means inferior to Baron-class demons.
    

    

    
      If she had thought for even a moment about what that meant, she couldn't have possibly charged at him like this.
    

    

    
      “To be honest, I don't know the exact number either.”
    

    

    
      Screee-
    

    

    
      He scraped his dull claws once and lowered his body.
    

    

    
      “I just kill them on sight; I don't bother to classify and count them.”
    

    

    
      【…….】
    

    

    
      “…But I know for a fact that it's well over a hundred.”
    

    

    
      Krrrrrk-
    

    

    
      Having sharpened his claws, he coiled his body tightly, and simultaneously, the ground beneath him caved in.
    

    

    
      “…And it looks like one more is about to be added to the list.”
    

    

    
      …He was a man who hated Magical Beasts just as much as I did.
    

    

    
      Of course, his hatred was heavily skewed in one direction, but even so, compared to an ordinary person, his hatred for Magical Beasts in general could by no means be called small.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      His earlier words to the Succubus, telling her to 'get lost'.
    

    

    
      One could tell just how merciful that had been.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      KABOOM-!
    

    

    
      …The moment she realized that would be after she was torn to shreds by his claws.
    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    
      Gurgle- Gurgle-
    

    

    
      “…Good grief.”
    

    

    
      The corpse of the Succubus, split in two, made a scraping sound.
    

    

    
      A gruesome corpse, sprawled out with its torso and lower body severed in half.
    

    

    
      The wound, which looked more torn and crushed than slashed, added to the brutality of the corpse.
    

    

    
      The host's pupils were frozen in purple, gurgling and spewing out Mana.
    

    

    
      She had died before she could even manifest her Trait.
    

    

    
      “Who in the world catches a Succubus with a speed fight?”
    

    

    
      “…Catching them before they can use their tricks is the best way. Hunting a Succubus gets annoying if it drags on.”
    

    

    
      The mechanism by which Tom caught the Succubus was simpler than I thought.
    

    

    
      Just as he said, he maximized his physical output and tore her body apart before the Succubus could react and use its tricks.
    

    

    
      …Of course, since the host is not the Succubus's true essence, normally, killing the host wouldn't kill the Succubus, but.
    

    

    
      The Mana Turbulence Phenomenon.
    

    

    
      In addition, here, where Quark that nullifies the Demonic Singularity grew naturally, the story was a bit different.
    

    

    
      Of course, since it wasn't directly adjacent to Quark, the Succubus's abilities didn't disappear completely.
    

    

    
      Still, since this was the home of Quark, it was within its sphere of influence, and its abilities were restricted.
    

    

    
      Simply put, unlike outside, there was a certain 'buffering' in the manifestation of its abilities.
    

    

    
      And Tom's method of hunting Succubi was to use that very buffering.
    

    

    
      To cause instant death to the host before the Succubus could escape or use its tricks.
    

    

    
      By doing so, the concentration of Mana would rise due to the massive Mana leak from the host before the magic could be properly activated, strengthening the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon.
    

    

    
      The Succubus is then left trapped, its existence bound to the host.
    

    

    
      Of course, if there was another suitable host nearby for the Succubus to transfer to, escaping wasn't impossible, but this dungeon wasn't a very densely populated area.
    

    

    
      And if someone was weak enough to be taken down by a spell hastily cast in the throes of death, they wouldn't have been able to beat the Succubus in the first place.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean just anyone could use this method.
    

    

    
      The time a Succubus originally needed to use its Trait was just the instant it took to materialize a 'thought', and even if that time was doubled due to the buffering, it was still a short moment that could be called an instant.
    

    

    
      In the end, it meant the attack had to be completed before entering the Succubus's range of perception.
    

    

    
      In other words, it was a tactic only possible if the attacker's attack speed was faster than the Succubus's perception.
    

    

    
      And as far as I knew, this guy was the only one in this dungeon capable of this method.
    

    

    
      Crackle- Spark-
    

    

    
      The purple Mana that belatedly gushed out sparked.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be making a desperate attempt to transfer to me, but.
    

    

    
      [Warning! You are being affected by <Trait: Devil's Whisper (★)>.]
    

    
      [Warning! Your mind is being disturbed by a powerful Mana.]
    

    

    
      T-ring-!
    

    

    
      [A powerful mental strength of unknown origin resists the demonic energy.]
    

    

    
      It was impossible.
    

    

    
      I would have been immune to mental skills even in a normal state; there was no way a desperate struggle like that would work on me.
    

    

    
      “…It certainly seems to be gifted with Mana.”
    

    

    
      Wary of a follow-up from the Succubus, he was about to push me further away, but.
    

    

    
      I shrugged and brushed his hand away.
    

    

    
      ‘…Something's strange.’
    

    

    
      The reason I went so far as to brush his hand aside and approach the corpse was because I felt a sense of doubt.
    

    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, it was strange.
    

    

    
      From the way she spoke, she clearly seemed to know about the 'Mad Dog', and yet she had approached him.
    

    

    
      If so, she should have had some kind of trump card.
    

    

    
      If this had been some insignificant, low-level hybrid, I wouldn't even be thinking this, but.
    

    

    
      Gurgle-gurgle-
    

    

    
      The density and amount of Mana I could feel were clearly on par with a Knight-class.
    

    

    
      Based on the principle that the stronger you are, the better you understand your own level, I couldn't understand why this one had so recklessly challenged Tom.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And crucially.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something I could explain with words, but the vast amount of data accumulated in my head.
    

    

    
      That unconscious intuition was constantly sounding an alarm that something about the current situation was twisted.
    

    

    
      …And as always.
    

    

    
      Kekeke-
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Kekekek-!
    

    

    
      Anxious premonitions were never wrong.
    

    

    
      Puk-
    

    

    
      Soon, the Succubus's mouth stretched into a grin as if it would tear.
    

    

    
      Because a strand of Mana extending from its hand pierced through my torso.
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      Gah-
    

    

    
      It was a masterfully timed attack.
    

    

    
      A sudden strike, completely hidden from Tom's line of sight and launched from beyond my range of perception.
    

    

    
      Even though I had been repeating in my head that something was strange, I couldn't defend or evade.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that I couldn't react at all.
    

    

    
      Shunk-
    

    

    
      The moment I detected the foreign Mana penetrating my abdomen, the combat sense ingrained in my body reacted automatically.
    

    

    
      The hilt of the half-sword I had unconsciously drawn from my robes.
    

    

    
      I imbued it with Mana and severed the Succubus's neck along with the strand of Mana.
    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: Perfect Vampire (★★☆)> activates.] [T/N: From now on ‘Whole Vampire’ will be referenced as ‘Perfect Vampire’]
    

    

    
      [Absorbing a large amount of the prey's blood. Regeneration speed increases dramatically.]
    

    

    

    

    
      I was soaked by the fountain of blood that erupted as I cut her neck, and the round hole in my abdomen began to heal at a rapid pace.
    

    

    
      ‘…Damn it.’
    

    

    
      Showing my Vampire Trait in front of Tom at this moment was not part of the plan.
    

    

    
      Not only would it complicate getting him out of here, but it wouldn't be strange if he attacked me right now, intending to kill me.
    

    

    
      …That's why it was something I was already being careful about, but this was unavoidable.
    

    

    
      The blow had struck a vital spot so perfectly that it was a severe injury, beyond a mortal wound, that could lead to death within minutes.
    

    

    
      It was so dangerous that if I didn't heal immediately through my Trait, I would have died. 
    

    

    
      I had no choice but to take that action, even at the risk of my plan going awry.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I glanced back.
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist was looking back and forth between me and my wound with an expression of disbelief.
    

    

    
      Seeing the mix of astonishment and complexity in his eyes, it seemed he had definitely confirmed it.
    

    

    
      The fact that I possessed a Vampire Trait.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      This was also a huge problem.
    

    

    
      If I didn't explain myself properly right now, it wouldn't be strange to be instantly killed by the man who was once a Vampire Hunter.
    

    

    
      Seeing as my neck was still attached, it seemed there was something holding him back internally.
    

    

    
      If he had concluded that I was a 'survivor of the Vampire Clan' the moment he saw my wound healing, he would have severed my neck immediately.
    

    

    
      And at my current level, fighting him was impossible.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      As expected, this matter took precedence.
    

    

    
      With Tom, I could at least observe his reaction and predict that I was safe for the moment.
    

    

    
      But the Mana that had just pierced my abdomen…
    

    

    
      …To be precise, the owner of that Mana.
    

    

    

    
      【We meet again?】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【Junior.】
    

    

    

    
      The uninvited guest I wanted to meet least of all.
    

    

    
      Because it was Isaac Einstein.
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    
      The Succubus's severed head twitched bizarrely before its eyes snapped open, gleaming wildly.
    

    

    
      Crack- Crackle-
    

    

    
      The severed upper torso scraped along the floor, approached the head, and forcibly jammed it back on.
    

    

    
      Splat-!
    

    

    
      Blood splattered along with crushed bodily tissue.
    

    

    
      After wiping away the blood, the Succubus's face was revealed, the corners of its mouth pulled up into a grin that seemed to tear its cheeks.
    

    

    

    
      【We meet again? Junior.】
    

    

    

    

    
      The voice coming from the widely grinning mouth was no longer that of the previous Succubus.
    

    

    
      The uninvited guest's voice, tinged with a metallic rasp.
    

    

    
      “…Isaac Einstein.”
    

    

    
      As I muttered the name, Tom's eyes widened, and he asked me.
    

    

    
      “…Did you just say Isaac?”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, I kept my gaze fixed on the Succubus and nodded. His tail drooped, clearly flustered.
    

    

    
      I took my eyes off Tom for a moment and asked Isaac.
    

    

    
      “…Were you following me?”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    

    
      【Not really… Just one of the seeds I've sown.】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【Just like that Succubus bitch you snatched in the Gateway Zone.】
    

    

    

    
      …My luck couldn't possibly be this bad.
    

    

    
      Even if you searched the entire continent, I must be the only Hero to have run into Isaac Einstein twice.
    

    

    
      And I'm probably the only one who survived.
    

    

    

    
      【Wow. I really do have a good eye for things.】
    

    

    

    

    
      With those words, he, with his wide grin, stretched his reattached neck to look at Tom behind me, then burst out laughing again. *Kekeke-*.
    

    

    

    
      【You've already shacked up with something interesting again, Junior.】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【Last time it was a hunting dog, and this time it's a real dog? That's a collection even I'm jealous of.】
    

    

    

    
      Grrrr-
    

    

    
      “Shut up. You bastard, if you disrespect my clan one more time, I'll hunt you down and tear you to pieces…”
    

    

    
      Kekeke-
    

    

    

    
      【Then you should've been born human.】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At the belittling words, Tom made a guttural sound, but surprisingly, he didn't charge in immediately.
    

    

    
      Normally, with his personality of not thinking things through, he should have lunged at those words.
    

    

    
      The reason he didn't was probably because he, too, knew very well.
    

    

    
      Just how unpredictable and dangerous the Count of Chaos, 'Isaac Einstein', was.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      An unexpected situation, at a bad time.
    

    

    
      The only silver lining was that the situation was better than it had been in Kunlun.
    

    

    
      Back then, it was a clone body, so even if it wasn't as strong as the main body, it could use a portion of its power, and it wouldn't have been strange to die at the flick of his finger.
    

    

    
      But now, he had merely borrowed the body for a moment using the Mana engraved in the Succubus.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Although I was caught by a surprise attack, seeing the concentration of his Mana fading, it seemed unlikely that a situation where I would be directly harmed would occur.
    

    

    
      However, I didn't know what scheme he had in mind for placing a Succubus here, or why he had revealed himself to me.
    

    

    
      The unpleasantness stemming from that unknown created a sense of tension.
    

    

    

    
      【Ah. I heard the news, Junior. That you killed a Hero over there.】
    

    

    

    
      Kekeke-
    

    

    
      To be precise, I hadn't killed him, it was only an attempt, but I didn't bother to correct him.
    

    

    

    
      【Are you, perhaps, trying to follow in my footsteps or something?】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【Looking at you, it seems you came in here on purpose.】
    

    

    

    
      Following Isaac Einstein.
    

    

    
      The meaning of these words was simple.
    

    

    
      Just as he himself had done 100 years ago.
    

    

    
      It was a question of whether I intended to betray The Order and come over to the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, it wasn't unreasonable to think that way.
    

    

    
      I had certainly walked a path far, far removed from the conventional actions of a Hero, and although he had heard the words 'Demon King Hunt'.
    

    

    
      Since he didn't know the detailed plan, it would have been ambiguous for him to classify me as definitively 'on The Order's side'.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, just looking at the party members I'd gathered so far, they were much closer to the Demon King's side.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      That didn't mean my goal was to actually follow him.
    

    

    
      ‘Becoming an ally of the Demon King.’
    

    

    
      For me, at least, there was nothing more absurd.
    

    

    
      Flick-
    

    

    
      Therefore, in response to that ridiculous question, I raised my middle finger.
    

    

    
      “Go fuck yourself.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    

    
      【Well, I do like your audacious side, for now.】
    

    

    

    
      The man, pulling up the corners of his mouth once more, soon covered his mouth with one hand.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Ugh-
    

    

    
      He suddenly retched and spat something out through the Succubus's mouth.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    
      What came out of the Succubus's mouth was a 'black sphere'.
    

    

    

    
      【Take it.】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【If your plan happens to include joining the Demon King's Army, don't take the hard route. Just bring that and come find me. I can help you.】
    

    

    

    
      It didn't seem to be an ordinary object.
    

    

    
      The moment he spat out the sphere, Isaac's Mana that had been encroaching on the Succubus's body began to fade rapidly.
    

    

    
      I didn't know the exact principle, but it seemed the current 'possession phenomenon' was made possible using that sphere.
    

    

    

    
      【Thinking about it again, I think I was wrong to abruptly call you a test subject and all that last time.】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【I think you're a bit too precious to be used as a mere Vampire test subject. You can entertain me more, can't you? Just like you are now.】
    

    

    

    
      …Those were even more horrifying words.
    

    

    
      I couldn't tell what filled the mind of the man saying such things, but contrary to his words, I didn't think that fate would be any better than being a test subject in the White House.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    

    
      【Besides, that 'hunt' doesn't necessarily have to be done from the outside, does it?】
    

    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【I don't really care whether you succeed or fail in that 'Demon King Hunt'.】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【No... in fact, it might be more fun if you succeed. Kekeke-.】
    

    

    

    
      He was definitely dangerous.
    

    

    
      To casually say he hoped I'd succeed in the Demon King Hunt while being the strategist of the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      It would be hard to believe even if it were an empty platitude, but this man was 100% sincere.
    

    

    
      If I had my way, I would have thrown away this black sphere, not knowing what tricks he might have embedded in it.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just in case.’
    

    

    
      Thinking it might be helpful in the future, I decided to keep it for now.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      As if proving the fading Mana, the Succubus's forcibly reattached head and neck separated once more.
    

    

    
      The severed head rolled across the floor before stopping, facing my direction.
    

    

    

    
      【Ah, and there was one more thing I wanted to say.】
    

    

    

    
      With that, Isaac added with a *kekeke*.
    

    

    

    

    
      【A gift is coming your way soon, Junior.】
    

    

    

    
      A gift.
    

    

    
      If heard from anyone else, there would be few words as welcome, but coming from Isaac's mouth, it was nothing but ominous.
    

    

    
      Kekeke-
    

    

    

    
      【I don't know your plan exactly, Junior, but you'll probably have a real headache because of it. There aren't many things I've put that much effort into.】
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【It was originally supposed to take more time... but I wanted to see how you'd react, so I moved it up a bit. Please accept it well.】
    

    

    

    
      …He hadn't dropped any significant hints.
    

    

    
      But at this timing, through the words from the mouth of the Demon King's Army's strategist, I could roughly guess what 'gift' he was talking about.
    

    

    
      ‘…So that incident is being moved up too?’
    

    

    
      This was the point where my plans would begin to be seriously derailed by his intervention.
    

    

    
      If the gift he mentioned was 'that incident' which shook the unity of The Order, it would certainly be a headache for me as well.
    

    

    
      The only fortunate thing was that he had given me a heads-up.
    

    

    
      Since it was originally a major item on my bucket list, while it would be tight, knowing the date was moved up meant it wasn't impossible to prepare.
    

    

    

    
      【And. I know a bit about that Mad Dog next to you. He's not as tame as you think, so be careful-.】
    

    

    

    

    
      CRUNCH-
    

    

    
      Isaac's voice stopped as the Succubus's head was crushed.
    

    

    
      Tom had moved in an instant and stomped the head, pulverizing it.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had moved the moment he heard the word 'dog' for the second time, just as he had warned.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      The man who had crushed the head slowly turns his own.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He didn't open his mouth.
    

    

    
      But his gaze was asking me.
    

    

    
      Why in the world do you have 'the blood of the extinct Vampire Clan'.
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      Isaac's possessed Succubus head burst apart.
    

    

    
      As Tom's gaze fixed on me, the surroundings fell silent.
    

    

    
      It seemed the uninvited guest, Isaac, had been dealt with somehow.
    

    

    
      But thanks to the wound he left upon his appearance, another crisis had arisen for me.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Tom had definitely seen it.
    

    

    
      The scene of a deep wound, one that could certainly be called a 'mortal wound', healing rapidly as it absorbed the Succubus's blood.
    

    

    
      And having seen that, he had no choice but to be certain.
    

    

    
      The bizarre condition of absorbing an enemy's blood, coupled with an overwhelming regenerative ability that was second to none.
    

    

    
      Because there was only one Trait that possessed both of those features.
    

    

    
      Considering his former calling was that of a 'Vampire Hunter', there was no way he wouldn't recognize it.
    

    

    
      That this was the blood-sucking Trait unique to the 'Vampire Clan'.
    

    

    
      ‘…What do I do?’
    

    

    
      No brilliant solution came to mind.
    

    

    
      To explain everything would derail my plans, but not explaining meant I couldn't be sure I'd even keep my life right here and now.
    

    

    
      The moniker 'The Last Vampire Hunter' wasn't given for nothing.
    

    

    
      A nickname earned for hunting Vampires more tenaciously and for longer than anyone else.
    

    

    
      His hatred for Vampires was that strong, and the option of glossing it over simply didn't exist.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I was ultimately forced to choose between two options.
    

    

    
      To explain everything and reveal my plan ahead of time.
    

    

    
      Or to say nothing and somehow escape his threat.
    

    

    
      Those were the only two paths I could choose.
    

    

    
      “…I think I get the gist of it.”
    

    

    
      …Or so I had thought.
    

    

    
      Until he uttered those words.
    

    

    
      “…Are you one of Isaac's test subjects?”
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    
      “Are you one of Isaac's test subjects?”
    

    

    
      Stumble-
    

    

    
      ‘……?’
    

    

    
      At his unexpected murmur, I nearly lost my balance from the tension.
    

    

    
      “…W-what did you say?”
    

    

    
      “Don't play dumb now. I've already confirmed that you have a Vampire's Trait.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      What on earth does that mean?
    

    

    
      Suddenly, 'Isaac's test subject'?
    

    

    
      My mind grew complicated by the incomprehensible situation, but he paid no mind to my reaction and continued speaking.
    

    

    
      “…I thought he would surely fail. But he finally succeeded in restoring that accursed blood. That disgusting bastard.”
    

    

    
      His voice was unwavering, as if he was already certain.
    

    

    
      As if he knew everything, Tom, with a grave air, muttered softly as if granting mercy.
    

    

    
      “Don't worry too much. It's not like I plan to kill you right now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you were a direct descendant who inherited the blood of that abominable clan, it'd be a different story. But I have no intention of blaming someone like you, who had the blood forcibly injected. Even if I am a Vampire Hunter.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I suppressed my bewildered feelings and replayed his words in my head.
    

    

    
      ‘…So.’
    

    

    
      First, 'Isaac's test subject'.
    

    

    
      This seemed to be a misunderstanding where he mistook me for one of Isaac's test subjects.
    

    

    
      Meaning, for some reason, he thought I was a test subject who had been dragged to the 'White House' and subjected to some kind of experiment by Isaac.
    

    

    
      On top of that.
    

    

    
      'Restoration of the accursed blood.'
    

    

    
      This likely referred to the 'Vampire bloodline'.
    

    

    
      He saw that I had the Vampire Trait, and though I didn't know why he used the word 'restoration', judging by his tone, it seemed he thought Isaac had achieved it after much effort.
    

    

    
      And finally, 'forcibly injected blood'.
    

    

    
      This was the part I understood the least. I couldn't comprehend why he would think Isaac had forcibly injected me with Vampire blood.
    

    

    
      Logically, I had already mentioned the existence of a 'Beastkin partner'.
    

    

    
      If I had a Vampire bloodline, it would have been more correct to think of Jerry first, rather than Isaac.
    

    

    
      But he had naturally excluded Jerry and connected me to Isaac.
    

    

    
      Even though that possibility was clearly much lower.
    

    

    
      ‘…Why did he jump past the possibility that J. J could have sent me?’
    

    

    
      There was clearly a missing puzzle piece, but judging by his confident tone, the puzzle seemed to be perfectly assembled in his mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…What in the world.’
    

    

    
      Faced with this illogical train of thought, I didn't know how to react.
    

    

    
      No matter how much I thought, with the hints I had now, I couldn't fill in the missing piece—.
    

    

    
      “…However, it is rather unpleasant to think that something already extinct has been revived. But I don't kill without conviction, simply letting my mood dictate another's life.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      His murmur continued.
    

    

    
      And in it, I realized the part I had been missing.
    

    

    
      ‘…He doesn't know that J. J is alive.’
    

    

    
      That was the missing puzzle piece.
    

    

    
      The reason Tom Hardist ended his life on the outside, turned himself in, and came to this Darkest Dungeon was... because he had fulfilled his calling.
    

    

    
      The 'extinction of the Vampire Clan'.
    

    

    
      Separate from the fact that Jerry was blatantly alive, Tom not knowing this was the only way his reason for being holed up here still made sense.
    

    

    
      Having finished his sentence, he could leave this place whenever he wanted, and if he were to find out that Jerry was alive.
    

    

    
      He would leave this place at any moment to go and take Jerry's head.
    

    

    
      That was precisely where the misunderstanding had occurred.
    

    

    
      ‘…This.’
    

    

    
      It was such an unexpected development that I couldn't hide my momentary bewilderment.
    

    

    
      But on second thought, it wasn't bad.
    

    

    
      The general outline fit together, and although it was a falsehood based solely on his misunderstanding, I had no obligation to correct him.
    

    

    
      Strictly speaking, it wasn't even me who told the lie.
    

    

    
      Of course, if I let it pass like this, the blame could come flying at me later when explanations were needed.
    

    

    
      ‘…I'll think about that when the time comes.’
    

    

    
      For now, my goal was to get the Quark with him and leave this place, so this turn of events was actually welcome.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just welcome; it was so good that I couldn't imagine a better outcome.
    

    

    
      At least, as long as I said nothing now, he would never realize that Jerry was alive.
    

    

    
      In my past life, by the time I met him, Jerry had already passed away, so I didn't know why the Tom of this timeline was so certain of Jerry's death.
    

    

    
      But that didn't matter. What was important was the here and now.
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      “Damn… I've been found out.”
    

    

    
      Having roughly grasped the situation, I covered my face with my right hand, adopting a grave tone like his, and muttered.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      At that, he curled his lips into a satisfied smirk and muttered.
    

    

    
      “To be honest, I had already suspected as much.”
    

    

    
      “…Damn it.”
    

    

    
      I threw in a suitable curse.
    

    

    
      “It seems you escaped from Isaac's laboratory. Am I right?”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “Hk… I was originally just an ordinary Hero candidate…”
    

    

    
      I added a plausible interjection.
    

    

    
      “…You were probably captured by him and injected with that strange blood. And that must have been the blood of the accursed clan that he managed to restore.”
    

    

    
      “…That's what happened.”
    

    

    
      From then on, all I had to do was nod.
    

    

    
      He laid out his own speculations, and I had no need to deny them.
    

    

    
      “From the moment you first appeared before me, I thought something was strange.”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “Information about Moonlight Syndrome is something that only key figures among the Beastkin, or perhaps direct descendants of historic Beastkin noble families, would know well.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Honestly, I now acknowledge that you're talented, but by absolute standards, it wasn't information someone at your level should have known.”
    

    

    
      Pausing for a moment, he took out a cigar.
    

    

    
      “…Of course, even so, I never expected you'd possess the blood of that accursed clan.”
    

    

    
      As he put it in his mouth and took a drag, I posed a timely question.
    

    

    
      “…Why didn't you think I was a surviving member of the Vampire Clan?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You could have easily made that assumption.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      I asked a basic question to solidify his conviction, and he scoffed in response.
    

    

    
      “A Beastkin's body is fundamentally on a different level from a normal human's. Even the Cat Tribe, who have the weakest physical abilities among the Beastkin, possess the physical prowess of a 1-star Hero when they reach adulthood.”
    

    

    
      He wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      Of course, being a 1-star Hero meant not just having the physical prowess, but also reaching a certain level in experience and Mana handling, so saying 'all adult Beastkin are 1-star Heroes or stronger' would be an exaggeration.
    

    

    
      But if we were to compare only physical performance, his words were correct.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the reason Beastkin slaves could be bought and sold by the ignoramuses of the black market was that all the Beastkin slaves they dealt with were in their childhood, not yet adults.
    

    

    
      “Besides, perfect bestialization and perfect humanization are skills not many even among the Beastkin can perform. You're skilled, but you're still a long way from that level.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And crucially, the scent is different. You are definitely human.”
    

    

    
      He shrugged, his body's dense silver mane receding.
    

    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    

    
      ‘…For now, at least.’
    

    

    
      It seemed I had somehow managed to get through it.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was the difference that I hadn't come up with the excuse myself; he had conveniently misunderstood on his own.
    

    

    
      But that was a detail that didn't matter.
    

    

    
      Inhale-
    

    

    
      Exhale-
    

    

    
      Exhaling another puff of hazy cigar smoke, he asked quietly.
    

    

    
      “…The partner you mentioned on the outside, you must be talking about that 'sly little rat', right?”
    

    

    
      Sly little rat.
    

    

    
      I thought the title was a bit harsh, but it was an obvious nickname for who he meant.
    

    

    
      “Yes. Je-.”
    

    

    
      The moment I nodded and was about to say it was Jerry.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      He took a final drag and dropped the cigar he was smoking.
    

    

    
      “…That's enough. I have no desire to hear that name.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don't know if he left a last will, or if, being a Beastkin, his will was passed down through blood. But I have no particular desire to know why he sent you here either.”
    

    

    
      Crunch-
    

    

    
      And he crushed the cigar's embers under his foot as he muttered.
    

    

    
      “The debt I intend to repay you has nothing to do with him. I am simply repaying the debt of gratitude I owe you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…That bastard is dead.”
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      “And that's the end of it.”
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      Step, step-
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The path to the Madman's Mine was silent.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the mere thought of the name J. J had dredged up a series of unpleasant memories associated with him.
    

    

    
      Tom remained silent the entire time he led the way to the mine, and I didn't bother him either.
    

    

    
      The Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      It seemed that the topic itself was his sore spot.
    

    

    

    
      『…Why do you hate Vampires so much?』
    

    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    

    
      『A Vampire Hunter hates Vampires. Does there need to be a reason?』
    

    

    

    
      In a way, it was only natural for him.
    

    

    
      What happened between the Vampire Clan and the Beastkin was a nightmare for him.
    

    

    
      And for well over half his life, that nightmare had been etched into his mind every fortnight.
    

    

    
      Of course, even so, the power of time is formidable, so his memory of the facts, of what precisely had been the starting point of his emotions, had likely grown hazy.
    

    

    
      But separate from his fading memories.
    

    

    
      The deep-seated hatred for Vampires, as profound as the countless scars of nightmares imprinted on his mind and body over a long time, was something that couldn't be fully expressed by the simple phrase 'a deep emotional rift'.
    

    

    

    
      『If it weren't for that accursed clan, the Beastkin wouldn't be in this miserable state.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I am merely judging a traitor to the clan.』
    

    

    

    
      That hatred was too deep to be addressed with a simple word of 'empathy' meant as comfort.
    

    

    
      But that didn't mean his hatred was justified.
    

    

    
      As is often the case, emotions driven to extremes are usually tangled with some misunderstanding, and the relationship between him and Jerry, between Vampires and Beastkin, was not much different.
    

    

    
      From my perspective, knowing the full story, neither side was at fault.
    

    

    
      It was just that too much time had passed without resolving the initial tangled thread, and they had come too far to even think of untangling it.
    

    

    
      Rustle-
    

    

    

    

    
      [Bucket List #12]
    

    

    
      『Recruit Party Member - Tom. L. Hardist.』
    

    

    

    
      Well… one way or another.
    

    

    
      It was something I would eventually have to find a clue for and resolve.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      Tom, who had been walking down in silence for a long time, stopped.
    

    

    
      Just then, a tingling sensation on the surface of my skin.
    

    

    
      An unpleasant flow of Mana was filling the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Lifting my head to check, I saw a massive peak in the distance, emitting a faint reddish light.
    

    

    
      “…Looks like we've pretty much arrived.”
    

    

    
      …The Madman's Mine was situated there.
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    
      “…This is my first time seeing it in person.”
    

    

    
      Tom muttered as he looked at the bizarre swarm of Mutants gathered around the mine.
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      “…It's not that I never thought of coming, but my feet just wouldn't carry me here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Especially when the Moonlight Syndrome acts up.”
    

    

    
      One might find it surprising that Tom, who made a hobby of slaughtering Mutants, had never come here before.
    

    

    
      But in truth, considering the Quark's abilities, it was only natural.
    

    

    
      The timing of his Howling was intrinsically linked to when his Moonlight Syndrome flared up, and the psychosis-inducing effect, second only to its 'Demonic Nature absorption property', was bound to amplify the agony of the Moonlight Syndrome.
    

    

    
      He probably felt it instinctively whenever he saw this light.
    

    

    
      That coming near this mine during a bout of Moonlight Syndrome could be quite fatal, even for him, who was practically immune to physical threats within the dungeon.
    

    

    
      “…Do you know it well?”
    

    

    
      Tom turned the question on me.
    

    

    
      “About that mine.”
    

    

    
      It was a rather amusing sight, an old-timer of the dungeon asking a complete newbie.
    

    

    
      But he didn't seem to care at all, asking as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
    

    

    
      Whether it was trust or something else, it seemed I had earned a certain degree of his recognition.
    

    

    
      …Well, as long as you didn't directly bruise his pride, he had a surprisingly easy-going personality.
    

    

    
      “Well… I know as much as I need to.”
    

    

    
      Most names given within the dungeon tended to include the target's characteristics.
    

    

    
      This was likely because nicknames weren't given by a specific person, but rather came into common use through word of mouth.
    

    

    
      This was true for the place names pointing to specific areas in the dungeon, and it was also true for the nicknames of seasoned old-timers.
    

    

    
      A prime example was Tom himself, who was called 'Mad Dog' for slaughtering Mutants day in and day out.
    

    

    
      There was also the 'Spring of Purification', where purifying water welled up, and the 'Forest of Beginnings' that had stabbed me in the back.
    

    

    
      …In that context, the Madman's Mine also allowed one to infer the region's characteristics from its name.
    

    

    
      “We'll talk about the other precautions once we're inside… For now, let's break through the gatekeepers.”
    

    

    
      “Gatekeepers, you say……”
    

    

    
      Swish-
    

    

    
      “Are you talking about them?”
    

    

    
      Tom asked, pointing to the numerous Mutants surrounding the mine.
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “That's right.”
    

    

    
      The first characteristic of the Madman's Mine was the multitude of mad Mutants surrounding it.
    

    

    
      Unlike the Mutants that were simply Magical Beasts with bizarre traits like tentacles or fluids added on, the Mutants loitering around this mine had one common feature.
    

    

    
      That within their bodies, they possessed a 'Quark'.
    

    

    
      To borrow Tom's expression, a 'red stone'.
    

    

    
      The way they carried it varied greatly—some had it embedded in their foreheads, while others had it lodged deep inside their bodies, out of sight—but it was certain that each one had one.
    

    

    
      “…I don't get it. They should feel the same ominous sensation.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why would they swallow something like that?”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “That ominous feeling you sense is a surprisingly high-level thought process.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To mindless Mutants like them, it just looks like a delicious chunk of Mana.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      He replied lukewarmly, as if the answer wasn't clear enough to truly resonate with him.
    

    

    
      But that was really all there was to it.
    

    

    
      Intelligent beings with higher thought processes felt an ominous sensation from afar and even experienced hallucinations up close, but to mindless Magical Beasts, it was like sweet honey.
    

    

    
      It was a difference stemming from the Quark's mechanism of action.
    

    

    
      Basically, the Quark absorbed the Demonic Nature residing within an approaching target, and in the process of absorption, the sublimated Demonic Nature reacted with Mana to cause hallucinations.
    

    

    
      While that process was ominous and unpleasant for intelligent beings, for non-intelligent beings, the process itself was not meaningful.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it was a different story after they swallowed the Quark.
    

    

    
      Ultimately, the mindless Magical Beasts, having had all their Demonic Nature absorbed, became slaves to the Quark residing in their bodies.
    

    

    

    
      - Kkieeek!!
    

    

    
      - Rerereuk rerereuk.
    

    

    
      - Hakyakyakyak!
    

    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And so they gathered in a teeming swarm to guard the mine, becoming its gatekeepers.
    

    

    
      “…There are more of them than when I saw them from afar last time.”
    

    

    
      Tom muttered quietly.
    

    

    
      His tone was calm, but the horde of Magical Beasts surrounding the mine was not a number that could be summarized with a simple 'there are more of them'.
    

    

    
      If the number of Mutants that had gathered around Tom during his Howling was a 1.
    

    

    
      Then the number of Mutants lying in wait here was likely well over 100.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Just as Tom had deliberately not sought this place out when his Moonlight Syndrome acted up, the other skilled old-timers of the dungeon also avoided it.
    

    

    
      Of course, the option of coming here to exterminate Mutants for the punitive meaning of it wasn't completely off the table.
    

    

    
      But in the first place, Tom was the only one in here who thought he needed to atone.
    

    

    
      The rest, at best, had the goal of surviving until their sentence was over and being released.
    

    

    
      They might deal with a Mutant that appeared before them and threatened their lives, but there was no reason to brave the unpleasantness and come all the way here to hunt them.
    

    

    
      Thus, neglected by all, the Mutants piled up one by one, their numbers swelling.
    

    

    
      Like trees in a protected greenbelt, they now densely surrounded the 'Madman's Mine'.
    

    

    
      My saying that we had to 'break through' it was in the same vein.
    

    

    
      I had called the horde of Mutants surrounding the Madman's Mine 'gatekeepers', but in reality, their numbers were less reminiscent of guards at a castle gate and more like a world-filling zombie horde.
    

    

    
      “Do you have a special plan?”
    

    

    
      “Well… nothing too special. You and I will have to match our rhythm and break through the thinnest point.”
    

    

    
      There wasn't just one entrance into the mine.
    

    

    
      It was shaped like an ant colony, with entrances scattered here and there that merged into one deep inside.
    

    

    
      We just needed to break through one spot and get inside.
    

    

    
      “Match our rhythm, you say……”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Tom's lips curled upwards.
    

    

    
      “Don't bother.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It'll be faster for me to break through alone and for you to follow than for me to match your pace.”
    

    

    
      The man scoffed as if the idea was ridiculous.
    

    

    
      It didn't necessarily carry a tone of mockery.
    

    

    
      But my words about matching his rhythm seemed genuinely funny to him, and he didn't lower his smirk.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “We'll see.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I wonder about that.”
    

    

    
      When I shrugged with a meaningful tone, he shook his head.
    

    

    
      “I admit you have outstanding talent. But talent is just talent, not skill.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You're a million years too early to match me now, so just do as I say. If I try to match your level, I'll be held back.”
    

    

    
      …From his perspective, it wasn't unreasonable to think that way.
    

    

    
      It was true that if you measured physical performance and combat skill, he was several steps ahead of me.
    

    

    
      Moreover, from his point of view, we had practically no understanding or experience with each other yet to even consider the efficiency of a joint attack.
    

    

    
      Simply put, it was a situation where we couldn't expect any synergy whatsoever.
    

    

    
      In this situation, 1+1 might not even equal 2, but could become a negative… no, it was natural that it would.
    

    

    
      He, too, had reached a level where he could be said to have mastered combat to some extent and must have experienced a botched joint effort before, so he was naturally predicting that outcome.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      That was only his perspective.
    

    

    
      Inhale-
    

    

    
      Exhale-
    

    

    

    
      『You… you're pretty good now.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『The finish wasn't bad.』
    

    

    
      『…Just give me a compliment, you bastard.』
    

    

    

    
      I had already fought alongside him in no small number of battles.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Who are you trying to impress, striking a pose like that? If it was good, just say it was good.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Anyway, being stingy with compliments is such a cliché—.』
    

    

    

    

    
      And I was quite familiar with his fighting style.
    

    

    
      And the combination of him and me.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…It was good.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Was pretty decent.
    

    

    

    
      『Quite.』
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      “Alright-”
    

    

    
      With a light grunt, U-jin passed through the red, translucent membrane that signified the mine's entrance.
    

    

    
      Confirming that U-jin had safely entered the mine, Tom finished severing the neck of the Mutant he was holding and stepped in after him.
    

    

    
      Shwaaa-
    

    

    
      As he passed his body through the translucent barrier.
    

    

    
      The Mutants, which had been rushing at them as if to devour them at any moment, struck the barrier once and turned away.
    

    

    
      “Phew……”
    

    

    
      After confirming their initial success, U-jin took a deep breath, lightly swept back his blood-soaked hair, and spoke to Tom.
    

    

    
      “Not bad, was it?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      While unconsciously nodding at U-jin's question, Tom couldn't help but think to himself.
    

    

    
      ‘Not bad?’
    

    

    
      It wasn't something that could be dismissed so lightly.
    

    

    
      The battle just now had been brilliant.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      If I dared to say it, calling it ‘perfect’ wouldn't be an exaggeration.
    

    

    
      To the point where, considering the short time he'd known U-jin, the battle was completely incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      Chik-
    

    

    
      Lighting his cigar by striking a flint with his fingernail, Tom exhaled a puff of hazy smoke instead of questioning U-jin and replayed the recent battle in his mind.
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      He was sure, until U-jin first insisted, that it made no sense.
    

    

    
      Having rotted in here for so long, Tom himself couldn't objectively grasp his own combat power, but.
    

    

    
      Even just thinking roughly, based on his strength before entering this place, he was someone who could easily handle a one-on-one fight with a Baron.
    

    

    
      At the very, very least, his power easily surpassed that of a 3-star Hero.
    

    

    
      Assuming U-jin was at a 1-star level, the gap between them wasn't one that could be described simply as ‘strong and weak.’
    

    

    
      It was for the same reason that he had burst out laughing when U-jin first suggested they match their rhythm.
    

    

    
      A 1-star trying to match rhythm with him was no different from a chick asking a wolf to hunt together.
    

    

    
      That fitting yet ridiculous analogy had come to mind, making him laugh.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, matching combat rhythm was only possible between those who had accumulated deep understanding and experience with each other.
    

    

    
      You had to grasp not only skill, specialties, and combat tendencies, but also the unconscious combat habits that manifest during a fight for a joint attack to become more efficient and meaningful.
    

    

    
      If such basic conditions weren't met, a joint attack would lose its meaning.
    

    

    
      But the time he and U-jin had known each other was too short.
    

    

    
      The symptoms of his Moonlight Syndrome had only just completely disappeared a moment ago.
    

    

    
      Although it was difficult to calculate precisely, considering the Moonlight Syndrome lasts for about a day, it had been about half a day at most.
    

    

    
      So, from Tom's perspective, he couldn't understand U-jin's insistence on a joint attack.
    

    

    
      It was obvious to anyone that it would be far more efficient for him to clear the path alone with U-jin following, rather than attempting a clumsy joint attack.
    

    

    
      ‘…How on earth.’
    

    

    
      But as soon as the battle began, Tom couldn't help but be astonished internally.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who he thought would surely be unable to keep up with his overwhelming combat flow and would just be flailing around, was following his combat quite passably.
    

    

    
      And by the end of the fight, he had matched him so perfectly that it wouldn't be a waste to call it ‘perfect’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, strictly speaking, it was Tom who had disposed of most of the Mutants.
    

    

    
      After all, given the gap in their power, it was right for him to take the lead role in clearing the path.
    

    

    
      Ultimately, objectively speaking, what U-jin did could be called ‘combat support’ for Tom, rather than something that could be compared one-to-one as an equal.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      But Tom was certain.
    

    

    
      That even if he brought anyone else in this world, even a 2-star or 3-star Hero.
    

    

    
      They wouldn't have been able to grasp him so well in just half a day and support his combat so effectively.
    

    

    
      ‘Combat support’ was easy to say, but.
    

    

    
      Following the combat flow of a target with a significant power gap and enhancing that target's combat convenience was no easy task.
    

    

    
      Combat flow wasn't just about the sequence or speed of attacks.
    

    

    
      It was an incredibly broad and complex concept that included attack timing, evasion timing, the reason for an attack, the decision to continue a combo, and more.
    

    

    
      It was a field so intuitive that the expression ‘just figure it out’ was more fitting than any academic explanation.
    

    

    
      That was why experience was so valued in joint attacks.
    

    

    
      Inhale-
    

    

    
      The word ‘perfect’ was by no means an empty compliment.
    

    

    
      He had controlled the speed of the charging Magical Beasts using chains made of Mana and a strange stomp that slowed the surroundings.
    

    

    
      The degree of that control was so close to perfect that it maintained the combat distance Tom preferred.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      He occasionally dealt with Magical Beasts coming from blind spots himself, allowing Tom to focus all his attention on the battle in front of him instead of worrying about his blind spots.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if he had taken down dozens of Magical Beasts, nor could an attack from a blind spot Magical Beast even leave a scratch on Tom's body.
    

    

    
      But from Tom's perspective, who was sustaining the fight, a single Magical Beast in a blind spot was more bothersome than ten Magical Beasts charging from the front.
    

    

    
      Just by being able to ignore it, he could save a considerable amount of energy and focus on breaking through.
    

    

    
      On top of that, during the sporadic, convulsive roars that burst out like a habit during battle, U-jin would, on his own, create distance and cover his ears.
    

    

    
      It was ambiguous to call it an attack, but it was still a shout infused with Mana, so it could be dangerous if hit directly at close range.
    

    

    
      How on earth he knew, U-jin had grasped the timing for evasion perfectly.
    

    

    
      …Yes.
    

    

    
      It was perfect.
    

    

    
      As if they had already coordinated countless times.
    

    

    
      It was a comfort like being with a long-time battle partner.
    

    

    
      The degree of his excellence was far beyond the normal standard to be simply wrapped up with the word ‘talent’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      At this point, Tom faintly grasped it.
    

    

    
      That U-jin was not a person who could be summarized simply by the phrase ‘one born with talent’.
    

    

    
      Being Isaac's test subject.
    

    

    
      The fact that Vampire blood flowed in his veins also couldn't fully explain U-jin.
    

    

    
      There was something.
    

    

    
      Something unknown that surpassed all of that, something he didn't know.
    

    

    
      U-jin had it.
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    
      ‘…Hoo.’
    

    

    
      It was a pretty close battle.
    

    

    
      It had been a while since I'd matched my rhythm with him, and besides, keeping up with his combat flow with my current body was still a demanding task.
    

    

    
      Even though I had anticipated it, I was so preoccupied with following his flow that I forgot about his habit of roaring with Mana, and I almost ended up disgracefully falling over in the middle of the Mutants.
    

    

    
      Luckily, he was focused on the fight and hadn't ramped up his combat flow; if I hadn't been lagging behind, I would have been caught for sure.
    

    

    
      Well, still.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Judging by the look in his eyes, it seemed to have made quite an impression on him.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      In truth, I hadn't intended to break through here by insisting on a joint attack.
    

    

    
      There were plenty of other hurdles inside the mine besides the entrance, and the Source Stone of Quark wasn't something you could obtain at a leisurely pace.
    

    

    
      Normally, I would have done as Tom said, letting him clear the path while I followed at his heels.
    

    

    
      So. My recent insistence on a joint attack was an unplanned, so-called ‘impulsive act’.
    

    

    
      And the reason I went through with this unplanned, impulsive act was.
    

    

    
      Because of the half-hilt I brought into the dungeon, the ‘Fragment of the Nameless Sword’.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Shk-.』
    

    

    
      『Vmmm-.』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    

    

    
      I felt it in an instant, and the situation was so urgent that I just let it go at the time, but.
    

    

    
      The moment I cut off the Succubus's neck, I felt a vibration in the hand holding the hilt.
    

    

    
      A small but clear, quite serious reaction.
    

    

    
      At first, I thought it might have reacted to Isaac's Mana, so I brought it close to the black sphere he had given me, but there was no particular reaction.
    

    

    
      Concluding it wasn't Isaac's Mana, I shifted my gaze elsewhere.
    

    

    
      It didn't react to Loxy's Mana either, so it wasn't a reaction to the Succubus's Mana.
    

    

    
      ‘…In that case.’
    

    

    
      The one I shifted my gaze to was none other than ‘Tom’.
    

    

    
      A joint attack was the best way to check the Mana he was emitting from up close, which is why I stubbornly went through with something unplanned.
    

    

    
      …And that stubbornness.
    

    

    
      Was not wrong.
    

    

    
      Vwooom-
    

    

    

    

    
      [The Holy Relic, ‘Fragment of the Nameless Sword’ reacts to a certain energy.]
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…As I thought.’
    

    

    
      The Fragment of the Nameless Sword had indeed reacted to Tom's Mana.
    

    

    
      I guess I didn't notice during the Howling because I wasn't holding it in my hand.
    

    

    
      But holding it directly in my hand and checking his Mana up close, I could tell for sure.
    

    

    
      If the system window reacted, there was no need for further verification.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      ‘…It's a bit of a shame, though.’
    

    

    
      That I noticed the existence of the vibration.
    

    

    
      It was a little disappointing that that was all.
    

    

    
      I had only noticed the clue that it reacted to his Mana.
    

    

    
      I couldn't tell exactly why it reacted.
    

    

    
      Well, still, from my perspective, it was a welcome development.
    

    

    
      Whether it reacted to the Mana of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Or to the blood of the Lycan Clan.
    

    

    
      Or if it was due to some unknown trait of his that I didn't know about, I couldn't be sure.
    

    

    
      Just by grasping a clue, I had already achieved the initial goal of bringing it into this dungeon.
    

    

    
      It was enough.
    

    

    
      It was much better than before when it was no different from a rock despite being a Holy Relic-class item.
    

    

    
      …On top of that.
    

    

    
      “…You.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “…There's something more you're not telling me.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Curious?”
    

    

    
      The fact that Tom was curious about me wasn't a bad thing either.
    

    

    
      Of course, I should refrain from acting unnecessarily suspicious when it wasn't yet certain he would become our party member.
    

    

    
      But I could use it as a bargaining chip to get him out of this place.
    

    

    
      “Are you going to tell me?”
    

    

    
      “If you agree to leave with me.”
    

    

    
      “…There you go with that strange talk again. If you're going to spout nonsense, let's just get moving.”
    

    

    
      “It's true, though.”
    

    

    
      As if he hadn't heard my short addition, he whipped around with a *swoosh*.
    

    

    
      And I asked the back of his head as he took the lead and headed into the mine.
    

    

    
      “Aren't you going to see him? My partner is waiting for you outside.”
    

    

    
      At that.
    

    

    
      “Stop with the tricks. No matter if he's a Vampire, recovery from death is impossible.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He died long ago.”
    

    

    
      He answered quietly, snorting with a *hmph*.
    

    

    
      ”...By my hand.”
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      ‘…Tom killed Jerry?’
    

    

    
      It was a story I didn't know the full details of either.
    

    

    
      I already knew about the history between the Vampires and the Beastkin since I put Tom on my bucket list, but their personal story was a separate matter.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was because neither of them were very talkative, and it was their deepest story.
    

    

    
      From what I could gather, it seemed certain that something had happened between them before they came to the Darkest Dungeon, but no matter how much I retraced my memories of the first playthrough, I had never heard anything about it.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      ‘He died long ago… by my hand.’
    

    

    
      The moment I heard his quiet mutter, a certain scene did come to mind.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    

    
      『…In the end, he won.』
    

    

    

    
      Jerry's last words, muttered like a will as he faced death.
    

    

    
      It was a sentence without any context, and since it was the first time I'd seen him smile after getting to know him, the scene was etched in my memory.
    

    

    
      At the time, I couldn't understand what he meant by those words, thrown out with an awkward smile, but it suddenly occurred to me that the 'he' Jerry muttered about might have been Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      ‘Tom defeated Jerry.’
    

    

    
      To paint a rough picture, Tom thought he had killed Jerry, but in reality, it was Jerry's trick.
    

    

    
      Thinking of it that way, the pieces seemed to fit.
    

    

    
      Tom's undeniable goal was the 'extinction of the Vampire Clan,' and Jerry's goal was to survive to the end and carry on the will of his predecessors.
    

    

    
      That was the only possibility that could simultaneously explain Tom's conviction about Jerry's death and the paradox of Jerry being very much alive in the current situation.
    

    

    
      ‘…So that's why he was so certain.’
    

    

    
      Wondering if there was a story I didn't know, I tried to probe further on our way into the mine, but.
    

    

    
      “You're really not going to tell me?”
    

    

    
      “…This is your last warning.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Ask one more time, and I'll throw you right out of the mine.”
    

    

    
      He refused to answer, letting out a threat with his characteristic growl.
    

    

    
      However, his voice wasn't particularly laced with annoyance, so it seemed he regretted his own slip of the tongue.
    

    

    
      …Well. It wasn't that important anyway.
    

    

    
      Even if he didn't tell me right now, I would find out naturally once we got out of here.
    

    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown energy is at work.]
    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown effect is occurring in your body.]
    

    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Befitting its name, the Madman's Mine, the inside of the mine was packed with Quark.
    

    

    
      Not just the ceiling, but the walls, which stretched on endlessly, grew denser and denser with it.
    

    

    
      It emitted a bewitching red light.
    

    

    
      The intensifying red energy was unsettling in itself, and Tom, too, was frowning.
    

    

    
      “Can you handle it?”
    

    

    
      Seeing that he hadn't stopped walking even though the discomfort must have been growing stronger the deeper they went, I asked, and he answered with a slight lift of his lips.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “I'm not sure who should be worrying about whom right now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “My mental strength is not something you need to worry about.”
    

    

    
      A firm answer. It was a reply tinged with a bit of pride, accompanied by a scornful laugh.
    

    

    
      “…That's unexpected. The muscle-bound idiot being weak to mental attacks is a cliché.”
    

    

    
      “…You really don't know anything.”
    

    

    
      Shake shake-
    

    

    
      “…It's true that we of the Lycan Clan are born with overwhelming physical abilities, but to say our mental strength is weak is nonsense.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Because we value training the mind as much as we save time on physical training. Our innate resistance might be weak, but the mental fortitude of the Lycan Clan, forged through countless experiences, is by no means weak.”
    

    

    
      - Iryahyak!
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “…Worry about yourself. That Mutant over there seems a little different from the ones outside.”
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    

    
      Chwaaak-
    

    

    
      Keoheok!-
    

    

    
      Having barely torn away the massive tentacle constricting his neck, Tom Hardist gasped for air and hastily created distance.
    

    

    

    
      - Iryahyak!
    

    

    

    
      ‘…Impossible.’
    

    

    
      He had expected it to some extent.
    

    

    
      This was the only place in the Darkest Dungeon he hadn't personally entered, despite having traveled to almost every other corner of it.
    

    

    
      And it was a place that exuded such an unpleasant feeling that even he, someone who could scoff at most things, would unconsciously avoid it.
    

    

    
      As such, he knew that whatever resided within this 'Madman's Mine' would not be an easy opponent.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      But even so, this was too much.
    

    

    
      “…Hey. Snap out of it!!!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      U-jin didn't even flinch at the shout infused with Mana.
    

    

    
      Looking at U-jin, Tom's eyes were filled with such dismay that the word 'calamity' naturally came to mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…It wasn't even this bad when I fought the Mound Giant.’
    

    

    
      It had been quite some time to be called recent, but the most memorable prey Tom had encountered lately was the Mound Giant, located in the northernmost outskirts of the dungeon.
    

    

    
      An unidentifiable Demonic Species whose exact type was unknown, a monster that had established itself like a guardian of the 'Mound' in the northernmost outskirts long before Tom had even entered the dungeon.
    

    

    
      It was an opponent so difficult that Tom Hardist, who already reigned as the strongest in the dungeon, had to fight it continuously for two days.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't because Tom lacked skill.
    

    

    
      No matter how much of a veteran of the dungeon it was, or even that it was a Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      It couldn't penetrate his overwhelming durability, inherited from the rich blood of the Lycan Clan.
    

    

    
      The problem, however, was that Tom's attacks couldn't reach it either.
    

    

    
      Made of earth, no matter how many times he cut off its legs and arms, it would restore its body as if nothing had happened, and due to the Demon's peculiarity, it didn't even have a main body that could be precisely targeted.
    

    

    
      Tom was well aware that the best way to deal with it was to use Mana, but.
    

    

    
      He was naturally hopeless in that area, so he had no choice but to repeat only physical attacks.
    

    

    
      Even when Tom's attacks scattered its body, the Mound Giant would pull in surrounding earth and remake its body over and over.
    

    

    
      After two full days of what seemed like a meaningless back-and-forth.
    

    

    
      At the fleeting moment it revealed its true body due to a Mana Turbulence Phenomenon after exhausting all its Mana, Tom was finally able to defeat the Mound Giant.
    

    

    
      That was the most difficult target to hunt that Tom could remember in the dungeon.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    

    
      - Ihiyrak! Ihiiyrak!
    

    

    

    
      Tom could declare with certainty.
    

    

    
      After this battle was over.
    

    

    
      If someone were to ask him again about the 'strongest enemy he'd met in the dungeon,' the answer would not be the Mound Giant, but this nameless Magical Beast screaming its strange cry.
    

    

    
      It would be that tentacled Mutant Magical Beast.
    

    

    
      Chwaaak-
    

    

    
      Not only were his attacks ineffective.
    

    

    
      That Mutant Magical Beast was the first in the dungeon to inflict physical damage on Tom.
    

    

    
      The sensation of the tentacles tightening around his torso didn't just give him a bad feeling as usual; it was actually suffocating him.
    

    

    
      Tom, who had closed the distance lightly, thinking it would be no real blow as usual, had no choice but to recoil in astonishment and flee the spot.
    

    

    
      “Kgh…… It's not even a Demonic Species, so how in the world.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't a strict hierarchy, but.
    

    

    
      The ranking within the dungeon was somewhat clearly defined by the group one belonged to.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Species, thrown in with their hosts according to the will of The Order.
    

    

    
      Next were the Hero-class Punished who could handle Mana.
    

    

    
      And after them, the regular Punished.
    

    

    
      The Mutant Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      It was largely divided into these four group tiers, and from Tom's experience, the Demonic Species took up most of the pie when it came to those called 'strong' in the dungeon.
    

    

    
      But this Mutant Magical Beast was not a Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      Not only did he not feel their unique aura, but its appearance was ordinary enough that he could be certain it was a Mutant Magical Beast just by looking at it.
    

    

    
      A cephalopod-like Mutant Magical Beast with human-like limbs but a tentacled head.
    

    

    
      That's why he couldn't understand it.
    

    

    
      Why a mere Mutant Magical Beast could land an effective attack on him.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      If at least U-jin were with him, he thought he might have known something about the Mutant's inexplicable strength, but.
    

    

    
      …that wasn't possible.
    

    

    
      Because as soon as the battle began, U-jin had one arm severed and had fallen into a near-death state.
    

    

    

    
      『Kuaaack-!』
    

    

    

    
      U-jin, who had always maintained an air of inscrutable composure, failed to evade the tentacle of the Mutant Magical Beast they encountered inside the mine.
    

    

    
      His arm was severed by its first swing.
    

    

    
      A sudden and unexpected situation.
    

    

    

    
      『……!!!』
    

    

    

    
      Before Tom could even register the feeling of panic, his body moved first.
    

    

    
      Knowing better than anyone about the regenerative abilities of the Vampire Trait and its activation conditions.
    

    

    
      He had intended to activate the blood-sucking Trait before U-jin fell into a critical state.
    

    

    
      But surprisingly, even Tom's immediate counterattack failed to inflict any real damage on the Mutant Magical Beast, and its outstretched tentacle damaged him.
    

    

    
      Hastily creating distance upon the shocking realization that his attacks were ineffective was the full story of how he'd ended up in the current situation.
    

    

    
      ‘…What a goddamn mess.’
    

    

    
      There was no clear solution in sight.
    

    

    
      He was someone who preferred to break through with a direct approach rather than strategizing and weighing options, but.
    

    

    
      This time, it seemed his typical method of a frontal assault wouldn't work at all.
    

    

    
      But to retreat now.
    

    

    
      “Keoheok-.”
    

    

    
      U-jin's condition was too poor.
    

    

    
      His arm had been crushed and severed, bleeding profusely, and his pupils were unfocused as if he had already gone into shock.
    

    

    
      He was even coughing up blood, as if he had suffered internal injuries while being grabbed by the arm and flung around.
    

    

    
      If the Vampire Trait wasn't activated immediately, it wouldn't be strange for him to die on the spot.
    

    

    
      “…Dammit.”
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Thomas. You must protect your mother and your younger brother.』
    

    

    
      『…Tommy. *Cough-* At least Simon, you must…….』
    

    

    
      『Brother…… I don't want to die…… I don't want to die like this…….』
    

    

    

    
      Bad memories resurfaced.
    

    

    
      Unbearably painful voices pierced his ears and dug into his heart.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In truth, on the surface, this wasn't a situation that should have shaken Tom so much.
    

    

    
      He had only met U-jin yesterday, and their entire connection amounted to bumming a cigarette.
    

    

    
      The usual Tom wouldn't have been swayed by such a trivial matter.
    

    

    
      His heart might have felt a bit bitter, but frankly, U-jin wasn't that important of a person to him.
    

    

    
      But for Tom, the current event was not a problem on that level.
    

    

    
      A sense of powerlessness.
    

    

    
      The powerlessness of being unable to do anything despite having a duty right before his eyes was shaking Tom's heart, which had been barely holding on.
    

    

    
      That was Tom's Achilles' heel.
    

    

    
      It wasn't simply about failing to protect this person with whom he had an ambiguous relationship at this moment.
    

    

    
      It was the fact that he hadn't progressed a single step from his past self who couldn't protect his family.
    

    

    
      His past self, whom he could never forgive and hated more than anyone.
    

    

    
      The desperate powerlessness that came from not having moved a single step forward from that fucking past.
    

    

    
      That was what was breaking Tom down from the inside.
    

    

    

    
      『…Thomas.』
    

    

    
      『…Tommy.』
    

    

    
      『Brother…….』
    

    

    

    
      The voices, which had been faint, became increasingly vivid before his eyes, as if his Moonlight Syndrome had relapsed.
    

    

    
      Tom, cornered both emotionally and situationally.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      Rushed blindly at the Mutant.
    

    

    
      There was no plan.
    

    

    
      Just an emotional impulse, a feeling that he had to do it.
    

    

    

    
      - Ihiyrak!
    

    

    

    
      Needless to say, emotional turmoil is generally not very helpful.
    

    

    
      The tide of the battle remained the same; nothing had changed except that he was a little more agitated.
    

    

    
      Tom used his speed to thrust his sword dozens of times, but his blade failed to inflict any particular damage.
    

    

    
      And the tentacle that shot out with a strange sound tightened around his neck.
    

    

    
      Keoheok-
    

    

    
      As he was slowly fading out, about to lament this meaningless death…….
    

    

    
      At that moment.
    

    

    

    
      【Time to get up, don't you think?】
    

    

    

    
      A familiar voice rang out.
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      Tom couldn't understand the current situation.
    

    

    

    
      【Time to get up, don't you think?】
    

    

    

    
      The familiar voice he heard just before losing consciousness, his neck wrapped by a tentacle.
    

    

    
      Sreureuk-
    

    

    
      The moment the voice reached him, the tentacle that had been tightening around his neck as if to kill him, loosened.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the effect of a skill or magic.
    

    

    
      It contained no Mana; it was just a single phrase uttered in a flat tone.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      From Tom's perspective, it was so incomprehensible that the effect of a skill or magic would have been more believable.
    

    

    
      ‘…This is.’
    

    

    
      The voice that had just reached his ears…
    

    

    
      …was undoubtedly U-jin's, who should have already been in a near-death state.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Tom looked back with disbelief in his eyes.
    

    

    
      But the sight of U-jin he confirmed upon turning around was unchanged.
    

    

    
      His right arm was completely severed, his shoulder a mangled mess of flesh and blood, and beneath his listlessly open eyelids were pupils that had completely lost focus.
    

    

    
      He could be certain.
    

    

    
      Although the voice came from the U-jin lying behind him, U-jin was in no condition to speak.
    

    

    
      …Much less in such an impassive tone, not even a pained scream.
    

    

    
      ‘…What in the world.’
    

    

    
      A completely incomprehensible situation.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Turning his head forward again, Tom saw the Mutant that had driven him to the brink of death just moments ago.
    

    

    
      The Mutant's tentacles were bubbling and boiling, writhing bizarrely as it spun in place.
    

    

    
      As if it had never intended to kill him moments ago, it pulled up the corners of the hole that might have been its mouth, as if enjoying the situation.
    

    

    

    
      - Ihiiyrak!
    

    

    

    
      It was letting out a series of strange cries.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      At the ends of its outstretched tentacles, his family members were now captured, swaying back and forth.
    

    

    

    
      『…Thomas. You must protect your mother and your younger brother.』
    

    

    
      『…Tommy. *Cough-* At least Simon, you must…….』
    

    

    
      『Brother…… I don't want to die…… I don't want to die like this…….』
    

    

    

    
      Just as Tom remembered them from that horrifying past.
    

    

    
      Calling out to him with desperate screams.
    

    

    
      Grit-
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Although Tom felt another intense wave of agitation at the sight, he didn't charge in this time.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…Something.’
    

    

    
      Unlike before when he had lost his mind and charged, he knew now.
    

    

    
      He had realized that something, something was definitely wrong.
    

    

    
      The events unfolding before his eyes went beyond merely strange and had reached the realm of the bizarre.
    

    

    
      An incomprehensible context.
    

    

    
      A disjointed narrative.
    

    

    
      A paradox in itself.
    

    

    
      Buried in the intense emotions of the moment, he hadn't noticed, but looking back, it had been strange from the very beginning.
    

    

    
      How had that blunt, rounded tentacle severed U-jin's arm, and since when had he started using a sword?
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the sight of his long-dead family wrapped in the Mutant's tentacles, while certainly provocative, was not realistic.
    

    

    
      Like puzzle pieces jumbled and forced together, he hadn't noticed while fitting them one by one, but the completed picture was a complete mess.
    

    

    
      What should I call it.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      This felt less like reality and more like a dream.
    

    

    
      A mosaic made by haphazardly connecting fragments of emotion floating in his subconscious.
    

    

    
      It was utterly crude.
    

    

    
      And the moment Tom faced that fact.
    

    

    
      Saaaaat-
    

    

    
      He felt his consciousness rapidly ascending somewhere.
    

    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    

    
      Paat-
    

    

    
      Tom's eyes snapped open.
    

    

    
      “…Heok, heok.”
    

    

    
      The Mutant that had been before him was gone without a trace.
    

    

    
      In its place were claw marks that could only have been made by him.
    

    

    
      Dozens of grooves were carved crisscrossing the red-glowing Quark, a testament to how furiously he must have been clawing at it.
    

    

    
      Dugeun dugeun-
    

    

    
      His wildly pounding heart was proof of the lingering tension and the vividness of what had just happened.
    

    

    
      How long had it been?
    

    

    
      Tom couldn't even remember the last time he had gasped for breath like this.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Barely steadying his dazed, blurring vision, Tom turned his head to check behind him.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      U-jin greeted him nonchalantly.
    

    

    
      He was perfectly fine.
    

    

    
      Far from having a severed arm, he didn't even have a scratch.
    

    

    
      Of course, he was a mess with blood splattered here and there, but he had been like that since before they entered the mine.
    

    

    
      U-jin looked utterly serene.
    

    

    
      Around then.
    

    

    
      Tom roughly grasped the situation.
    

    

    
      “…Since when?”
    

    

    
      A Hallucination.
    

    

    
      He had been exposed to this red energy and fallen into a hallucination.
    

    

    
      No other possibility came to mind that could explain his recent experience.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Well.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don't know when it started either. I figured it out when you started screaming ‘Ihiiyrak!’ at the wall by yourself.”
    

    

    
      Tom let out a low groan at U-jin's shrugging reply.
    

    

    
      ‘…Was it from the very beginning?’
    

    

    
      The appearance of the Mutant itself was a lie.
    

    

    
      The very moment he had boasted about his 'mental strength' in front of U-jin, he had already been bewitched by this red energy, seeing hallucinations.
    

    

    
      In a way, it was a situation that could have hurt his pride, but the question that consumed Tom's mind first was 'how'.
    

    

    
      ‘…I didn't feel any sign of it.’
    

    

    
      It was an undeniable fact that the Lycan Clan, including himself, had a weakness in utilizing Mana.
    

    

    
      Especially Tom Hardist himself.
    

    

    
      But that was limited to the 'utilization' of Mana.
    

    

    
      As his physical performance was top-tier among the Beastkin, his sensory perception for detecting anomalies was unparalleled in its sensitivity.
    

    

    
      Just as his body was agile, his ability to sense the movement of Mana was also outstanding, something he could be confident in.
    

    

    
      In the first place, no matter how much the Demon's Singularity was restricted by the Mana Turbulence Phenomenon and the Quark's influence, physically hunting a Demonic Species like a Succubus was far beyond common sense.
    

    

    
      If such a thing were easily possible, The Order's Exorcists wouldn't have had such a hard time hunting Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      What made that impossible feat possible was, of course, largely his outstanding physical speed, but just as important was his sensory perception that could detect the movement of Mana down to the micro-level.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That's why he couldn't understand it even more.
    

    

    
      When the recent hallucination occurred.
    

    

    
      Tom hadn't felt any movement of Mana whatsoever.
    

    

    
      Not at the moment he entered the hallucination, nor during the moments he thought he was actually fighting the Mutant within it, did he sense any movement of Mana.
    

    

    
      That's why he had mistaken it for reality without any suspicion, despite the appearance of numerous bizarre phenomena and the arbitrary narrative.
    

    

    
      If it hadn't been for U-jin's dissonant voice in the middle, he might have kept scratching the wall until his fingernails broke.
    

    

    
      That fact came as quite a shock to Tom.
    

    

    
      For Tom, the Darkest Dungeon was a place he had lived in for decades.
    

    

    
      If this had happened in the Unexplored Lands beyond the outermost regions he had yet to visit, he could have accepted it to some extent, but he had never imagined experiencing something like this within a territory he knew.
    

    

    
      “…Do you know the reason?”
    

    

    
      Faced with an experience that far exceeded his expectations, all Tom could do was helplessly ask U-jin.
    

    

    
      The fact that he, a veteran of the dungeon, was asking a question to U-jin, who had just entered, was ridiculous in itself.
    

    

    
      But strangely, he asked as if it were the most natural thing to do.
    

    

    
      “You wouldn't understand even if I explained it.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “The Demonic Nature interference of Quark isn't something that can be explained conceptually in the first place. Just think of it as having a different mechanism of action.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So… if Mana is roughly a 4th-dimensional concept, then you could say a concept from a higher dimension intervened. Being familiar with Mana wasn't enough to overcome what just happened.”
    

    

    
      A concept from a higher dimension than Mana.
    

    

    
      As if proving that U-jin's words about him not understanding weren't just out of annoyance.
    

    

    
      Tom shook his head even at U-jin's simple explanation.
    

    

    
      “…I certainly don't get it.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “That's only natural.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      U-jin's words, ‘It's natural that you don't know,’ could have seemed arrogant at first glance.
    

    

    
      But Tom simply wiped the cold sweat from his brow and nodded.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      He had already guessed that there was something about U-jin that went beyond his own knowledge.
    

    

    
      And upon waking from that hallucinatory experience, he had vaguely realized one more thing.
    

    

    
      “…How in the world are you alright?”
    

    

    
      If the hallucination that had just occurred was really caused by exposure to this 'Quark' as U-jin said.
    

    

    
      Then U-jin had been exposed to the exact same environment as Tom.
    

    

    
      In that case, he should have seen the same hallucination.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    

    
      【Time to get up, don't you think?】
    

    

    

    
      The one who had woken him from the hallucination was clearly U-jin's voice.
    

    

    
      As if he had anticipated this phenomenon, and as if it had no effect on him whatsoever.
    

    

    
      His voice was laced with composure.
    

    

    
      “Is there some special way to overcome this hallucinatory phenomenon?”
    

    

    
      Although it was a bit embarrassing to ask, coming from someone who had just been flailing in a hallucination.
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, U-jin's level was several steps below Tom's.
    

    

    
      The only possibility that could explain U-jin being perfectly fine was that he knew a way to resist this bizarre hallucination called 'Quark's Demonic Nature interference'.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      “There isn't one.”
    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    
      U-jin's answer to Tom's question about a solution was a bit hard to understand.
    

    

    
      ‘…There isn't one?’
    

    

    
      It was hard to accept.
    

    

    
      Just a moment ago, the hallucination had vanished from his eyes.
    

    

    
      If there was no special way to overcome the hallucination, then U-jin's perfectly fine appearance couldn't be explained.
    

    

    
      Just like the story in the hallucination he had just seen.
    

    

    
      U-jin's words seemed to contradict themselves at first glance.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean by that? Then how are you alright?”
    

    
      *Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Do I look alright?”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's question, a corner of his mouth lifting into a smirk, Tom could only fall silent.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      It was a short phrase, but it helped him understand the current situation more than all the previous explanations combined.
    

    

    
      “You're not completely awake either.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You just came to your senses for a moment, so it disappeared. As long as we don't leave the mine, you can't escape it completely. It'll probably get stronger the deeper we go.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the now-silent Tom, U-jin let out another *pfft-* of a laugh and pulled a cigar from his pocket, placing it between his lips.
    

    

    
      Chiiik-
    

    

    
      “I see them too.”
    

    

    
      Then, U-jin lit it, took a drag, and added in a bitter tone along with the hazy smoke.
    

    

    
      “…I'm just.”
    

    

    
      Huu-
    

    

    
      “…enduring it.”
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      The Quark's Demonic Nature interference caused hallucinations.
    

    

    
      There was no way to escape it.
    

    

    
      It wouldn't matter if a high-ranking Cardinal from The Order's headquarters came, if a five-star Hero with a diamond medal came, or even if an Apostle, a messenger of a Constellation, came.
    

    

    
      Even I, who had defied the laws of the world and regressed through time, did not know the method.
    

    

    
      Just as Louis had said, the only person in the history of the Upper Plane who could be free from this nightmarish hallucination was the 'Saintess'.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Cough-.』
    

    

    
      『Brother…….』
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The blood-soaked image of Cheong-yi in her final moments from the first timeline tugged at my arm.
    

    

    
      『S-save me…….』
    

    

    
      『U-jin, you bastard… if only you, if only you survive…….』
    

    

    

    
      A member of the Suicide Squad begging for his life with his limbs severed, and another who was split in half in my place right before my eyes.
    

    

    

    
      『Kahahahat-!!!!』
    

    

    

    
      Even a madman, consumed by a Demonic Species, cutting down his own comrades.
    

    

    
      Intense and gruesome memories floating in my subconscious densely filled my vision.
    

    

    
      …It was the same for me.
    

    

    
      Regressing didn't give me a way to escape the hallucinations.
    

    

    
      It was just that, having experienced the turmoil of emotions to the point of exhaustion during the process of watching every member of the Suicide Squad die except for me, my tattered humanity merely helped me ignore it.
    

    

    
      There was no fundamental way to escape.
    

    

    

    
      『You… can do it.』
    

    

    
      『If it's you, U-jin…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      Countless voices pressed down heavily on my shoulders.
    

    

    
      Giving a rough nod to those voices I couldn't answer one by one, I ventured deeper and deeper.
    

    

    
      I wasn't particularly tense.
    

    

    
      The only thing I had to endure in here was the mental attack from the hallucination-inducing Quark; if what I knew was correct, there would be no target to fight physically.
    

    

    
      Teobeok teobeok-
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      As I walked, I glanced back.
    

    

    
      I wondered what kind of hallucination he was seeing.
    

    

    
      His teeth were gritting so hard that his whole body was trembling.
    

    

    
      His eyes were filled with intense fury, and his tightly clenched fists were digging into his own tough skin, drawing blood, heedless of the pain from his fingernails.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      Teok-
    

    

    
      He soon raised both hands to cover his ears and eyes.
    

    

    
      “…Tell me when we arrive.”
    

    

    
      It seemed he intended to give up his vision altogether.
    

    

    
      Of course, doing so wouldn't make the things he was seeing disappear, but it wasn't a useless act.
    

    

    
      The intensity of a hallucination fundamentally depends on the keenness of the five senses, and considering the acuity of his senses, simply blocking his sight and hearing would likely reduce the intensity of the hallucination quite a bit.
    

    

    
      *Pfft-*
    

    

    
      ‘…He’s holding up better than I thought.’
    

    

    
      Just as he had claimed, his mental strength was by no means weak.
    

    

    
      It was just that the intensity and mechanism of the hallucinations here were so far removed from the norm that he couldn't help but fall into them.
    

    

    
      If you brought in even veteran-level Heroes, eight or nine out of ten would start seeing hallucinations the moment they stepped inside the entrance.
    

    

    
      So, the fact that he could endure the hallucinations like this and keep walking certainly meant his mental strength was above average.
    

    

    
      Repeatedly experiencing the most intense traumas of one's life was not something one could withstand with ordinary resilience.
    

    

    
      Especially for someone like him, whose traumas ran so deep.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      I wouldn't have thought of bringing him in here in the first place if that weren't the case.
    

    

    
      Jeobeok jeobeok-
    

    

    
      How long had we been walking?
    

    

    
      “We're here.”
    

    

    
      Under the increasingly intense red light, we arrived at the end of the mine.
    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    
      A scalenohedron, redder than blood.
    

    

    
      Its color was at the very extreme of red, to the point where I wondered if an object of such a color could actually exist.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It wasn't my first time seeing it directly.
    

    

    
      It seemed a little redder and a little smaller than the image left in my memory.
    

    

    
      “Is it up ahead?”
    

    

    
      “See for yourself. Stop being a baby.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you're fine after coming this far, nothing bad will happen from a quick look.”
    

    

    
      I said, looking at the guy flailing his hands forward with his eyes closed.
    

    

    
      “…I can't.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean you can't—.”
    

    

    
      “I started getting hungry the moment I covered my eyes.”
    

    

    
      Flinch-
    

    

    
      The guy turned his head towards me and sniffed the air.
    

    

    
      “You smell quite good.”
    

    

    
      “Get lost.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Then just keep them closed.”
    

    

    
      Pushing the back of the guy spouting strange(?) nonsense and pinning him to the wall, I approached the Source Stone of the Quark.
    

    

    
      The unsettling feeling that subtly coated my skin grew stronger, and with it, a thought suddenly came to mind.
    

    

    
      I remembered the story I had heard about this Source Stone before my regression.
    

    

    

    
      『The Darkest Dungeon itself might be the corpse of a Primordial Demonic Beast.』
    

    

    
      『…What?』
    

    

    
      『No, it would be more accurate to say it's sleeping rather than a corpse.』
    

    

    

    
      The one who had served as the brains of the Suicide Squad, nicknamed 'the Witch', had put forth a hypothesis that sounded utterly novel to me at the time.
    

    

    
      The hypothesis that this Darkest Dungeon itself might be an ancient Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    

    
      『If you think of this dungeon as the body of a Primordial Demonic Beast, then the Quark's Source Stone is its digestive and excretory organ.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Well, a Primordial Demonic Beast can't be perfectly analogized to a human structure like that, but that's the gist of it.』
    

    

    

    
      I thought it was ridiculous at the time, but thinking about it now, it was a rather plausible hypothesis.
    

    

    
      『It lures, creates, digests, and absorbs Magical Beasts… and spits out the leftover dregs.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Although describing Quark as the dregs of the Source Stone and explaining its autogenesis as a type of 'excretory activity' was somewhat crude, there was no particular flaw to be found in the logic's progression.
    

    

    

    
      『Simply put, it's a mouth and an anus at the same time.』
    

    

    
      『…Like you?』
    

    

    

    
      Of course, Quark itself wasn't an item that deserved to be simply nicknamed 'dregs'.
    

    

    
      Although it was true that when it couldn't self-generate and became full of Demonic Nature, its luring energy grew stronger, it at least possessed the core effect of absorbing Demonic Nature.
    

    

    
      In reality, without Quark, Exorcists would not have been able to exert as much suppressive force on the activities of Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      Perhaps, by failing to block the disturbances of those Demonic Species, the War against Demons might have ended long ago.
    

    

    
      Shake shake-
    

    

    
      ‘…Anyway.’
    

    

    
      That wasn't what was important.
    

    

    
      Whether the Darkest Dungeon was related to a Primordial Demonic Beast or not.
    

    

    
      That was something I could worry about after everything was over; the immediate task was to detach this Source Stone in front of me.
    

    

    
      I couldn't gauge how long that guy Tom could last inside this madman's mine.
    

    

    
      I needed to retrieve the Source Stone as quickly as possible.
    

    

    
      Tup-
    

    

    
      Therefore, without long deliberation, I grabbed the thumb-sized Source Stone embedded in the center of the mine wall.
    

    

    
      And, putting strength into my hand, I pulled to pluck the Source Stone out—.
    

    

    
      “…Uh.”
    

    

    
      Once more.
    

    

    
      Grip-
    

    

    
      “…Huh.”
    

    

    
      …There was a problem.
    

    

    
      Grunt-
    

    

    
      “…Why won't this come out?”
    

    

    
      The bonding strength between the Source Stone and the Quark was greater than I had expected.
    

    

    
      Even when I used both hands and pulled with all my might, the Source Stone wouldn't come out.
    

    

    
      I even activated my Mana Circuit while pulling, but the Source Stone held its ground as if it wouldn't budge.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      No, what expectation?
    

    

    
      Who in the world would go to pull out a Quark's Source Stone thinking about its bonding strength?
    

    

    
      This was a completely unexpected type of problem.
    

    

    
      I had prepared for what to do if that guy Tom went crazy from the hallucinations and attacked me, but I had never imagined a scenario like this.
    

    

    
      To think I couldn't dig out the Quark with my own strength.
    

    

    
      …Of course.
    

    

    
      That didn't mean I had to give up on the Quark here.
    

    

    
      Although I was stuck in an unexpected place, there was still room to improvise.
    

    

    
      “Tom.”
    

    

    
      “…Why do you call.”
    

    

    
      When I called out to the guy sitting facing the wall, he answered immediately, seeming to be in a decent state for now.
    

    

    
      “Still hungry?”
    

    

    
      “…It's bearable.”
    

    

    
      “Then come here and try pulling this out. It won't come out with my strength.”
    

    

    
      Tom's brow furrowed as if he had misheard.
    

    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    

    
      “This, the Quark. It won't come out.”
    

    

    
      I repeated myself to the questioning guy, and from beneath his hands covering his eyes, the corners of his mouth curled up into a smirk.
    

    

    
      “So you have a weakness after all.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A man asking for help opening a bottle cap is only acceptable until he's ten. It's quite unseemly.”
    

    

    
      “…What's unseemly about it when you have both eyes covered… and it's not a bottle cap, it's a Quark. A Source Stone.”
    

    

    
      The guy stood up from his spot, looking satisfied, and slowly stepped forward, waving one hand in front of him.
    

    

    
      “This is a favor you asked of me. With this, I should be able to repay all my debts.”
    

    

    
      “…Say that after you pull it out, punk.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Do you think I would be unable to pull out a mere pebble like this?”
    

    

    
      Having reached me by following my voice, the guy spoke to me, still waving his hand with both eyes closed.
    

    

    
      “Where is it? This way?”
    

    

    
      “No, the other side.”
    

    

    
      Shake shake-
    

    

    
      “Here?”
    

    

    
      “A little lower.”
    

    

    
      “This is it.”
    

    

    
      “No, a little higher. It's smaller than you think.”
    

    

    
      Was it due to the discrepancy from the difference in our body sizes?
    

    

    
      Even at my word 'a little', the guy moved his hand in large strides, and even after fumbling for a long time, he couldn't accurately grab the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Haa-
    

    

    
      Unable to watch any longer, I grabbed his arm and guided it directly to the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      “…This isn't some claw machine game.”
    

    

    
      Grip-
    

    

    
      “That's it. Try pulling that. See if it comes out.”
    

    

    
      “Is it very hard?”
    

    

    
      “Quite.”
    

    

    
      “Hmph-.”
    

    

    
      A smile bloomed on his lips once more.
    

    

    
      “Let me show you the difference in our strength.”
    

    

    
      Then, as if he had strongly activated his Mana Circuit, the muscles in his right arm bulged and veins popped out.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin's unique physical enhancement technique.
    

    

    
      It seemed he was partially using 'Beastification'.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      I did wonder if he really needed to go that far, but I didn't say it out loud.
    

    

    
      Not only was it not my place to say anything since I couldn't pull it out myself, but he also seemed quite pleased that I needed him.
    

    

    
      He seemed to think that with this, he could surely repay his debt of gratitude.
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      Bu-deu-deu-deuk-
    

    

    
      The guy's arm, filled with strength, dug into the Quark.
    

    

    
      And the moment he pulled out the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      ‘…Huh?’
    

    

    
      Faced with the disaster, I felt the illusion that time was slowing down.
    

    

    
      Buuung-
    

    

    
      He hadn't failed to pull out the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was just a lack of strength on my part, because the moment that guy Tom pulled with all his might, the Source Stone safely came out from between the Quark.
    

    

    
      …The problem was that the Source Stone, which had come out from between the Quark, was not in his hand.
    

    

    
      He had succeeded in pulling out what was stuck between the Quark, but perhaps it had slipped due to excessive force, the Source Stone had escaped his hand.
    

    

    
      *Hap-*
    

    

    
      The escaped Quark flew towards my mouth as if it were aimed.
    

    

    
      The strong impact that hit my throat made me reflexively swallow my saliva.
    

    

    
      Gulp-
    

    

    
      And with that, the Quark's Source Stone went into my stomach.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      That was the problem.
    

  
    Chapter 120: Madman's Mine (6)

    
      I was screwed.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Warning! You have ingested a substance of unknown identity.]
    

    

    
      [An unknown mana attempts to take control of your body.]
    

    

    

    
      There was no doubt about it, I was truly screwed.
    

    

    

    
      “Hmph. As expected of my powerful back.”
    

    

    
      “…You son of a bitch.”
    

    

    
      “Hey, look carefully. It couldn't withstand my immense power and flew backwards.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I definitely pulled it out.”
    

    

    
      I wondered if he even knew what he had just done.
    

    

    
      That guy Tom was already covering his ears again, speaking to me while marveling at his own back muscles.
    

    

    
      I wanted to smack him on the back of the head for that shameless muttering, but unfortunately, I wasn't given the leisure.
    

    

    
      Solving the immediate problem was hundreds of times more urgent than arguing over who was at fault.
    

    

    
      Riiip-
    

    

    
      First, I tore the Signal Card that guy Louis had given me from my pocket.
    

    

    

    

    
      [The activation condition for ‘Artifact: Signal Card’ has been met.]
    

    

    
      [The embedded effect is activated.]
    

    

    
      [Target: Leonardo Louis Button]
    

    

    

    

    
      Originally, I had planned to tear it after talking with that guy Tom a little more, but it seemed I wouldn't have that luxury.
    

    

    
      One way or another, the Quark's Source Stone had been extracted, and since our business was done, I needed to summon him to get out of here.
    

    

    
      …Although if the worst-case scenario happened, all of this would become meaningless.
    

    

    
      Still, if it was a situation where I could do something about it, it seemed right to call him first.
    

    

    
      Next.
    

    

    
      Ugh-
    

    

    
      Was to vomit the Quark back out.
    

    

    
      Forcing my fingers down my throat to induce vomiting.
    

    

    
      I pushed and scraped my fingers deeper than they had ever gone before, but.
    

    

    
      Along with dry heaves, only yellow stomach acid came up; the Source Stone, already deep inside my body, showed no sign of coming out.
    

    

    
      “Damn it……”
    

    

    
      Realizing that method was impossible, I quickly pulled the ‘Nameless Sword's Fragment’ from my pocket.
    

    

    
      If vomiting it out was impossible, then I had to cut it out, even if it meant tearing open my stomach.
    

    

    
      A torn abdomen could be stitched back up, but a person who lost their mind to the Quark could never return.
    

    

    
      I knew this better than anyone.
    

    

    
      What it meant to swallow a Quark.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It was difficult to define Quark as strictly living or non-living.
    

    

    
      But if one had to classify it, Quark was closer to a living being than an inanimate object.
    

    

    
      Unlike inanimate objects whose entire existence was just that, existence, Quark had a purpose, just like other living beings.
    

    

    
      The only difference from humans or other creatures was that its focus was not on ‘survival’ but on ‘being eaten’.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Nature interference seemed to act randomly, but it too was ultimately a form of enticement to make something swallow the Quark's main body.
    

    

    
      The Mutants outside the mine were an example of this, and while intelligent beings like that guy Tom would instinctively be wary of the Quark, they would eventually swallow it or embed it somewhere in their bodies after succumbing to its hallucinations.
    

    

    
      I had seen more people fall prey to Quark in the 1st Regression than I could count.
    

    

    
      And I remembered their common end vividly.
    

    

    
      First, they lost their reason, then they showed aggression that didn't distinguish between friend or foe, and then their internal Mana Circuit would overload, causing their bodies to explode and die.
    

    

    
      …That was the end for those who swallowed a Quark.
    

    

    
      ‘A Quark.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And what had now forced its way down my throat was the Source Stone, which could be called the very origin and mother of all Quark.
    

    

    
      Even I had never seen a madman who swallowed a Source Stone, so I couldn't predict exactly what would happen next.
    

    

    
      But at the very least, I didn't think the outcome would be any better than that of those who swallowed a normal Quark.
    

    

    
      What's more.
    

    

    
      ‘…No way.’
    

    

    
      The hypothesis that the Witch had told me.
    

    

    

    
      『The Darkest Dungeon itself might be the corpse of a Primordial Demonic Beast.』
    

    

    

    
      If the hypothesis that this Darkest Dungeon itself might be a Primordial Demonic Beast was actually true.
    

    

    
      And if, as discussed in that hypothesis, the role of this Quark was that of a 'digestive organ' that absorbed and stored Demonic Nature.
    

    

    
      Then perhaps this incident wouldn't just end with the cost of my life.
    

    

    
      It might be an event that pulled the apocalypse—the one the Demon King brought after conquering the entire continent at the end of the War against Demons—right to our doorstep.
    

    

    
      An object that absorbed Demonic Nature, which served as the energy for a Primordial Demonic Beast, couldn't possibly exist for the sole purpose of blind 'storage'.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I tried to tear open my stomach right away and pull out that abominable gem.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      Flinch-
    

    

    
      The muscles in both my arms, which were about to stab my stomach, were momentarily paralyzed, and the system window sent a signal that the situation had already left my control.
    

    

    

    
      [An unknown mana is taking control of your body.]
    

    

    

    
      Saaaaaaah-
    

    

    
      A dark red energy seeped out from the seven orifices of my face, and my limbs twisted grotesquely.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just the outside that was moving strangely.
    

    

    
      The inside was in big trouble in its own way.
    

    

    
      Hwiiiiik-
    

    

    
      My Mana Circuit activated on its own, circulating the mana within my body like mad.
    

    

    

    
      [Warning! The Mana Circuit is overloading beyond its limit!]
    

    

    

    
      Like an electronic device with its limiter removed, the Mana Circuit heated up tautly, pulling out its maximum output despite the system window's warning.
    

    

    
      Hwiiiiiiik-
    

    

    
      The superheated Mana Circuit went beyond activation and began to overload as if its purpose was to explode.
    

    

    
      The dark red energy leaking from my body had already filled the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Hwiiiiiiiiiiiiik-
    

    

    
      My body trembled, unable to handle the insane rotation of the Mana Circuit, and my jaw opened on its own.
    

    

    

    

    
      【ωºαĳĿ? ÞŒĳα-.】
    

    

    

    

    
      An unholy language spewed forth, regardless of my will.
    

    

    
      It caused the dark red mist obscuring my vision to spread even further.
    

    

    

    

    
      【ωºαĳĿ? ÞŒĳα-.】
    

    

    

    

    
      Something, I had an ominous intuition that something unbearable was arriving at this place.
    

    

    
      My vision grew distant. My body was uncontrollable.
    

    

    
      An immense terror that the body of a mortal could not possibly bear.
    

    

    
      Just before the third utterance could part my lips and burst out.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      For an instant, I lost consciousness as I watched everything in my vision turn black.
    

    

    

    

    
      ***
    

    

    

    
      …A black, murky vision.
    

    

    
      My ears were muffled as if submerged in water.
    

    

    
      A powerlessness that left me unable to move a single hair.
    

    

    
      An absolute stupor.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      U-jin continued to fall within a pure void, devoid of any sound, smell, sight, or feeling.
    

    

    
      As if a weight had been tied to his ankles and he had been thrown into the abyss.
    

    

    
      Down, down.
    

    

    
      Endlessly, endlessly.
    

    

    
      Into the fathomless depths of nothingness.
    

    

    
      ‘…I'm sure.’
    

    

    
      It felt like there were things he had to do just a moment ago.
    

    

    
      But U-jin couldn't properly recall those memories.
    

    

    
      What he had to do, who he was, anything at all.
    

    

    
      He couldn't remember.
    

    

    
      …But the emotion U-jin felt in his heart at that moment was 'comfort'.
    

    

    
      He didn't want to struggle to recall memories that wouldn't surface.
    

    

    
      This current powerlessness was, in fact, comfortable.
    

    

    
      He didn't know what it was, but in this state, there was nothing he could do, nor was there any need to.
    

    

    
      It felt like if he just remained submerged in this powerlessness, he could disappear, forgetting even the fact that there was something he had to do.
    

    

    
      To fade away and away, to become a single speck of dust and vanish, and with that…….
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    

    

    
      【…Contractor.】
    

    

    

    

    
      Hwaaaak-
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      A reverent voice from somewhere awakened his blocked five senses.
    

    

    
      As if a vanished soul was being resurrected.
    

    

    
      The curtain of stupor that had shielded U-jin's senses was lifted, his focus returned, and his fading memories came back.
    

    

    
      And the moment he regained his senses, what existed before U-jin's eyes was.
    

    

    

    
      【…Why have you swallowed that.】
    

    

    

    
      A colossal eye, its size impossible to gauge.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was a pupil so massive that it seemed more fitting to call it a gigantic living creature in itself, rather than an eye.
    

    

    
      Its size was so overwhelming that he had to move his head just to catch the edge of the pupil in his vision.
    

    

    
      And as he stared back at the eye that had called him 'Contractor'.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Source Stone.’
    

    

    
      U-jin was able to recall the memory from just before he lost consciousness.
    

    

    
      He had swallowed the Source Stone and tried to cut it out of his stomach, but it seemed he had collapsed from the Source Stone's encroachment, which was faster.
    

    

    
      An unexpected accident, and a failure to deal with it.
    

    

    
      It was a situation where he would have no complaints even if it led to immediate death.
    

    

    
      After all, what he had swallowed was none other than the Source Stone of Quark.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      The reason U-jin hadn't lost his life immediately and had instead entered this abyss of his subconscious was.
    

    

    

    

    
      【Do you truly not know that your one act… could ruin everything.】
    

    

    

    

    
      “…I know.”
    

    

    

    
      【…Then why.】
    

    

    

    
      “…If I had recited up to the third sentence, it probably wouldn't have ended with just death. It wasn't on purpose. It was an accident.”
    

    

    
      It was because this giant eye residing in U-jin's subconscious—or more accurately, the owner of this eye—had intervened in U-jin's body.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      As if guessing the general situation just by looking at the eye, U-jin let out a smirk and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…I didn't expect to see you this soon, though.”
    

    

    

    
      【A hand… has been lent.】
    

    

    

    
      The meaning of those words was self-evident.
    

    

    
      It meant that it had made the Quark's Source Stone U-jin swallowed unable to perform its function anymore.
    

    

    
      A normal person would naturally first ask how that was even possible.
    

    

    
      But U-jin threw a pointless joke as if he wasn't even curious about such things.
    

    

    
      “…When I get out, it's not like I'll be barely alive, right? Like my head is attached to my butt, or I'm running with my arms.”
    

    

    

    

    
      【…It shall not be a problem… It is better for you to finish what you must do.】
    

    

    

    
      Of course, the eye did not respond to U-jin's joke.
    

    

    
      It completely ignored U-jin's smiling jest and recited only what it had to say.
    

    

    

    

    
      【…Do not act rashly… for you are a mortal.】
    

    

    

    
      U-jin nodded once at the eye's warning.
    

    

    
      Frankly, under normal circumstances, it was a bizarre appearance and experience that wouldn't be strange even if one fainted again in their subconscious out of sheer terror.
    

    

    
      If a human could feel the wonder of nature just by looking at the strange rocks of a high mountain.
    

    

    
      Then the awe inspired by a giant eye of immeasurable size was beyond words.
    

    

    
      But, strangely, U-jin was accepting the eye's existence as if it were natural.
    

    

    
      As if he knew what it was, and was even familiar with it.
    

    

    

    
      【Remember… the terms of the contract still stand.】
    

    

    

    
      “…Of course.”
    

    

    

    
      【You must…….】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【Before you die, you must…….】
    

    

    

    
      The eye, which was about to give some kind of warning, stopped its voice.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Kureung-
    

    

    
      The eyelid covering the giant eye closed slightly.
    

    

    

    

    
      【Aah-.】
    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      【…My intervention ends here…….】
    

    

    

    
      Like an old man on his deathbed, the eye muttered and, closing its half-shut eyelid the rest of the way, said.
    

    

    

    
      【…There will be… a time to meet again…….】
    

    

    

    
      “…Let's.”
    

    

    
      The moment U-jin accepted the farewell, the eye's lid closed.
    

    

    
      And in the world that went dark the instant it shut, U-jin felt his vision flicker once more.
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      “…….”
    

    

    
      The Exorcist's base of operations.
    

    

    
      It was the dead of night when everyone was asleep, but Leonardo Louis Button was still sitting in his office.
    

    

    
      …It wasn't that he was doing something urgent.
    

    

    
      He was just sitting with a single candle lit, repeatedly opening and closing an empty Gold Cube.
    

    

    
      Dal-kak-
    

    

    
      Seureureuk-
    

    

    
      How long had he been repeating this?
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      Louis muttered, a corner of his mouth lifting into a smirk.
    

    

    
      “…Anxious.”
    

    

    
      It was a feeling he hadn't experienced in a very long time.
    

    

    
      After changing his appearance to suppress his emotional turmoil, his feelings rarely showed on the surface.
    

    

    
      For Louis, who, as a Priest, valued controlling his emotions, this was a matter that hurt his pride.
    

    

    
      Of course, he couldn't deny the existence of the feeling of anxiety itself.
    

    

    
      The very fact that he was still awake, clicking the cube open and shut, was clear proof of his own anxiety.
    

    

    
      “…Impressive in many ways.”
    

    

    
      The reason for his anxiety was, of course, U-jin, who was wandering the dungeon even at this very moment.
    

    

    
      Dal-kak-
    

    

    
      In fact, looking at it objectively, it wasn't a situation where Louis should feel anxious.
    

    

    
      It was The Order's judge, not him, who had thrown U-jin into the Darkest Dungeon, and strictly speaking, U-jin was simply paying the price for what he had done.
    

    

    
      While it was true there were disagreements about the severity of the crime and the verdict, there was no need for Louis to feel responsible for U-jin.
    

    

    
      Seureureuk-
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      If he had to pick one reason, it would be that he had made another proposal to U-jin, who was originally supposed to serve his sentence in the Darkest Dungeon and get out.
    

    

    
      And the fact that this proposal was quite dangerous for U-jin could spark a shred of responsibility, but even that wasn't something Louis had forced.
    

    

    
      Louis had merely made a proposal, and it was strictly U-jin himself who had decided to accept it.
    

    

    
      It was U-jin's choice, and since Louis's proposal offered an ‘Indulgence’ as a reward, Louis couldn't exactly be said to have the upper hand.
    

    

    
      Rather, if successful, it was a deal that could be considered more advantageous for U-jin, given the value of the Indulgence.
    

    

    
      In fact, it was a decision Louis himself had made after much deliberation.
    

    

    
      So, what was the reason for this ‘anxiety’ that kept him up night after night?
    

    

    
      Tak-
    

    

    
      “…I hope it's possible.”
    

    

    
      Louis muttered as he put down the Gold Cube and took out the Signal Card.
    

    

    
      …That was it.
    

    

    
      He had simply called it anxiety.
    

    

    
      But anxiety wasn't a feeling defined solely by ‘worry or unease’.
    

    

    
      Sometimes, anxiety was also triggered by ‘anticipation’.
    

    

    
      The reason Louis had been feeling anxious was less the anxiety of worrying that something might happen to U-jin, and more a feeling mixed with a certain ‘anticipation’.
    

    

    
      The anticipation that U-jin might succeed in ‘extracting the Quark's Source Stone,’ something no one but the ‘Saintess’ had ever accomplished.
    

    

    
      It was because of that anticipation that he was losing sleep at night, feeling anxious.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Staring at the Signal Card, which was shining brightly on its own, Louis suddenly took out the necklace from his breast pocket.
    

    

    
      Thinking of U-jin had suddenly brought back memories of the Saintess.
    

    

    

    
      『I'll be in your care.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Priest Louis.』
    

    

    

    
      He had once served the Saintess.
    

    

    
      It was quite some time ago now, during his days as a Priest before receiving the title of Inquisitor.
    

    

    
      Among the various duties he had undertaken to become a High Priest, ‘serving the Saintess’ was one of them.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the first duty he'd been assigned, nor was it particularly difficult, but it was the one Louis himself would admit he was the most ‘clumsy’ at.
    

    

    
      Paradoxically, that was why it was the most memorable duty for Louis.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Thinking back on it now, Louis thought it was a great fortune that he had served the Saintess back then.
    

    

    
      Though he was a Priest, until that time, he had hoped to become an Inquisitor not out of a sense of mission or any lofty, noble belief.
    

    

    
      It was simply because it was the highest position he could attain.
    

    

    
      If he had ascended to this position for such a shallow reason, without ever having met the Saintess, the Leonardo Louis Button of today would not exist.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the meaning the ‘Saintess’ held for Louis was bound to be significant.
    

    

    
      Louis was inspired by the Saintess's character and inner self, which were on a different level from others.
    

    

    
      He had become a Priest because he had always believed in God, but it was only after meeting her that he gained a faith that made him truly proud to call himself a priest of God.
    

    

    
      The thought that someone born a human could be so benevolent and self-sacrificing was, for him, tantamount to a re-proof of God's existence.
    

    

    
      Admiration? Compassion?
    

    

    
      He himself couldn't pinpoint what emotion he had felt for her in those days, what meaning she had given him beyond being the subject of his service.
    

    

    
      But one thing was certain.
    

    

    
      She was the most important person in Louis's life.
    

    

    
      And she was a person desperately needed by The Order, and by the countless people of the continent suffering under the Demon King.
    

    

    

    
      『…Sir Button. I am fine.』
    

    

    

    
      Of course, such thoughts existed only in Louis's mind.
    

    

    
      The Saintess, who was once said to be the one who would revive The Order and the key to the War against Demons, had ironically now become a figure whose name was most avoided.
    

    

    
      ‘Blasphemy.’
    

    

    
      She was imprisoned under such a ridiculous false accusation.
    

    

    
      Although her sentence wasn't finalized as the final trial hadn't taken place, she was already being secretly referred to as a ‘dissident’ and treated no differently from The Order's traitor, Isaac Einstein.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Louis, who knew the Saintess's true character better than anyone, thought the accusation was absurd and had even visited her in person.
    

    

    
      But he couldn't take any significant action due to the Saintess's refusal, saying she would accept only his sentiment.
    

    

    
      He could only secretly investigate the details of the case while pondering various methods in his own mind.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Then, I'll see you then.』
    

    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      For a moment, U-jin's face overlapped with the image of the Saintess drawn in his mind.
    

    

    
      “…A Saint?”
    

    

    
      Muttering a ridiculous joke, Louis chuckled and shook his head.
    

    

    
      The two were so dissimilar that the expression ‘not at all’ was an understatement.
    

    

    
      Compared to the benevolent Saintess, U-jin had a strangely cunning side.
    

    

    
      And the Saintess's words and deeds were so sacred that it was audacious to even compare U-jin to her.
    

    

    
      But strangely, Louis got a similar feeling from U-jin as he did from the Saintess.
    

    

    
      How should he put it?
    

    

    
      Just as the Saintess had helped Louis grow one step further as a Priest, U-jin also seemed to be a person who could help him reach the next step—that was what they had in common, perhaps.
    

    

    
      He was an unknown man, but at least he seemed important.
    

    

    
      No, the expression ‘he has already become important’ was more accurate now.
    

    

    
      There had never been a person Louis had taken this much interest in and intervened with, and from the moment he made the deal with the Indulgence on the line, Louis had been placing this much hope in U-jin.
    

    

    
      ‘An important person for some unknown reason.’
    

    

    
      It was a vague description with no clear answers, but to Louis, that was truly his definition of U-jin.
    

    

    
      Whether their acquaintance was short or long, no further description was possible.
    

    

    
      To simply call him a Plane Transcendent from a Lower-Dimensional Plane left too many things unexplained.
    

    

    
      And he knew nothing of the hidden truths or secrets behind those unexplained parts.
    

    

    
      The only guess he could make was from the fact that, unlike his ordinary appearance, his Demonic Nature value was absurdly low, comparable to the Saintess's.
    

    

    
      A vague guess that the class of his soul was different from that of ordinary people.
    

    

    
      There were still many parts that didn't make sense, but this was how Louis defined the U-jin he had experienced so far.
    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    
      Well, anyway.
    

    

    
      That was a story that would only have meaning if U-jin succeeded in extracting the Quark's Source Stone and sent a signal with this Signal Card.
    

    

    
      If U-jin ultimately couldn't get out of the Darkest Dungeon, the conclusion of this deliberation was bound to be that U-jin was wrong.
    

    

    
      “…Succeed, Mr. Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      …It went without saying, but Louis hadn't made a deal with U-jin simply to extract the Quark's Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Of course, as the head of the Exorcists who hunt Demonic Species, the shortage of Quark was a top priority issue to be solved.
    

    

    
      But if Quark was truly his only goal, rather than waiting on a low-probability bet of extracting the Source Stone, it would have been much safer and more probable for Louis to go out and mine Quark himself.
    

    

    
      The reason he had made the deal with U-jin, offering an Indulgence, was because he had another purpose besides the Quark.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Saintess.』
    

    

    
      『Speak, Priest Louis.』
    

    

    
      『…Are you the one the messiah spoke of in the prophecy?』
    

    

    

    
      Back when Louis was a Priest.
    

    

    
      When he was deeply inspired by the Saintess, Louis had asked her a question.
    

    

    
      He asked if she was the person the messiah had spoken of in the prophecy.
    

    

    
      Though it was in the form of a question, in his heart at the time, Louis was somewhat certain.
    

    

    
      More than anyone he had ever seen, the Saintess resembled the character and appearance of the messiah described in the scriptures.
    

    

    
      If the prophecy was true, he had thought the protagonist must be the Saintess.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    

    
      『Hehe. No.』
    

    

    

    
      Her answer to his question was swift and firm.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Pardon?』
    

    

    

    
      A swift and firm denial.
    

    

    
      An immediate response without a hint of hesitation.
    

    

    

    
      『I am not such a great person.』
    

    

    

    
      The words she added were also hard for Louis to agree with.
    

    

    
      She was the living witness of miracles, who had caused more signs and wonders than anyone and had personally extracted the Source Stone of Quark, which was called the demon's stone.
    

    

    
      If she wasn't a great person, then who in the world was?
    

    

    
      But Louis's mouth, about to retort, was stopped by her next words.
    

    

    

    
      『Hehe… I'll tell you this in advance, Sir Louis. The one who will come after me is a far greater person.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Of course, I don't know if they will come or not…….』
    

    

    

    
      It was an incomprehensible story.
    

    

    
      For the Louis of that time.
    

    

    
      And for the Louis looking back now.
    

    

    
      But he had a vague inkling.
    

    

    
      Even if he didn't look like it on the surface, and even if no one else thought so.
    

    

    
      If, as the Saintess said, someone was truly destined to come after her.
    

    

    
      The thought that it might be U-jin.
    

    

    
      In the end, that was why Louis had asked U-jin to extract the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Of course, just extracting the Source Stone wouldn't be substantial evidence to be certain of anything.
    

    

    
      But if he could do that much, Louis felt he could be inwardly convinced.
    

    

    
      He had offered up his own Indulgence and made the request because he thought that even if it couldn't be physical proof to show others, it could at least become a personal conviction for himself.
    

    

    
      And U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…This is.”
    

    

    
      Did not betray Louis's faith.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    

    
      [The activation condition for ‘Artifact: Signal Card’ has been met.]
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      Flash-
    

    

    
      The vision filled with blackness cleared, and his five senses vaguely awakened.
    

    

    
      A bustling, noisy sound intruded, and in his vision, where the darkness had lifted, a familiar face was present.
    

    

    
      “Have you come to your senses?”
    

    

    
      “…Louis Button?”
    

    

    
      “It took you longer than I thought. I expected you to wake up soon.”
    

    

    
      He rubbed his eyes and looked again, but it was the same.
    

    

    
      Leonardo Louis Button.
    

    

    
      A person who shouldn't be in this place.
    

    

    
      At the appearance of this unfamiliar piece of the puzzle, the situation before he lost consciousness flashed before his eyes like a panorama, and he roughly grasped the current situation through his five senses.
    

    

    
      ‘…Did he see the Signal Card and come all the way here?’
    

    

    
      He thought it had only been a moment, but it seemed quite some time had passed while he was unconscious.
    

    

    
      Even knowing the location via the Signal Card, the distance from the entrance to this place wasn't one that could be traveled easily.
    

    

    
      Thump- thump-
    

    

    
      The much clearer beat of his heart and a foreign sensation near his heart.
    

    

    
      ‘…That was dangerous.’
    

    

    
      The experience he just had was so perilous that the word ‘dangerous’ wasn't enough to describe it.
    

    

    
      Just being near the Quark's Source Stone should have been dangerous, let alone swallowing it.
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      ‘Unbelievable, really.’
    

    

    
      It was a disaster born from a series of coincidences.
    

    

    
      A terrible disaster that he could never have resolved on his own.
    

    

    
      If that guy hadn't been there, his Regression, the Demon King Hunt project, everything would have ended right here.
    

    

    
      No matter how brilliant his plans and goals were, it would all be for naught if he died.
    

    

    
      ‘…For now, it shouldn't be an immediate problem.’
    

    

    
      The saving grace was that guy's intervention.
    

    

    
      He didn't know how the Quark that had invaded his body was dealt with, but as long as that guy had handled it somehow, he could rest easy.
    

    

    
      ‘Then, next is…….’
    

    

    
      As he retraced his thoughts to grasp the current situation, something caught his attention.
    

    

    
      ‘He waited?’
    

    

    
      The moment he activated the Signal Card, Louis would have taken it as a sign that he had extracted the Quark's Source Stone and would execute the Indulgence. If he had arrived to find him unconscious, the right thing to do would have been to transport him immediately.
    

    

    
      After all, this was a foreign space filled with heinous criminals and Mutants, not a place the Priests of The Order would want to linger in.
    

    

    
      But Louis had clearly said so.
    

    

    
      ‘It took you longer than I thought. I expected you to wake up soon.’
    

    

    
      That he had waited for him.
    

    

    
      The static purple sky visible behind Louis proved it.
    

    

    
      They had left the Madman's Mine, but they were still inside the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      “Why are we here?”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering my question, Louis shrugged and pointed behind him.
    

    

    

    
      - Hmph. Get lost.
    

    

    
      - …But.
    

    

    
      - I don't care about the sentence or whatever, I'm not leaving. If you spout any more nonsense, I'll bite the back of your head off.
    

    

    

    
      There, a few Priests Louis had brought with him were arguing with Tom.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be a squabble between Tom, who refused to go outside, and the Priests who had found him after his sentence was over and were trying to take him out of the dungeon.
    

    

    
      “I originally intended to transport you outside as well, but as you can see, he's being like that. As a member of The Order, I couldn't just pass by.”
    

    

    
      After adding that explanation, Louis briefly pointed to my ear.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And. You chose that, didn't you?”
    

    

    
      As I raised my hand to touch my ear, I felt the cold sensation of metal and realized that what he called ‘that’ was the red cross-colored earring Artifact I had shared with Jerry.
    

    

    
      “I don't know the exact details myself, but.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I figured there must be a reason. In various ways.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …I thought he wouldn't know.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had figured some things out.
    

    

    
      That I didn't just come here because of the verdict, but that Tom Hardist over there was my objective.
    

    

    
      And that it was related to this earring I chose from the Seventh Door.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      However, there was something a bit strange.
    

    

    
      If he had realized that my choice of the earring was a move made with the bigger picture in mind, he should have been asking questions at this point, not glossing over it.
    

    

    
      For some reason, he was letting it slide as if it were to be expected.
    

    

    
      Not hiding the blatant nuance that he knew something was strange but wouldn't ask about it.
    

    

    
      ‘…Come to think of it.’
    

    

    
      The atmosphere had changed somehow.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a change in Leonardo Louis Button himself, but rather his attitude towards me.
    

    

    
      The unique tension I used to feel whenever I met him seemed to be gone.
    

    

    
      To dismiss it as just a feeling was difficult, as the fact that he didn't press me about the ‘Red Cross Ring’ was proof in itself.
    

    

    
      In that sense, I stared at him in silence for a moment, but.
    

    

    
      “…Do you have anything else to ask?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He didn't answer this time either.
    

    

    
      “…No.”
    

    

    
      It was an incomprehensible change, but not an important issue right now.
    

    

    
      In the first place, it would be strange for me to question him, ‘Why aren't you asking more?’ and regardless of the reason, Louis was someone I needed to keep in the position of an ally.
    

    

    
      If anything, it was a good thing for me, so there was no reason to feel uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      The fact that there was a side to this I didn't know was a bit bothersome, but that was something I could find out over time.
    

    

    
      For now, the pressing issue at hand that needed to be dealt with before leaving this place was the priority.
    

    

    
      Seuk-
    

    

    
      So, I got up from my spot and called out to Tom, who, after a long argument, was about to bite the back of one of The Order's members' heads.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Smoke break?”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “Those priests from The Order are the same now as they were back then. They think the laws they set are everything.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Anyway, thanks. My patience was already at its limit-.”
    

    

    
      “You really have no intention of leaving?”
    

    

    
      At first, he seemed grateful that I had gotten him away from the priests of The Order(?) who had gathered to persuade him.
    

    

    
      But as soon as we moved away and he lit a cigarette, my question made his face scrunch up again.
    

    

    
      “…Are you going to say the same thing too?”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “Well. That's why I came here in the first place.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      At this first open admission, his eyes widened.
    

    

    
      “…I think this is the first I'm hearing of this. You came to get me?”
    

    

    
      “It was for this and other things. Who would come to a place like this for just one reason?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Heeup.
    

    

    
      “Why.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps my words sounded different from the priests' simple ‘your sentence is over, so let's go’.
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, he took a drag from his cigarette and, instead of refusing, threw a question back at me.
    

    

    
      “…I asked why. The reason you're trying to get me out of this place.”
    

    

    
      In response to his question, I organized my thoughts for a moment and threw out a suitable opening.
    

    

    
      “The Beastkin Nation has fallen.”
    

    

    
      “…I know that too.”
    

    

    
      His reply was calm, yet tinged with a certain resentment.
    

    

    
      “The once-united Beastkin race was torn into dozens of factions.”
    

    

    
      At my added words, he let out his characteristic *grrr-* growl.
    

    

    
      “…I told you I already know this. What are you trying to say?”
    

    

    
      “Then,”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “do you also know that there are Beastkin being treated as slaves?”
    

    

    
      Flinch-
    

    

    
      The enraged man's shoulders flinched for a moment.
    

    

    
      Then, he answered pitifully.
    

    

    
      “…I suspected as much. Without a nation to protect the young ones, such things could happen. But that's not something I can do anything about personally-.”
    

    

    
      I shook my head at him as he stated his assumption.
    

    

    
      Dori-dori-
    

    

    
      “95%.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “There's no precise data, so it's not certain, but according to a reliable source I know, 95% of the existing Beastkin are slaves. And that's a conservative estimate.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      A silent scream.
    

    

    
      His eyes filled with horror.
    

    

    
      “What does that…….”
    

    

    
      The fundamental reason he insisted on staying in this Darkest Dungeon was penance.
    

    

    
      Because he believed he was responsible for the Beastkin losing their original nation and ending up in their current state.
    

    

    
      Because he thought that even if he left this place, the Beastkin who remembered those times would never accept him.
    

    

    
      Unless the Beastkin themselves sought him out and asked for his help, he felt he had no right to show his face in the outside world.
    

    

    
      It was just familiar; it wasn't as if he preferred this Darkest Dungeon to the outside world.
    

    

    
      “It's just as I said. After the Beastkin Nation was dismantled. The Beastkin have effectively become the representative race for slaves.”
    

    

    
      But the reason he could remain here was that he didn't know the outside truth—that even if the Beastkin could no longer boast their former lofty prestige, they were being treated as slaves as an entire race.
    

    

    
      As his face now proved, he had probably never even imagined that the dissolution of the Beastkin Nation would lead to all of them becoming slaves.
    

    

    
      …Of course, his thinking wasn't entirely baseless.
    

    

    
      In the era before he entered the Darkest Dungeon, the treatment of the Beastkin was certainly not the same as it is now.
    

    

    
      As I'd said before, the basic physical abilities of the Beastkin were by no means inferior to other races.
    

    

    
      Even if they became unprotected refugees without a nation, he wouldn't have thought they would be treated as the weak.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The way of the world is that things don't always go as planned.
    

    

    
      “…Impossible. No matter what, the Beastkin aren't a race so weak as to be reduced to human slaves…….”
    

    

    
      “The world has changed a lot. Just like Mana Restrainers were created, Growth Inhibitors have also been developed.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Growth Inhibitors that permanently suppress the growth of Beastkin have been developed. More than half of the existing Beastkin have bodies that can never reach adulthood.”
    

    

    
      A twisted expression, as if he couldn't possibly accept it.
    

    

    
      I didn't know what exactly he was imagining, but it was the most horrifying expression I had ever seen on his face.
    

    

    
      “Most of the traditional special skills passed down in each tribe have been lost, and the strongest warriors representing the race have been reduced to Isaac's test subjects.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “They're gone now. The Beastkin you remember.”
    

    

    
      A moment of silence flowed.
    

    

    
      After that.
    

    

    
      Kugugugung-
    

    

    
      An immeasurable rage shook the ground.
    

    

    
      The ground he stood on cracked in five directions, and the rustling leaves were torn from their branches and sent flying.
    

    

    
      A huge fluctuation of mana.
    

    

    
      That blatant anger swirled around him, with nowhere to go.
    

    

    
      It was understandable.
    

    

    
      The reason he had confined himself in the Darkest Dungeon all this time, the reason he could endure at the edge of despair.
    

    

    
      This story shook that very foundation to its core.
    

    

    
      I barely withstood the wave of mana and looked at the man filled with rage.
    

    

    
      And said.
    

    

    
      “…So stop being pathetic and let's go.”
    

    

    
      Siiik-
    

    

    
      “Because we need you to resurrect the Beastkin Nation.”
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      The man's rage, which had been blazing with enough force to overturn the entire Darkest Dungeon, subsided somewhat.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, 'suppressed' was a more accurate description than 'subsided'.
    

    

    
      The mana fluctuation that shook the surrounding terrain had certainly diminished, but the anger simmering in his eyes had grown even more vivid.
    

    

    
      “…The resurrection of the Beastkin Nation?”
    

    

    
      He asked me, his voice low and heavy.
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The resurrection of the Beastkin Nation. That's the reason I came all the way here to get you.”
    

    

    
      His brow, already deeply furrowed, wrinkled even more.
    

    

    
      “Why you?”
    

    

    
      It was a short question, but it wasn't hard to understand its context.
    

    

    
      It seemed he couldn't comprehend why I, a non-Beastkin, would seek him out for such a reason.
    

    

    
      …It was only natural.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of someone who had already experienced the fall of the Beastkin Nation, its resurrection would seem almost absolutely impossible.
    

    

    
      Moreover, it wasn't a Beastkin telling him this, but some random human punk(?) he didn't know from Adam. 
    

    

    
      From his perspective, he had no choice but to suspect ulterior motives the moment he heard my story.
    

    

    
      The only reason he was even listening this seriously was because he had a not-so-bad impression of me from our previous interactions.
    

    

    
      And because he knew I was connected to Jerry, even if he wasn't exactly thrilled about it.
    

    

    
      Although it had been a short time, if he hadn't felt some trust in the way I'd acted, he probably would have left without even listening.
    

    

    
      “Well… because I need the Beastkin Nation too?”
    

    

    
      “…Are you saying you intend to use the Beastkin as a tool?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was a harsh expression, but if I had to say, it wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      In the end, my reason for rebuilding the Beastkin Nation was to achieve the ultimate goal of the ‘Demon King Hunt’, and while I didn't want to use the word ‘tool’, from the perspective of the one being used, it could certainly be seen in a different light.
    

    

    
      “…Well, I won't deny it. It's true that I'm trying to rebuild the Beastkin Nation for another goal.”
    

    

    
      Honestly, I could have given a different answer.
    

    

    
      That I felt disgusted by the situation where Beastkin were treated as slaves, or that we had to root out evil for the sake of The Order's great cause.
    

    

    
      Or maybe that I, too, had a close associate who had experienced the horrors of slavery.
    

    

    
      I could have easily come up with plenty of nice-sounding answers like those.
    

    

    
      But I didn't.
    

    

    
      Tom was no village idiot; as a veteran who had been through thick and thin, he wouldn't be fooled by such hollow answers, and my own conscience despised such sugarcoating.
    

    

    
      And crucially.
    

    

    
      “But.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “From the Beastkin's perspective, I doubt you're in a position to be picky.”
    

    

    
      There was no need for it.
    

    

    
      Justification was always important, but that didn't mean it had to be the top priority in every situation.
    

    

    
      It's all in how you frame it.
    

    

    
      Justification could be attached to anything as long as there was the slightest opening.
    

    

    
      This wasn't just about politics; it applied to one-on-one relationships as well.
    

    

    
      What was important was the practical self-interest underlying the justification, not the justification itself.
    

    

    
      I needed the Beastkin to achieve the Demon King Hunt, and the current Beastkin needed me to improve their situation.
    

    

    
      That was enough.
    

    

    
      A clear understanding that we needed each other.
    

    

    
      The corresponding justification and various accessories could be attached and adjusted later.
    

    

    
      Practical gain came first.
    

    

    
      “Isn't that right?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He didn't answer my added question.
    

    

    
      But it seemed he fully understood what I was trying to say.
    

    

    
      …No.
    

    

    
      After hearing that over 95% of his people were being treated as slaves, there was no way he couldn't understand.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Just as he had said a moment ago, the Beastkin slavery problem was not an issue that could be solved on an individual level.
    

    

    
      Even the scenario he had pictured in his head, ‘some Beastkin being treated as slaves,’ would have been difficult.
    

    

    
      So in a pessimistic situation where over 95% of Beastkin were enslaved, it wasn't a problem that could be solved by Tom alone going on a rampage.
    

    

    
      No matter how much of a man of action he was, putting his body before his brain, he would surely know that much.
    

    

    
      Right or wrong, he had no other option.
    

    

    
      “Now that you know how things are on the outside, you won't be thinking of holing up in here any longer.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But it's not like a solution or backing will magically appear the moment you leave, either.”
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      Siiik-
    

    

    
      Still, for the only option available to him, it would probably be the best possible choice.
    

    

    
      “How about it?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “We'll talk about the specifics later. For now, let's leave together. I've prepared a brilliant plan and party members.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      To get straight to the point, it seemed I had succeeded in persuading Tom.
    

    

    
      I hadn't heard a clear answer, as he had remained silent throughout my words.
    

    

    
      But I could tell by instinct.
    

    

    
      Whether he liked it or not, he agreed with my statement that he had no other alternative.
    

    

    
      His actions, following behind me while maintaining his silence, proved it.
    

    

    
      Thump, thump-
    

    

    
      “The talk…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…seems to have gone well.”
    

    

    
      As I approached Louis, he looked up at Tom standing behind me and spoke as if relieved.
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “Then… are you all finished with your business?”
    

    

    
      “Well, for the most part.”
    

    

    
      “Hand over the Cube now. We brought a separate magic tool for transportation. It hasn't been verified if even a Cube can completely shield the influence of a Source Stone.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Flinch-
    

    

    
      I was startled by his words without realizing it.
    

    

    
      “…What's wrong?”
    

    

    
      “No, it’s just…”
    

    

    
      The Quark.
    

    

    
      Right, I had completely forgotten, but I had to explain that part to this guy too.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      There was the contract, and it was something I definitely had to tell him, but how should I put it?
    

    

    
      It felt like I'd missed the timing.
    

    

    
      I should have said something the moment he mentioned the Cube, but once I missed that moment, for some reason, the words wouldn't come out.
    

    

    
      ‘…For now.’
    

    

    
      So, I first handed over the Cube I had brought to contain the Source Stone, as he requested.
    

    

    
      “…Here.”
    

    

    
      *Seuk-*
    

    

    
      After carefully receiving the Cube I handed him, he held it with both hands and scanned his surroundings.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… as expected of a Source Stone. The shielding magic circle must be active, yet such an ominous energy is so palpable…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Still, there don't seem to be any serious problems. I was worried the Cube might be too small, but thankfully that doesn't seem to be the case.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You've worked hard, Seo U-jin. You have just saved countless souls who were suffering because of the Demonic Species. You'll go to heaven when you die.”
    

    

    
      He was praising me to the heavens as he pleased.
    

    

    
      The more Louis did so, the harder it became for me to talk about the empty Cube.
    

    

    
      Then, suddenly.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Louis furrowed his brow and covered the Cube with his other hand, enveloping it completely.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      “Seo U-jin. Did you feel that just now?”
    

    

    
      “…Feel what?”
    

    

    
      “I felt a faint wave of mana from inside the Cube.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “As expected… it seems to be completely different from a regular Quark. We've never had a Quark resist the Cube's shielding before.”
    

    

    
      Tense, he gathered mana in his palm and called for another Priest.
    

    

    
      “Priest Maria! The magic tool I mentioned earlier, please.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, y-yes!! Lord Button.”
    

    

    
      And a female Priest, looking twice as nervous as him, came struggling with another Cube, about 30cm in diameter and gaudily decorated.
    

    

    
      *Kuung-*
    

    

    
      Louis, suppressing the Cube with hands full of mana, shouted at me as he gestured to the Cube the Priest named ‘Maria’ had brought.
    

    

    
      “Seo U-jin! Please. Open that special Cube for the Source Stone. The operating mechanism is no different from a regular Gold Cube.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Hurry!!!”
    

    

    
      His expression had become grave.
    

    

    
      Chwareureuk-
    

    

    
      I opened the Cube helplessly, but.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It seemed if I delayed any longer and this huge Cube was closed, I really wouldn't be able to speak up. So at that moment, I carefully began.
    

    

    
      “Uh, Louis.”
    

    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    

    
      “There's something I couldn't say earlier.”
    

    

    
      “…If it's not important, let's talk later. Right now, dealing with this is the priority-.”
    

    

    
      As I spoke just as he was about to close the Cube, he glanced at me for a moment before turning his eyes back to the Cube.
    

    

    
      “That Cube is empty.”
    

    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    

    
      At my blunt conclusion, his gaze and head tilted sideways for a moment.
    

    

    
      As if mulling over my words a couple of times, he frowned deeply and asked back.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean by that?”
    

    

    
      “Exactly what I said. It's empty, that Cube.”
    

    

    
      “That can't be… I definitely felt a wave of mana from inside…”
    

    

    
      He then opened his hands and opened the Cube himself.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the inside was empty, contrary to his thoughts, and I could only scratch the back of my head with an awkward smile.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As if he couldn't comprehend the current situation at all.
    

    

    
      After staring silently back and forth between me and the Cube, he finally asked me.
    

    

    
      “Then… did you fail to retrieve the Quark, Seo U-jin?”
    

    

    
      “Uh… that's not it.”
    

    

    
      The situation was so sudden that I had no idea where to begin explaining.
    

    

    
      And at that moment, Tom aptly interjected.
    

    

    
      “…That's not it. I pulled it out, so I remember it clearly.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “My five senses were blocked while that strange energy was present, so I don't know exactly where it is, but I definitely remember the sensation of pulling out that Source Stone.”
    

    

    
      And the gazes turned back to me.
    

    

    
      “…Where is it, Seo U-jin? Don't tell me you lost it inside the mine?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But when I checked inside the mine, I certainly didn't find anything like a Source Stone.”
    

    

    
      Scratch, scratch-
    

    

    
      “Well…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I swallowed it.”
    

    

    
      For a moment, the world stopped.
    

    

    
      Saaaaa-
    

    

    
      A brief, chilling silence.
    

    

    
      After that, his dumbfounded question popped out.
    

    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    

    
      To his question, asked with a thoroughly blank expression, I answered once more.
    

    

    
      “I swallowed it. The Source Stone.”
    

    

    
      Then, a chilling silence flowed once again.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      After that, he ground his teeth and muttered under his breath.
    

    

    
      “…You crazy bastard…”
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      The effect of the Indulgence was certain.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Darkest Dungeon with Louis, U-jin was immediately pardoned for his crimes and had his status as a Hero reinstated.
    

    

    
      Louis had already given a heads-up for the administrative processing, so all U-jin had to do was go to the tribunal and get it notarized.
    

    

    
      The process of his release went smoothly.
    

    

    
      Originally, according to U-jin's plan, he was supposed to hand over the Source Stone and then head straight to the Guild House.
    

    

    
      “…What are you going to do, Seo U-jin?”
    

    

    
      But due to an unforeseen accident(?), that was now impossible.
    

    

    
      “What about?”
    

    

    
      Twitch-
    

    

    
      “…Do I have to spell it out for you? Spit out the Source Stone.”
    

    

    
      Louis Button scrunched up his face and wiped it with his hand.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, it was an incomprehensible situation.
    

    

    
      The Source Stone? Swallowed?
    

    

    
      He couldn't know what U-jin's intentions were for doing such a thing, but the attempt itself was absurd.
    

    

    
      Even if he conceded a hundred times and ignored everything else, it was still impossible to comprehend.
    

    

    
      The fact that U-jin was perfectly fine after swallowing that nightmarish lump of rock.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      What had happened to all those who had swallowed a Quark?
    

    

    
      They either became madmen no different from Magical Beasts and were executed by their comrades, or they became Mutants, spewing tentacles from their mouths.
    

    

    
      Without even needing to calculate percentages, almost all of them ended up that way.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, even without directly swallowing a Quark, humans with strong Demonic Nature would gradually lose their human form just from increased exposure.
    

    

    
      Due to this bizarre phenomenon—where excessive exposure robbed one of their reason, causing them to lose their original form and take on the characteristics of a Magical Beast—the regulations for the Exorcists led by Louis included a rule to kill any team member who became a madman possessed by a Quark on sight.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      “…How can you be so calm?”
    

    

    
      For some reason, despite being the one at the center of this absurd event, U-jin maintained a composed attitude.
    

    

    
      “Well… it already happened. Nothing I can do about it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Can't go trembling over spilt milk.”
    

    

    
      He added, as if he had simply put in the wrong ingredient while cooking.
    

    

    
      From Louis's perspective, it was enough to make him go crazy.
    

    

    
      The person who should have been the most worried and anxious was acting like this, which conversely made him even angrier.
    

    

    
      “…I feel like I'm going out of my mind.”
    

    

    
      “Going out? For lunch?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why? The food here is delicious.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin's attitude, which showed no sign of changing no matter how much he was pressed, Louis clutched his head, let out a groan *Kkeueung-*, and fell silent for a moment.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      “…Should we dissect you?”
    

    

    
      He asked chillingly, slightly raising his head.
    

    

    
      Wince-
    

    

    
      Was it because he read the sincerity in those words?
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had been stubbornly maintaining a calm demeanor just as Louis said, lost his composure for the first time.
    

    

    
      “Uh… I, for one, am against that idea.”
    

    

    
      If someone who didn't know the situation heard this, they might have thought it was Louis playing along with U-jin's banter.
    

    

    
      But if that were the case, there would have been no reason for U-jin to flinch and shudder.
    

    

    
      The Louis that U-jin knew was not someone skilled at jokes or acting.
    

    

    
      In other words, that question was genuine, containing at least 80% sincerity.
    

    

    
      “I can't make any promises, but this Priest will do his best to ensure you don't die.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The words he added afterward lent more truth to it.
    

    

    
      Of course, from U-jin's perspective, it was an unacceptable proposal.
    

    

    
      He still had a whole bucket list of things to take care of, and he himself knew best that dissection wasn't going to provide any answers.
    

    

    
      As U-jin stubbornly shook his head, expressing his refusal, Louis presented another proposal.
    

    

    
      “Alternatively, Quarks have a property of reacting to powerful mana or strong external shocks.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “First, let's confirm whether it has truly settled inside your body, Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      “Uh……”
    

    

    
      He was saying he would beat him to a pulp.
    

    

    
      “For this method as well, this Priest will do his best. To ensure you don't die.”
    

    

    
      This, too, was not an argument U-jin could readily accept.
    

    

    
      “No… just wait a minute.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I'll look into it myself. Give me some time.”
    

    

    
      After briefly pondering U-jin's compromise, Louis replied.
    

    

    
      “…I cannot give you much time. There has been no significant research conducted on the Source Stone.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There is no guarantee that your body will remain fine, Seo U-jin. It wouldn't be strange if your body exploded or you lost your mind at any moment.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…If you don't have an answer by tonight, I will truly take matters into my own hands.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      In truth, the matter of the Source Stone was something I also needed to look into.
    

    

    
      I also didn't know the exact method by which the Source Stone's bizarre power was being suppressed, or how I could be fine even after embedding it in my body.
    

    

    
      I knew nothing about the mechanism.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      I wasn't the one who had handled it.
    

    

    
      After waking up, it had been a series of chaotic situations, so I hadn't had time to check. While it was true I had swallowed the Quark, the one who had actually processed it so that it wouldn't affect my body was ‘that person’.
    

    

    
      The only reason I could set it aside without worry amidst that chaos was because *he* was the one who had handled it.
    

    

    
      If his hand had touched it, then at least its success or failure was not something I needed to worry about.
    

    

    

    
      『…I cannot give you much time. There has been no significant research conducted on the Source Stone.』
    

    

    

    
      Just as Louis had said, there was no significant research on the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      That was the same even in the 1st Regression, where the timeline had stretched much further.
    

    

    
      I knew that the Witch had taken an interest in the Darkest Dungeon and Quarks and had conducted her own research, but I literally only knew the fact that she had done research; I knew nothing whatsoever about her findings.
    

    

    
      So, of course, I couldn't possibly know anything about the act of swallowing a Source Stone.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’m also at a complete loss.’
    

    

    
      The fact that I had regressed was of no help at this moment.
    

    

    
      I had to figure it out with my own abilities.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      To put it more bluntly, ‘I had to fabricate a plausible story.’
    

    

    
      ‘…One that Louis would find convincing.’
    

    

    
      In reality, from my perspective, there was no need to dig into the actual truth.
    

    

    
      I, too, was uneasy about having that damned rock inside my body and was curious about how I was fine, but.
    

    

    
      Honestly, there was no need to doubt its safety.
    

    

    
      Of course, this was something I couldn't explain to Louis, but as for me, I had outsourced the job to a place more trustworthy than anywhere else.
    

    

    
      Besides, having just brought Tom out, I had a lot of other things to do, so I had no intention of pouring time into something that wasn't an immediate danger.
    

    

    
      The problem was the contract I'd made with Louis.
    

    

    
      In the end, I was able to get out of the Darkest Dungeon thanks to his Indulgence.
    

    

    
      And that Indulgence was received on the condition that I bring him the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Of course, he knew well that it wasn't intentional, but frankly speaking, from his perspective, it looked as if I had backstabbed him and made off with the goods.
    

    

    
      There were two main points to resolving this issue.
    

    

    
      The first was ‘proving my safety’.
    

    

    
      As he had said before, no research had been done on the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      However, there were already countless cases regarding the dangers of Quarks, which originate from the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Without needing to go into detail, since Louis was the head of the Exorcists who used the vast majority of Quarks on the continent, it would be no exaggeration to say that he was the person who had seen the most of what happened to those who swallowed them.
    

    

    
      And if Quarks were like that, then from his perspective, I must seem like a walking time bomb, one that could turn into a Mutant at any moment without it being strange.
    

    

    
      To leave this place and do my own work, I first had to be able to prove to him that my body was safe.
    

    

    
      The next was ‘replacing the Source Stone’.
    

    

    
      To my face, he spoke under the pretext of worrying about my body, and it probably wasn't a complete lie.
    

    

    
      But even if I sufficiently proved the safety of my body that had swallowed the Source Stone, it would probably be impossible to leave this place immediately and move freely.
    

    

    
      From his somehow changed demeanor, I could guess that he had his own hidden agenda.
    

    

    
      Regardless, the main reason he had demanded the Source Stone of Quark from me was because he actually needed it.
    

    

    
      It was to replace the old Source Stone, which had lost its ability to self-sustain and could no longer produce Quarks, with a new one to solve the Quark shortage.
    

    

    
      If I proved my safety, it was highly likely I would be held here until an alternative solution to the Quark shortage could be found.
    

    

    
      In other words, as long as the Source Stone was not removed from my body, if I didn't offer him at least a temporary alternative to solve the Quark shortage, it wouldn't be strange for him to proceed with torture-like research, such as the dissection he mentioned.
    

    

    
      If I couldn't satisfy these two conditions, it would be impossible to leave this place a free man.
    

    

    
      The truth, if possible.
    

    

    
      If not, I had to find a way to solve these two problems with at least a plausible excuse.
    

    

    
      Haaa-
    

    

    
      “…What should I do?”
    

    

    
      I had blustered that I would figure it out myself, but it wasn't as if I had a clear plan in mind.
    

    

    
      I had just made it up to get out of the situation, because if I hadn't, the look in his slightly unhinged eyes made it seem like he would really dissect my body.
    

    

    
      I had to start thinking of a method now.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      After some thought, I decided to go with a standard method.
    

    

    
      Teolseok-
    

    

    
      I sat cross-legged in the middle of the headquarters' training hall that I'd borrowed from Louis and closed my eyes.
    

    

    
      Contemplation.
    

    

    
      I looked down at my body's Mana Circuit, from its core to its very ends, searching for any abnormality.
    

    

    
      It hadn't manifested externally yet, but this wasn't just some random rock; it was the Source Stone of Quark.
    

    

    
      I didn't know how ‘he’ had sealed the Source Stone's power, but it was impossible that there would be no change at all after embedding such an object in my body.
    

    

    
      There had to be a part of my Mana Circuit that was different from before.
    

    

    
      I planned to use that as a clue to devise a solution.
    

    

    
      And I.
    

    

    
      “…Huh.”
    

    

    
      Without even needing to search for long, I immediately noticed the abnormality.
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      My inner vision became clearer.
    

    

    
      No, simply saying it became clearer was an understatement.
    

    

    
      Unlike before, when I vaguely traced my Mana Circuit through a combination of my five senses, the moment I decided to look inside my body, I could examine every nook and cranny of my internal Mana Circuit.
    

    

    
      As if looking at an open map, the flow of mana was drawn with vivid clarity.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Mana Circuit.’
    

    

    
      I tried activating the Mana Circuit just in case, and not only was the alteration of the circuit drawn vividly, but the difficulty of the alteration itself became much easier.
    

    

    
      What was it like?
    

    

    
      It felt like swinging a sword outside of water for the first time after only ever swinging it underwater.
    

    

    
      Or maybe it could be described as the feeling of all the impurities that had clogged the Mana Circuit being blown away.
    

    

    
      The strain that should have been felt when handling the transcendent substance of mana seemed to have vanished completely.
    

    

    
      It felt familiar, as if it had been mine from the very beginning.
    

    

    
      The result produced by these two changes was quite astonishing.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      Before the system window could even appear, the Mana Chain materialized in my grasp the moment I thought of it.
    

    

    
      Originally, the materialization of the Mana Chain should have appeared after going through the three stages of skill conception, Mana Circuit activation, and implementation. 
    

    

    
      Its speed had more than doubled.
    

    

    
      At this rate, it was practically on the level of thinking it and producing it simultaneously.
    

    

    
      As the speed of conceiving the skill in my mind and the speed of altering the Mana Circuit within my body to match the skill were shortened, the final implementation speed at which the result appeared naturally became faster as well.
    

    

    
      ‘…This.’
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a shiver ran down my spine.
    

    

    
      The shortening of skill implementation speed wasn't a simple matter I could just be happy about, thinking, ‘Wow, it got faster.’
    

    

    
      …At least, not for me.
    

    

    
      A reduced skill implementation speed meant that the interval between using one skill and then another could be drastically shortened.
    

    

    
      In other words, the speed of linking skills was reduced.
    

    

    
      And since I employed a brawling combat style, I often changed or linked skills together impromptu.
    

    

    
      For someone like me, the fact that my skill implementation speed had more than doubled didn't simply mean my combat power had increased by a corresponding amount.
    

    

    
      Twofold? Threefold?
    

    

    
      It wasn't a change that could be calculated on a numerical level like that.
    

    

    
      It might not be a perfect analogy, but it was closer to describe it in terms of a ‘dimension’.
    

    

    
      Just as a series of points becomes a line, lines combine to form a plane, and planes meet to form a solid, this level of reduction in skill implementation speed signified a change in the very framework I was born with.
    

    

    
      While this did increase my immediate combat power, it held a different significance from a typical skill improvement in that it elevated my growth potential, which had already reached its limit, to a new dimension.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      That wasn't the part that actually gave me the shivers.
    

    

    
      I had simply grown by a dimension.
    

    

    
      If that were truly all, why would I have gotten goosebumps?
    

    

    
      Even if it felt a bit strange, it was something to be happy about, like a sudden windfall.
    

    

    
      The reason I suddenly got goosebumps was elsewhere.
    

    

    
      After swallowing and embedding the Source Stone, a change occurred in my body.
    

    

    
      As I confirmed the evidence of that change, something familiar yet unpleasant, something I knew, began to surface.
    

    

    
      ‘…Don’t tell me it’s this.’
    

    

    
      Thinking it couldn't be, I immediately moved my body to confirm it for sure.
    

    

    
      ‘Mana Amplification.’
    

    

    
      [Innate Ability: Augmentation Circuit has been activated.]
    

    
      [The 'Dispersion' property has been granted to Skill: Mana Chain(★☆☆).]
    

    

    
      Using the Augmentation Circuit, I easily produced another Mana Chain.
    

    

    
      Chwarararak-
    

    

    
      Chains of the same length twisted and extended.
    

    

    
      I twisted the two generated chains into a single strand.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Kwaaang-
    

    

    
      I slammed it onto the training hall floor without hesitation.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Pasasasak-
    

    

    
      With little resistance, it shattered, sending fragments flying.
    

    

    
      The kicked-up dust settled, revealing a long gouge in the training hall floor, following the path of the braided chain.
    

    

    
      “…Ha.”
    

    

    
      And looking at it, I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The question that had vaguely surfaced from the earlier signs, the faint suspicion that had given me goosebumps, had just returned as a certainty because of my action.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The members of the Exorcists were by no means weak.
    

    

    
      The top priority in the evaluation criteria for recruiting members was, of course, a special talent for dealing with the Demonic Species, but the next most important thing was actual combat prowess.
    

    

    
      Although they specialized in catching the Demonic Species, their individual combat power was not lacking compared to other special forces.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the training hall prepared for their practice should not be weak either.
    

    

    
      A training hall was a ‘permanent’ place created for practicing skills and combat.
    

    

    
      While it couldn't be completely prevented from breaking, it was reinforced with a strengthening Magic Circle so that it wouldn't be easily destroyed unless one openly blasted attack magic at the floor.
    

    

    
      In other words, the Mana Chain I had just swung hadn't simply broken the floor.
    

    

    
      It had easily nullified the ‘strengthening Magic Circle’ and then broken the floor.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Teolseok-
    

    

    
      I collapsed on the spot and ran a hand through my hair.
    

    

    
      And I tapped the floor with my index finger, organizing my thoughts.
    

    

    
      “So…”
    

    

    
      Innately familiar with mana, handling it as if it were their own.
    

    

    
      Tok.
    

    

    
      Skill implementation so fast that it's on a different level from other ordinary beings.
    

    

    
      *ok.
    

    

    
      And even, a being that can easily nullify the Order's Magic Circles.
    

    

    
      Tok.
    

    

    
      I knew of one such race.
    

    

    
      “…Damn it.”
    

    

    
      The Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      The detestable race born of the Demon King's bloodline, and the top priority exorcism target that the members of the Exorcists here hunted with fire in their eyes.
    

    

    
      “…Was it really some kind of prophetic dream?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the face of Loxy, who had screamed ‘You demon bastard’ at me, came to mind. As I looked at the sparking Magic Circle within the reddish crack, I realized.
    

    

    
      It seemed.
    

    

    
      I had become a Demon.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “This is so fucked up…”
    

    

    
      Buuung-
    

    

    
      Jijijik-
    

    

    
      Watching the Mana Chain create cracks in the strengthening Magic Circle wherever it touched, a curse escaped my lips unconsciously.
    

    

    
      No matter how many times I checked, it was the same.
    

    

    
      The ability to cause errors in the Order's magic and easily nullify it.
    

    

    
      This was definitely the trait of the Demonic Species that I had seen all along.
    

    

    
      “This ruins everything…”
    

    

    
      First of all, telling Louis about this straightforwardly was a crazy thing to do.
    

    

    
      Regardless of anything, the Exorcists were an organization founded to hunt the Demonic Species, and Louis was the leader of that organization.
    

    

    
      Even if he had maintained a favorable attitude toward me so far, when it came to matters directly related to his duties, he had no choice but to be strict.
    

    

    
      Moreover, this was something that had crossed the line by a long shot.
    

    

    
      I couldn't precisely define whether this was some absurd thing like ‘Demonification’ or not.
    

    

    
      But the symptoms that appeared in me after swallowing the Source Stone were not simply on a level similar to the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      If even the peculiar trait of the Demonic Species that interfered with the Order's Magic Circles had appeared, then I was already no different from a carbon copy of a Demon.
    

    

    
      No, at this point, it was clear that in the eyes of the Order, I would be classified as a Demon.
    

    

    
      Of course, since the Demonic Species were originally born of the Demon King's bloodline, I couldn't be placed on the exact same level as other Demonic Species, and I could prove my sanity anytime, but with so many signs of being a Demon, no excuse would reach the Order's ears.
    

    

    
      The moment they found out, they would surely bind me again, if only to prevent any potential incidents.
    

    

    
      “What should I do…”
    

    

    
      My head ached at the hopelessly tangled situation.
    

    

    
      The one silver lining was that while I exhibited traits similar to the Demonic Species, I didn't feel any emission of demonic energy from my body, so it seemed I wouldn't be found out unless someone specifically tried to check.
    

    

    
      “…If I knew this would happen, maybe I should have hit it a little softer.”
    

    

    
      If not for the demonic power that nullifies Magic Circles, I couldn't even begin to think of how to explain this broken training hall floor.
    

    

    
      It wasn't entirely impossible to say I broke it on purpose, but honestly, to break through a strengthening Magic Circle this cleanly, I would have had to aim for the floor from the start and use my full power without holding back.
    

    

    
      Whether he would accept that at face value was a different story from whether it was possible.
    

    

    
      “…Haa.”
    

    

    
      Well, even without that, I already had a mountain of things to explain since I had swallowed the Source Stone of Quark.
    

    

    
      Tok. Tok. Tok.
    

    

    
      Just swallowing the Source Stone would clearly become a problem if it reached the higher-ups, so Louis had cut off the report at his level.
    

    

    
      But that was just a temporary measure.
    

    

    
      I didn't know for sure, but the higher-ups at the Order's headquarters would have tried to grasp Louis's intentions the moment he used the Indulgence.
    

    

    
      No matter how powerful the authority and power of the Indulgence were, the Order was an organization that could not acknowledge the existence of anything in an unknown domain.
    

    

    
      Even if they couldn't challenge the use of the Indulgence itself, they would have figured out the circumstances behind Louis using it on me to some extent.
    

    

    
      Or, Louis, who knew the nature of the Order well, might have already left a report-like hint when he used the Indulgence.
    

    

    
      No, frankly speaking, it was correct to assume that the headquarters' higher-ups had known since the moment he came to the Darkest Dungeon to get me himself.
    

    

    
      Despite some procedures being fudged in the process, there had been no confirmation from the headquarters level yet.
    

    

    
      In other words, even if they didn't know for sure that I had swallowed the Source Stone, the higher-ups at headquarters must have known that Louis and I had made some kind of deal involving Quarks.
    

    

    
      If that weren't the case, they probably would have sent someone when I arrived here under some unnecessary pretext like ‘for consolation’ or ‘re-awarding of a medal’.
    

    

    
      To sum up, what I had to do now was: without getting caught for this ‘Demonification’ phenomenon, convince Louis of my safety, and also come up with an explanation that would make the higher-ups accept Louis's use of the Indulgence.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, I had to create a situation that was ‘no different from the Exorcists having obtained a Source Stone’.
    

    

    
      The only person I could get away with giving a vague excuse to was Louis. For him to even make an excuse to his superiors, my story had to be that well-structured.
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      As I was contemplating how to escape this current predicament, a voice suddenly came from a corner of the training hall.
    

    

    
      “…Hey.”
    

    

    
      It was an uninvited guest.
    

    

    
      “……!”
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      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The being that had suddenly appeared in the training hall and spoken to me was none other than Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      For a moment, I couldn't help but be on guard.
    

    

    
      “…What are you so surprised about? It’s not like I’m going to eat you.”
    

    

    
      If it had been an Exorcist official instead of Tom, it wouldn't have been strange for this already tangled mess to become irreversible.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the worst-case scenario did not unfold.
    

    

    
      Hoo-
    

    

    
      “Why now, all of a sudden? You haven’t said a word.”
    

    

    
      When I asked with a sigh, he picked a fight, uncharacteristically, as if he had prepared for it.
    

    

    
      “…It seems you have a hobby of eating strange things. I didn’t know you were planning to eat that stone.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Did it taste good?”
    

    

    
      “…Shut up. I have a headache as it is.”
    

    

    
      Even with my throbbing head, something about the situation felt off.
    

    

    
      He, who had disappeared during my conversation with Louis, had stealthily reappeared and was picking a fight in a way that wasn't like him.
    

    

    
      The nuance was slightly different from the Tom I knew.
    

    

    
      Besides, since he had been silent all this time, it was unlikely he would have spoken to me for no reason…
    

    

    
      “…I checked with the people here.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To see if what you said about the Beastkin was true.”
    

    

    
      As expected, there was a main point.
    

    

    
      “…It was true. There’s no exact data compilation, so I can’t be sure about the 95%, but I confirmed that it wasn’t a lie you made up.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know how things ended up like this, but…”
    

    

    
      With an expression somewhere between frustration and embarrassment, he continued.
    

    

    
      “Of course, I still don’t know what a guy like you, who isn't even a Beastkin, is plotting by doing such a thing. So I don’t completely trust you either.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But… for now, I will cooperate. With that useful-looking plan of yours.”
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      I thought I had already gotten my answer when he followed me out of the Darkest Dungeon, but it seemed to be a separate matter from his perspective.
    

    

    
      His silence ever since leaving the dungeon was likely because he had been mulling it over.
    

    

    
      Well, it was an understandable reaction.
    

    

    
      The fact that all Beastkin were treated as slaves must have been shocking to him, to a degree that couldn't be expressed with the simple word ‘shocking’.
    

    

    
      Since understanding with one’s head and accepting with one’s heart are two different things, it seemed he needed time to reconcile that disparity.
    

    

    
      For Tom, who had always been a lone wolf, to have investigated by asking strangers questions himself, it must have been a truly serious deliberation.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      Whether his method was truly questioning or interrogation disguised as questioning, I didn't know.
    

    

    
      That wasn't the important part.
    

    

    
      What mattered was the result: he had decided to join me.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I get it, so just go for now. The Beastkin, the Resurrection, it’ll all be for nothing if this doesn’t work out anyway. I have enough on my plate without that.”
    

    

    
      Of course, it was a good thing that he had heard my true intentions.
    

    

    
      But my current predicament was too much of a headache to be happy right now.
    

    

    
      I needed to focus all my attention on figuring out where and how to start sorting this out to safely escape this den of evil(?).
    

    

    
      From how to explain the destruction of this Enhancement Magic, to how to convince Louis.
    

    

    
      There were plenty of other things to explain besides that, so my conversation with Tom had to be postponed.
    

    

    
      Besides, Louis hadn't given me much time in the first place.
    

    

    
      But despite my telling him to leave, he approached me, cluelessly asking questions.
    

    

    
      “…You have a headache? Were you training your head?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… This looks like a floor enhanced by magic, but I’ve never seen a training method that involves breaking it with one’s head.”
    

    

    
      Wait a minute.
    

    

    
      “You truly are a freak… you are. I prided myself on having done almost every kind of training, but even I have never tried such a bizarre method.”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a few ideas from his words flashed through my mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…A freak?’
    

    

    
      A suitable excuse to cover up the destruction of the Enhancement Magic.
    

    

    
      And following that, a rough story to somehow handle the current situation.
    

    

    
      ‘…Could this be it?’
    

    

    
      I couldn't make a perfect excuse, but I thought I could come up with a framework to gloss things over and get out of here for the time being.
    

    

    
      I needed to confirm a few more things to be certain, but if my guess was right, it should be possible.
    

    

    
      I looked up at Tom.
    

    

    
      “…What’s with that look?”
    

    

    
      And I asked.
    

    

    
      “Can you do this?”
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      “What do you take me for? Anything you can do with your body is a piece of cake for me.”
    

    

    
      It seemed I needed to amend my words slightly.
    

    

    
      “Move aside. I will show you what a true headbutt is.”
    

    

    
      Tom wasn't an uninvited guest.
    

    

    
      *Siiik-*
    

    

    
      He was a most welcome one.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Louis couldn't understand.
    

    

    
      It was the training hall he had used just fine until yesterday.
    

    

    
      It hadn't been repaired once in decades.
    

    

    
      He knew because he had personally repaired the strengthening Magic Circle the last time it broke and had even checked it himself.
    

    

    
      He had painstakingly crafted it so that even if a 2-star Hero struck it with all their might, it wouldn't be completely destroyed.
    

    

    
      And yet, it was broken.
    

    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    

    
      “…What in the world do you do to make a whole training hall collapse?”
    

    

    
      And not just a part of it, but every last pillar.
    

    

    
      The whole thing had been blown away.
    

    

    
      “Oops. I think your question is pointed in the wrong direction.”
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had raised both hands as if to proclaim his innocence, turned his head towards the back.
    

    

    
      Leaning against the door with a somewhat displeased expression was Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      “Did you not provoke me first? The Beastkin are not a race so meek as to let mockery slide.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “See, he confessed. The culprit.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin’s added remark, Tom snorted.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, the training hall was pathetically weak in the first place. To think it would break after a few headbutts.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      From Louis’s perspective, there was a lot he wanted to say.
    

    

    
      He had cast a strengthening Magic Circle so hard that if most people slammed their heads on the floor, their skulls would have been crushed.
    

    

    
      He wanted to ask just how thick a skull one must have to break it with their head.
    

    

    
      Kwang-
    

    

    
      But as Tom slammed the door shut and left, Louis could only swallow his pent-up anger.
    

    

    
      Ujeok-
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The office door breaking along with it was just a bonus.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “I’ll apologize on his behalf for that one.”
    

    

    
      “…Don’t. I don’t think an apology would sound like an apology.”
    

    

    
      Letting out a sigh at his unbearable frustration, Louis briefly closed and opened his eyes, then asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “So.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What happened?”
    

    

    
      This was the main topic.
    

    

    
      The sudden news of the training hall’s collapse had almost made him lose his mind for a moment.
    

    

    
      But the story U-jin had burst into his office with wasn't about the training hall, but that he ‘seemed to have figured something out about the Source Stone.’
    

    

    
      At Louis’s question, U-jin took something out of his pocket instead of answering.
    

    

    
      “Is that…”
    

    

    
      It was the Gold Cube.
    

    

    
      Dalkak-
    

    

    
      …The one containing Quark, at that.
    

    

    
      “Why are you opening th…”
    

    

    
      “Just watch.”
    

    

    
      Louis, who had been looking at U-jin opening the Cube with practiced ease with an uncomprehending gaze, soon found himself doubting his own eyes.
    

    

    
      Saaaaat-
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      As U-jin took Quark out of the Cube and placed it on his palm, Quark began to vibrate faintly and extend its own flesh.
    

    

    
      ‘This is…’
    

    

    
      There was no need to ask what it was.
    

    

    
      As the head of the group that used Quark the most, Louis had already conducted numerous experiments and studies.
    

    

    
      It was impossible for Quark’s size to grow in such a manner under any circumstances.
    

    

    
      …Except when it was attached to the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      “I asked your subordinate just in case and tried it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It worked. The self-regeneration of Quark you mentioned.”
    

    

    
      In truth, when U-jin first mentioned it, Louis had a fleeting thought.
    

    

    
      If U-jin had really swallowed the Source Stone of Quark, and if he was now conversing with him without any abnormalities, it was because he had truly ‘digested’ the Source Stone in some way.
    

    

    
      If so, perhaps he could use its abilities as they were.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      That was literally a passing fantasy, and he had never expected to see it right before his eyes.
    

    

    
      “How is it?”
    

    

    
      “…It is certainly… astonishing. I truly never imagined its self-regeneration could be controlled at will.”
    

    

    
      “Its self-regeneration?”
    

    

    
      U-jin’s meaningful question.
    

    

    
      Louis tilted his head at the incomprehensible question.
    

    

    
      But suddenly, another thought occurred to Louis.
    

    

    
      No, to be more precise, it was closer to another ‘fantasy’.
    

    

    
      This too was a train of thought that could not be reached by common sense, something that was neither logical nor sensible.
    

    

    
      ‘…Perhaps.’
    

    

    
      …There had been many attempts to study the Source Stone of Quark until now, but not much had been revealed compared to the effort.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      While it was possible to make all sorts of hypotheses about the Source Stone, the process of actually verifying them was arduous to the point of being nigh impossible.
    

    

    
      Approaching the Source Stone in the first place was a life-threatening endeavor, and even if one risked their life to participate, direct contact was out of the question.
    

    

    
      Therefore, most methods involved experimenting from a distance, using other mediums behind several mana-shielding barriers.
    

    

    
      Even those limited experiments were only possible at the very end, after the Saintess had excavated the previous Source Stone and time had passed, when the Source Stone had almost lost its self-regenerative power.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      Besides the ability to continuously generate Quark, not much else was known about the Source Stone’s other properties or abilities.
    

    

    
      It was something that couldn't be uncovered no matter how hard one tried.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      If this was the case, the story was different.
    

    

    
      Researching the Source Stone and researching a human who could handle the Source Stone were on completely different levels.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      There was no need for separate research.
    

    

    
      Just as he had seen, if U-jin could truly manifest the other powers of the Source Stone in the same way, then U-jin’s own exploration of his powers was already a perfect research process in itself, with nothing more to add or subtract.
    

    

    
      In other words, it meant they might be able to find out about Quark’s hidden abilities or properties, and even the fundamental reason why Quark absorbs the Demonic Nature of demons.
    

    

    
      They could go beyond simply relying on Quark to use its power more actively, or even understand its principles to create objects with the same properties.
    

    

    
      Of course, this was still an absurd fantasy that existed only in Louis’s head.
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      “I think we’re having a similar thought right now.”
    

    

    
      Then, from U-jin’s words as he raised the corner of his mouth, Louis could realize.
    

    

    
      That U-jin, too, was having the same fantasy.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s make a deal, Louis.”
    

    

    
      That it wasn't just a fantasy, but something that could actually be achieved.
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      [T/N: WHAT!!!!!!!!!!!, Did not notice ‘Tom and Jerry’ till now.]
    

    

    
      Quark was an extremely important substance to the Exorcists.
    

    

    
      Among the many substances in the world, Quark was the only one that could affect the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      The new research division, Magitech Engineering, which was growing with the full support of The Order, had tried to create an effect similar to Quark's, but they had given up without understanding even a fraction of its principles.
    

    

    
      In terms of time, it was a rather outdated, primitive method.
    

    

    
      And despite it being a substance whose supply level was fixed, making increased production impossible, the reason the Exorcists still insisted on using Quark was because of its irreplaceable properties.
    

    

    
      And for that reason, the meaning the 'Source Stone of Quark' held for the Exorcists was special.
    

    

    
      Because the Source Stone was the only thing capable of producing the irreplaceable substance, 'Quark'.
    

    

    
      Replication magic didn't work on it, and creating a similar substance was also impossible.
    

    

    
      …That was ultimately why I first thought it would be difficult to get out of this place.
    

    

    
      The Order and the Exorcists.
    

    

    
      Crucially, from the perspective of Louis, their leader, I knew just how significant the 'Source Stone of Quark' was, so I didn't think he would let me go easily.
    

    

    
      Unless I brought him another Source Stone.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, he had no choice but to keep me, the one who swallowed the Source Stone, tied down.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a simple matter of preference; for Louis, it was a matter of possibility and impossibility.
    

    

    
      The Quark shortage was an immediate problem for Louis, and while they were managing for now, if the trend of the Demonic Species' rapid increase continued, a huge problem would inevitably arise.
    

    

    
      He even had a perfect pretext.
    

    

    
      As Louis had said, the phrases 'no one has ever swallowed Quark and remained unscathed' and 'for your own safety' were enough of an explanation to detain me, without needing to add anything else.
    

    

    
      Regardless of whether that was actually true or not.
    

    

    
      However, as the one who had actually swallowed the Source Stone, I had to avoid the situation of being held captive by The Order.
    

    

    
      The reason, of course, was this 'Demonization'.
    

    

    
      While I might not know the principles behind it, it was an undeniable fact that I was currently exhibiting the same traits as a 'Demon'.
    

    

    
      I hadn't been caught yet, but if I was held here and spent time, it wouldn't be strange if that fact was revealed at any moment.
    

    

    
      Honestly, I thought that even now, if Louis noticed something strange and took out his scales, I would be exposed immediately.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I needed to persuade him somehow to let me leave this place.
    

    

    
      “…It’s a waste.”
    

    

    
      And the card I chose to persuade him was none other than the latent potential of the Source Stone of Quark.
    

    

    
      “…A waste?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      As explained before, to The Order, the significance of the Source Stone was solely its 'productivity'.
    

    

    
      A purely one-dimensional reason: that it could produce Quark.
    

    

    
      Of course, that single factor was powerful enough to make everything mentioned above understandable.
    

    

    
      But there was no way that The Order's thoughts on the Source Stone's potential ended there.
    

    

    
      …My thoughts were the same.
    

    

    
      The only reason they had focused solely on that aspect until now was because they simply couldn't find out anything more, no matter how they tried.
    

    

    
      They only used it for production because it was in the realm of the impossible, but there was no way the role The Order truly expected from the Source Stone was merely Quark's productivity.
    

    

    
      It was obvious when you thought about it.
    

    

    
      No matter how you sliced it, Quark was a substance that affected the bloodline of the Demon King himself.
    

    

    
      Of course, the mere fact that it helped control the Demonic Species was enough to make it a grateful object from The Order's perspective.
    

    

    
      But from the perspective of The Order, which was leading the War against Demons, they would naturally want to connect the power of Quark, which they had only used on the Demonic Species until now, to the Demon King if they could.
    

    

    
      …They had likely already tried.
    

    

    
      The part I focused on was exactly that.
    

    

    
      The meaning Quark held beyond its productivity.
    

    

    
      “Do you know how I figured out this self-regeneration ability?”
    

    

    
      “…Well.”
    

    

    
      He answered after a moment of thought.
    

    

    
      “…Isn't that something one could naturally think of? Didn't you already hear the explanation from me that the Source Stone self-regenerates Quark?”
    

    

    
      “…No.”
    

    

    
      His explanation sounded quite plausible.
    

    

    
      But I immediately shook my head.
    

    

    
      “It doesn't work just by touching it.”
    

    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    

    
      “Quark doesn't just self-regenerate if you comfortably infuse mana into it. It's hard to explain in words, but the principle is quite complex. That's why it took some time.”
    

    

    
      At those words, Louis's brow twitched.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had a rough idea of what was coming next.
    

    

    
      “Then…”
    

    

    
      “…It's too precise to be called a hunch, yet too vague to be called a phenomenon.”
    

    

    
      I chose a suitable word.
    

    

    
      “Intuition.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “My intuition tells me. That this is how it's done.”
    

    

    
      Louis’s eyes deepened.
    

    

    
      It seemed he didn't think it was a completely nonsensical story.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, it was something he had never experienced before, but this explanation was probably more convincing than there being no change at all after swallowing something like the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      “It feels like it's telling me from a subconscious level. That I can use the self-regeneration ability this way.”
    

    

    
      As he listened intently, I added a little more flesh to the story.
    

    

    
      “To use an analogy, it's not quite a manual, but it feels like I can see a signpost.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s up to you whether you believe it or not. But that’s how it is for me.”
    

    

    
      And after a moment of silence.
    

    

    
      “Then… with that intuition, can you also know the Source Stone's potential?”
    

    

    
      Siiik-
    

    

    
      “Well. I'm not sure, but.”
    

    

    
      …He took the bait.
    

    

    
      “The self-regeneration ability.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I'd say that's about ten percent of it.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      …To get straight to the point, I succeeded in persuading Louis.
    

    

    

    
      『So. Are you telling me to file a false report to the higher-ups? That the Source Stone has been recovered?』
    

    

    
      『It's not a false report, it's being flexible. And I'm not telling you to lie, just to report it later. After enough time has passed for me to learn enough about this.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『You know better than anyone. How rigid and stuffy The Order is.』
    

    

    

    
      First, I requested that Louis continuously postpone reporting to his superiors.
    

    

    
      Of course, from his perspective, it was not something he could easily accept.
    

    

    
      While he hadn't yet reported the fact that I had swallowed the Source Stone, temporarily delaying it to find a solution was on a different level from overlooking what had happened and filing a report.
    

    

    
      As someone belonging to The Order, there was no way he could easily accept my proposal.
    

    

    

    
      『One thing is certain, my intuition is telling me.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『This isn't something I can figure out by being cooped up in one place and running some tests.』
    

    

    

    
      Speaking of it now, this 'intuition' didn't actually exist.
    

    

    
      It was true that when I operated my Mana Circuit to make Quark self-regenerate, I felt an alien sensation, a *woong-*, near my heart.
    

    

    
      But everything else was a convenient device to gloss over the story.
    

    

    
      You always needed a device like that to explain the unexplainable.
    

    

    
      It was a rather bold and crude excuse, but the fact that no human had ever swallowed the Source Stone and that nothing had been properly revealed about it made the device of 'intuition' a pretty decent tool.
    

    

    

    
      『…I cannot.』
    

    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean he immediately agreed to my request.
    

    

    
      At first, he refused, saying he couldn't do it, if only for 'my safety'.
    

    

    
      It was an expected reaction, so I wasn't particularly flustered.
    

    

    
      The part that I had been mulling over in the training hall was precisely how to persuade Louis.
    

    

    
      The meaning the Source Stone held for The Order.
    

    

    
      The latent potential of the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Intuition, and so on.
    

    

    
      I had given him all sorts of explanations, but if I were to summarize the core of the method I chose in one phrase, it was 'to shift all responsibility onto Louis'.
    

    

    
      It was a somewhat rough summary, but it was accurate.
    

    

    
      Stripping away the context, looking only at the conclusion, it was an audacious request to hide the fact that I had swallowed the Source Stone and to let me go.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      If I hadn't been able to think of a way to persuade him, it was a method that would have been impossible to even attempt.
    

    

    

    
      『I'm not saying The Order's opinion is wrong, but I don't think I'll be particularly safe just by reporting to the higher-ups and being cooped up here.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『And in my short experience, in cases like this, an innocent victim is created with high probability.』
    

    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    

    
      『Well, I'm the one who swallowed it, so if you say no, I have nothing more to say.』
    

    

    

    
      …I didn't say the name out loud, but my words were aimed at the 'Saintess'.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a perfect fit, but the Saintess was the greatest victim of The Order's vertical structure and radical methods.
    

    

    
      She, who was once praised as the person closest to God, had suddenly become a freak, then a madman, and was imprisoned under the pretext of being a reactionary element.
    

    

    
      From Louis's perspective, who had watched the entire process from beginning to end, he couldn't help but think of the Saintess at this point.
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      The brief silence that followed proved it.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Then it seems you're asking me to take the fall, so to speak.』
    

    

    

    
      And so, he agreed to my request with a few conditions.
    

    

    

    
      『…For now, I understand. It will be difficult for long, though.』
    

    

    

    
      First, send a written letter to the headquarters every ten days to report my condition.
    

    

    
      Second, carry a signal card, just like in the dungeon.
    

    

    
      Third, secure a sufficient quantity of Quark.
    

    

    
      And on top of that.
    

    

    

    
      『I've helped you.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Give and take. You remember, right?』
    

    

    

    
      He added, as if to remind me.
    

    

    
      From the extraordinary determination in his eyes, I could guess that he was foreshadowing a request related to the 'Saintess' who was currently in prison, but.
    

    

    

    
      『Okay.』
    

    

    

    
      …For my part, there was no particular reason to refuse.
    

    

    
      Meeting the Saintess was on my bucket list anyway.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “Hasn't changed a bit, has it?”
    

    

    
      “…What are you talking about?”
    

    

    
      “This place. Isn't it exactly the same as before you went in?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At my question, meant to lighten the mood, he growled.
    

    

    
      “…Kunlun was like this even before I was born.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    

    
      “You wouldn't know if anything changed in a wasteland like this anyway. Stop talking nonsense and let's just go.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If I sense anything strange, I'll devour you immediately.”
    

    

    
      “I don't taste very good.”
    

    

    
      *eobeok, jeobeok-
    

    

    
      As the guild house and private property came into view in the distance, Tom, who had been walking with a swagger, looked a little intimidated and stood behind me.
    

    

    
      “…What are you doing? Hurry up and take the lead.”
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      It wasn't hard to find the reason.
    

    

    
      The scent of the Beastkin, which he was smelling for the first time in decades.
    

    

    
      Among the complex emotions that arose with that nostalgic scent, guilt and fear surely occupied a significant portion.
    

    

    
      It was a moment that made me realize anew just what a huge decision it had been for him to leave the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      “…Didn't you hear me? Hurry up and take the…”
    

    

    
      Then, suddenly-
    

    

    
      Sniff-
    

    

    
      His nostrils flared, and his half-lidded pupils widened as if they would tear.
    

    

    
      “…This is.”
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      “Hasn't changed a bit, has it?”
    

    

    
      “…What are you talking about?”
    

    

    
      “This place. Isn't it exactly the same as before you went in?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Kunlun was like this even before I was born.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Is that so.”
    

    

    
      “You wouldn't know if anything changed in a wasteland like this anyway. Stop talking nonsense and let's just go.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If I sense anything strange, I'll devour you immediately.”
    

    

    
      “I don't taste very good.”
    

    

    
      Watching U-jin spout nonsense, Tom muttered under his breath.
    

    

    
      An incomprehensible human—
    

    

    
      …That was his first impression of U-jin.
    

    

    
      And from the moment he entered the Darkest Dungeon until now, that conclusion remained the same.
    

    

    
      U-jin was still an incomprehensible human to Tom.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      There were plenty of reasons why.
    

    

    
      He felt he could list dozens just by recounting the things he had witnessed with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      Honestly, it was embarrassing to admit it himself.
    

    

    
      But the very fact that someone could be so composed in front of him, ‘Tom Hardist’, was proof that he was no ordinary person.
    

    

    
      Of course, like the saying goes, 'it's easier to fathom ten fathoms of water than one fathom of a man's heart,' the human race itself had always been an untrustworthy bunch.
    

    

    
      But the reason Tom found U-jin incomprehensible was an inquiry on a much higher level than simply not knowing his inner thoughts (內心).
    

    

    

    
      『…The revival of the Beastkin Nation. That’s the reason I came all this way to get you.』
    

    

    

    
      Staring at the side of U-jin’s nonchalant head, Tom recalled what U-jin had said when he proposed they leave the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      ‘…The revival of the Beastkin forces.’
    

    

    
      Tom couldn't understand why U-jin, who had no connection whatsoever to the Beastkin, would state such a goal to him.
    

    

    
      The only plausible guess he could make was the fact that, due to Isaac Einstein, Vampire blood flowed within U-jin’s body—specifically, the blood of ‘Jerry Junior’, a direct descendant of the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      He couldn't be sure, but Tom suspected that Jerry Junior's blood either exerted some unknown power on U-jin's body or that some kind of contractual relationship was involved.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      There were too many things that didn't add up, even with that reason.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had just come from a Lower-Dimensional Plane and barely had the scent of a Hero on him, seemed to have no reason to wish for the revival of the Beastkin forces of his own volition.
    

    

    
      Ultimately, assuming Tom's theory was correct, it meant that the true entity who wanted the revival of the Beastkin forces was the owner of the blood flowing in U-jin's body, Jerry Junior.
    

    

    
      The Vampires were the sworn enemies of the Beastkin Nation, having betrayed them and defected to the Demon King's Territory, and Jerry was a direct descendant of the Dracula family, the linchpin of the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      Regardless of the method, the very idea that Jerry Junior would want the revival of the Beastkin forces was incomprehensible to Tom.
    

    

    
      After all, he was the very person who had caused the collapse of the Beastkin forces.
    

    

    
      That was why, when he first heard the story from U-jin, he couldn't help but doubt his true intentions.
    

    

    
      …Of course.
    

    

    
      Despite the overflowing number of unknowns, there was only one reason Tom had left the Darkest Dungeon and followed U-jin.
    

    

    
      ‘…To fulfill my calling.’
    

    

    
      Because the Beastkin were out there.
    

    

    
      And because they needed him.
    

    

    
      From the moment they lost their nation, Tom had sworn to dedicate the rest of his life to the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      That was ultimately why he had become a Vampire Hunter.
    

    

    
      Since he himself bore responsibility for the ruin of the Beastkin Nation, he couldn't shamelessly step forward to lead them. 
    

    

    
      He believed the only thing he could do was wander in the shadows and execute the traitors who might hinder the Beastkin again at any moment.
    

    

    
      If he executed all the traitors who destroyed the nation,
    

    

    
      and if the negligent guardian who failed to protect it was imprisoned,
    

    

    
      he thought that even if they couldn't return to those glorious moments, it wouldn't be the worst outcome.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      Looking at it now, it seemed that wasn't the case after all.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Sniff, sniff-
    

    

    
      A familiar scent brushed past his nose, making the bridge of his nose tingle.
    

    

    
      From somewhere between the nearby mansion and the ruins that looked long-abandoned, the scent of Beastkin drifted on the wind.
    

    

    
      There were Cat-kin, Dog-kin, and Rabbit-kin.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a fear arose, a fear of whether he could truly stand before them again.
    

    

    
      But he had come this far; he couldn't turn back now.
    

    

    
      Even if he were cursed at and had stones thrown at him.
    

    

    
      What needed to be done had to be done.
    

    

    
      The option of turning a blind eye, knowing that the once-strong Beastkin were now collared and treated like playthings among humans.
    

    

    
      That option did not exist, at least not in the life Tom Hardist had lived.
    

    

    
      “…What are you doing? Hurry up and take the lead.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Didn't you hear me? Hurry up and take the…”
    

    

    
      The moment he thought that and urged U-jin on.
    

    

    
      Amidst the familiar scents of the Beastkin, a sudden, unpleasant odor seeped in.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      For a moment, the scent was so faint that his mind wondered if he was mistaken.
    

    

    
      Grrrrr-
    

    

    
      But even if his mind was confused, his body reacted instantly.
    

    

    
      The fur, which had grown nourished by that blood, stood on end, and his body unconsciously turned toward the direction of the scent.
    

    

    
      …It was unmistakable.
    

    

    
      “…This is.”
    

    

    
      A Vampire.
    

    

    
      The scent of that detestable clan.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Grrrrr-
    

    

    
      Smelling the distinct scent of a Vampire, Tom, his entire body tensed, glanced at U-jin for a moment.
    

    

    
      “This is…”
    

    

    
      He started to open his mouth as if to ask something.
    

    

    
      But after his lips twitched for a moment, Tom clamped his mouth shut.
    

    

    
      He didn't know what to ask, and he figured that whatever he asked, it should be after he confirmed if this scent was truly that of a Vampire.
    

    

    
      ‘A trap? Or perhaps…’
    

    

    
      He couldn't tell if U-jin had led him into a trap or if there was something he didn't know.
    

    

    
      But none of that mattered.
    

    

    
      After all, the scent didn't feel like it posed any real danger to him, and it was possible that someone behind U-jin had planned this without his knowledge.
    

    

    
      That was something he could figure out after uncovering the truth behind this wretched vampire scent.
    

    

    
      Pabat-
    

    

    
      His mind made up, Tom Hardist immediately shot forward.
    

    

    
      His body naturally headed for the guild house from which the scent was emanating.
    

    

    
      Jjaenggeurang-
    

    

    
      Although there was a perfectly good door to the side, Tom leaped and crashed through the window.
    

    

    
      There was no particular reason.
    

    

    
      It was simply because the scent was strongest from that direction.
    

    

    
      And so, Tom burst into the first floor at a frightening speed.
    

    

    
      “Hey! What kind of hooliganism is this, breaking a window when there’s a perfectly good door! Get out and come back in through the door!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Who are you? This is the private property of Hero Seo U-jin, a classified private area…”
    

    

    
      Before his eyes were several people.
    

    

    
      A girl with a peculiar way of speaking, dressed in Eastern-style clothes.
    

    

    
      A priest from The Order.
    

    

    
      And a woman with sunken dark circles, rubbing her drowsy eyes as she stared at him.
    

    

    
      However, Tom didn't give their outcry a single glance.
    

    

    
      From the moment he crashed through the window, his gaze was already fixed on one spot.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      That signature cynical, expressionless face, as if he had been expecting this.
    

    

    
      A pale face in black attire, looking at him with crossed legs.
    

    

    
      A being he knew all too well, and for that very reason, whose presence here he could not comprehend.
    

    

    
      Tom ignored everyone approaching him and strode up to the man.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Jjaenggang-!
    

    

    
      He flipped over the tea set on the table in front of him, tray and all, and grabbed the man by the front of his clothes.
    

    

    
      Gwaaaak.
    

    

    
      “…How the hell are you still alive.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Jerry Junior.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “…It’s been a while.”
    

    

    
      Looking up at Tom Hardist, who was glaring down at him with eyes full of fury, Jerry spoke quietly.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he hadn't thought a day like this would come.
    

    

    
      Ill-fated relationships were not the kind to simply disappear naturally, and this tenacious, ill-fated bond between him and Tom Hardist was especially so.
    

    

    
      As he had never gone out of his way to find the Darkest Dungeon or summon him.
    

    

    
      Honestly, from Jerry's perspective, it was a situation he wanted to avoid, but he had no intention of running away now that he was faced with it.
    

    

    
      He had considered it a kind of fate that they were bound to meet at least once, though he didn't know when. And now that this guy had found out he was alive, he would have tracked him down one way or another.
    

    

    
      …Besides.
    

    

    

    
      『That's right. Tom Hardist.』
    

    

    
      『…Are you thinking of bringing him from the Darkest Dungeon?』
    

    

    
      『…Well, for now. He’s someone the Beastkin desperately need, and there’s no one more suitable for cracking down on the ‘illegal slave problem’.』
    

    

    

    
      U-jin had already made that bold declaration before he left.
    

    

    
      Of course, bringing Tom Hardist out of the dungeon wasn't so easy that he could immediately accept U-jin's words.
    

    

    
      But judging from his experience with U-jin so far, even if he didn't know how, it was something that would surely come to pass.
    

    

    
      …Therefore, in his own way, Jerry had been bracing himself for this moment ever since U-jin left.
    

    

    
      But now that he was actually facing him, the words wouldn't come easily.
    

    

    
      “…Shut up. You know better than anyone that we’re not on terms to be exchanging greetings.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just answer my question.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Why the hell are you alive? I’m sure I destroyed your heart with my own hands.”
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist pressed him with his characteristic growl.
    

    

    
      Dealing with furious opponents was something he had experienced countless times, from his defection to The Order's territory to the establishment of his casino business.
    

    

    
      Including the several businesses he had run into the ground before settling on the casino, his experience was even more extensive.
    

    

    
      As such, this should have been no difficult task for Jerry.
    

    

    
      But strangely, faced with Tom Hardist's furious gaze, his lips wouldn't move.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he was scared or emotionally shaken.
    

    

    
      He wasn't that type of person to begin with.
    

    

    
      It was just.
    

    

    
      Just, how should he put it?
    

    

    
      Would it make sense to say he didn't know what to do?
    

    

    
      Faced with Tom Hardist's viscous emotions, his usually well-oiled mind went completely blank.
    

    

    
      Should he just answer the question and explain the process and reason?
    

    

    
      Or should he first try to calm down the emotionally agitated man?
    

    

    
      Should he deceive him about something, or tell a lie?
    

    

    
      No plan would form.
    

    

    
      Gwaaaak-
    

    

    
      The grip on his collar tightened, choking him even more.
    

    

    
      “…So you have no intention of answering.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Well, it doesn't matter. I don't know how. But if you came back to life like a rat, I just have to kill you again.”
    

    

    
      Giving a threat with contempt-filled eyes, Tom then dragged Jerry from the chair.
    

    

    
      Kudangtang-
    

    

    
      He slammed him to the floor, still holding his collar, and raised his other right hand.
    

    

    
      On his raised right hand, along with a silvery mane, were the silver, sharp claws symbolizing the Silver Wolf Tribe, poised like blades.
    

    

    
      They were too dull in places to be called well-honed blades, but they seemed more than sufficient to tear Jerry's chest apart.
    

    

    
      “Let’s see if you can come back to life again.”
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Just as his life hung in the balance and Jerry’s lips twitched, about to honestly say something.
    

    

    
      Chaeng-!
    

    

    
      “You son of a bitch!”
    

    

    
      A sword strike flew toward Tom’s head, accompanied by an audacious voice.
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      “You son of a bitch!”
    

    

    
      A downward slash, accompanied by a curse.
    

    

    
      It flew straight for the crown of Tom’s head as if to split it in two, but Tom didn’t even turn his head, despite knowing the attack was coming.
    

    

    
      Instead.
    

    

    
      He simply twisted the angle of his raised claws to block the strike.
    

    

    
      At the effortless defense, Shim Cheong’s brow furrowed deeply.
    

    

    
      “…Seo U-jin’s companion, I presume.”
    

    

    
      Tom muttered under his breath.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “I don’t want any unnecessary conflict, so stop right there. Little girl.”
    

    

    
      “But you were the one who came through the window…”
    

    

    
      “From the looks of it, you’ve all fallen for this one’s tricks.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This being is not to be trusted. I don’t know how far back his scheme goes, but even if you don’t know it now, you’ll all thank me for this later.”
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      When the weight of the sword on his claws did not lessen, Tom turned his head slightly to meet Shim Cheong’s eyes.
    

    

    
      He warned her with his characteristic growl.
    

    

    
      “Any further intervention will be taken as a request for battle. I won’t warn you twice, so be prepared.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For your information, with swordsmanship that shoddy, you won’t be able to cut a single strand of my fur, let alone my claws. You’d be wise not to act on some pointless bravado.”
    

    

    
      From Tom’s perspective, this was a rather generous response.
    

    

    
      When he used to go in and out of the Demon King's Territory hunting Vampires, he wouldn't even give a warning; his hand would fly out the instant anyone attacked him.
    

    

    
      It was because the exact situation had not yet been grasped.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Seeing the scent of Beastkin wafting over, he had just been thinking that U-jin’s talk of the ‘revival of the Beastkin’ wasn’t entirely baseless.
    

    

    
      But in that moment, he had smelled Jerry, and from then on, Tom Hardist’s mind had been a complete mess.
    

    

    
      He still wasn’t sure why a Vampire was involved in this, or who the mastermind was.
    

    

    
      The only thing he could be certain of in this moment was his calling.
    

    

    
      That the extermination of the Vampires had not been fully completed.
    

    

    
      And that fulfilling that calling was what he had to do.
    

    

    
      Seureuk-
    

    

    
      Seeing Shim Cheong, her brow deeply furrowed, withdraw her sword from his claws, Tom turned his head back toward Jerry.
    

    

    
      ‘…How in the world.’
    

    

    
      He remembered it clearly.
    

    

    
      The viscous sensation in his hand as he tore through the chest and crushed the heart was distinctly seared into his brain.
    

    

    
      Because that moment was the moment he had fulfilled his duty.
    

    

    
      No matter how powerful a Vampire was, they couldn't revive after having their heart so thoroughly destroyed.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t just hunted one or two Vampires; it was impossible for a veteran Hunter like Tom to miss such a detail.
    

    

    
      However, he couldn't deny the existence of Jerry Dracula Junior, alive right before his eyes.
    

    

    
      It was definitely the Jerry Junior he remembered, and he was a living being.
    

    

    
      He meticulously checked the scent just in case, but it was exactly as he remembered.
    

    

    
      Nor did he feel any trace of other mana.
    

    

    
      ‘…First things first.’
    

    

    
      Thinking that his head might overload if he kept this up, Tom cast aside all other thoughts.
    

    

    
      There were few things as foolish as endlessly pondering the unknown.
    

    

    
      It was right to focus on what he knew for certain had to be done.
    

    

    
      Ggudeudeuk-
    

    

    
      Having reached that conclusion, Tom poured all his strength into his right hand.
    

    

    
      But this time, too, he was unable to finish the job.
    

    

    
      Paaaat-!
    

    

    
      Just when he thought things were settled, an unknown wind pressure suddenly raged from behind him.
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      This time, Tom turned his head completely to look back.
    

    

    
      Where he looked, there was the same girl from before, her face filled with rage, gripping the hilt of her sword with both hands.
    

    

    
      Her appearance hadn't changed much.
    

    

    
      Except for the conical mass of black mana resting on her head like a pointed hat, and the black aura enveloping her.
    

    

    
      “…I believe I said I wouldn’t warn you twice.”
    

    

    
      “Apologize.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “This is the swordsmanship of my ancestors, passed down through hundreds of years of their lives. I don’t care if you insult my sword strike as shoddy, but for insulting the sacrifice of my ancestors by calling it shoddy swordsmanship, and for coming through a window when there was a perfectly good door.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For those two things, I must receive an apology.”
    

    

    
      Judging by her expression and words, it seemed he had touched something akin to a nerve.
    

    

    
      But Tom was also on edge, having just encountered a member of the Vampire Clan he thought had been annihilated.
    

    

    
      Tom wasn't the type to say things he didn't mean in the first place, so even on a normal day, he wouldn't have given a very generous reply. Now, it was even more so.
    

    

    
      And in truth, Tom did think Shim Cheong’s swordsmanship was shoddy.
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      “…What else would I call such swordsmanship, full of unnecessary flair, if not shoddy?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t I tell you? With a sword like that, you won’t be able to cut a single strand of my fur.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't an empty boast; he meant it.
    

    

    
      The mane of the Silver Wolf Tribe wasn't just some mat for keeping warm; it was a product of evolution developed for combat.
    

    

    
      Unlike the fur of ordinary animals or Beastkin, it possessed enough durability and elasticity to deflect most sword strikes.
    

    

    
      Especially given the nature of the Silver Wolf mane, which grows more durable by repeating a cycle of damage and recovery through many battles, Tom’s mane, strengthened over decades, boasted a defensive power that could be called iron armor without exaggeration.
    

    

    
      Tom truly believed that if her next strike was like the last one, Shim Cheong’s sword wouldn’t even be able to cut his fur.
    

    

    
      …Of course, the small horn on her head and the unknown energy were a bit concerning.
    

    

    
      But even so, there was a limit to the power a human could possess.
    

    

    
      Through countless battles, Tom had gained the combat assessment ability to roughly gauge an opponent’s power with a single sword strike.
    

    

    
      The previous strike seemed to have been quite serious, and he had a good grasp of Shim Cheong’s physical strength.
    

    

    
      Tom couldn’t know how much of an effect that small change in her appearance would have, but judging from her previous strength, no matter how much power she mustered for this next strike, it would be well within the range he could block with his claws.
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      Therefore, watching Shim Cheong raise her blade for a horizontal slash this time, he naturally raised his hand.
    

    

    
      …No, he was about to raise it.
    

    

    
      “That.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Doesn’t seem like a very good choice.”
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had entered at some point and was leaning casually against the doorframe, offered a short piece of advice.
    

    

    
      Considering the circumstances, it was incomprehensible why U-jin, the very person who should have been stopping this situation, was watching so nonchalantly.
    

    

    
      But before he could even think about that, Shim Cheong’s sword strike flew at Tom.
    

    

    
      Buuuung-
    

    

    
      There was nothing special about the sword strike.
    

    

    
      Just as Tom had said before, it was a strike full of unnecessary flair.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if the black horn had no effect; the attack was a little faster, but it was still within the range Tom had anticipated.
    

    

    
      His claws, which could shatter most artifacts whole, seemed more than capable of blocking it.
    

    

    
      Normally, he would have swatted it away without a second thought.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      Strangely, U-jin’s short piece of advice bothered Tom.
    

    

    
      He didn't know why.
    

    

    
      He couldn't see any basis for the advice with his own eyes, and it wasn't a particularly kind piece of advice either.
    

    

    
      But for some reason, it created a hesitation in Tom’s mind.
    

    

    
      Tom, who had been deliberating right up until the moment the sword was swung.
    

    

    
      Buuuung-
    

    

    
      In the end, he followed that nagging advice and dodged the strike just as it was about to hit him.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      In that instant.
    

    

    
      Tom realized that U-jin’s advice was by no means nonsense.
    

    

    
      ‘…The sword?’
    

    

    
      Tom’s prediction that he could easily block it was based on the assumption that Shim Cheong’s weapon was nothing more than ordinary.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The sword Shim Cheong was holding was by no means an ordinary sword.
    

    

    
      Until it had blocked his claws earlier, he hadn't noticed anything special and had just thought it was a common artifact found on some battlefield.
    

    

    
      But the sword strike, unleashed after her appearance changed, was far more densely concentrated with the unknown black energy that had been scattered around Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      What exact effect it had was a domain even Tom couldn't comprehend.
    

    

    
      But the moment he witnessed the strike devouring the space before him as it cut through the air, he realized one thing.
    

    

    
      That, just as U-jin had said, trying to block that with his claws was not a very good choice.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      His unconscious combat senses, honed through countless battlefields and assassinations, were warning him.
    

    

    
      Warning him never to clash head-on with that sword strike.
    

    

    
      An unknown threat, on a level beyond mere swordsmanship or physical strength, lurked within that sword.
    

    

    
      Realizing the real threat was the sword itself, Tom waited for the strike to graze past his nose before smacking Shim Cheong’s hand upwards.
    

    

    
      Pow-
    

    

    
      With the overwhelming difference in speed and strength, it was not a difficult task.
    

    

    
      The perfectly timed blow knocked only the sword from Shim Cheong’s hand, and the moment the sword left her grasp, the black aura that had enveloped her instantly subsided.
    

    

    
      Tom then brought his middle finger, now held down by his thumb, to his own forehead and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll let you off one more time.”
    

    

    
      And then he flicked his finger.
    

    

    
      KWAANG-!
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, with a powerful sound that was impossible to believe came from a simple forehead flick.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong’s body was sent flying backward.
    

    

    
      She spun several times in the air before embedding herself in the side of the mansion.
    

    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    

    
      Whether it was surprise that she had followed his words at once, or admiration for the power of Tom’s forehead flick.
    

    

    
      Or perhaps, surprise at seeing Shim Cheong’s skull still intact despite it all.
    

    

    
      U-jin let out an exclamation, his lips forming an ‘o’.
    

    

    
      Watching him, Tom, unable to contain his boiling anger, shouted as he threw Jerry, whom he was still holding by the collar with his left hand.
    

    

    
      “…You bastard!!!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you know something, then explain it! Explain it!!!”
    

    

    
      It was tantamount to letting his prey go, but U-jin’s nonchalant attitude had a way of pissing a person off.
    

    

    
      Buung-
    

    

    
      The short wind-up meant it wasn't packed with all of Tom’s strength, but it was still more than powerful enough.
    

    

    
      “Whoops.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Jerry’s body flying toward him, U-jin pushed himself off the doorframe he was leaning against and casually dodged the incoming projectile.
    

    

    
      Kwagwagwagwak-!
    

    

    
      Thrown through the doorway U-jin had just vacated, Jerry’s body hit the ground with a horrifying sound of friction and dug into the earth.
    

    

    
      The frictional force upon impact was so strong that instead of flying far, it gouged out a 45-degree trench in the guild house’s yard.
    

    

    
      It was a tremendous noise that would make anyone think he had been killed instantly.
    

    

    
      But perhaps because he knew the traits of a Vampire better than anyone.
    

    

    
      Tom didn’t even glance toward Jerry, instead growling at U-jin.
    

    

    
      “You… did you deceive me?”
    

    

    
      But U-jin.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Well. I’m not so sure… but I don’t think I deceived you about anything.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I called you to reconcile.”
    

    

    
      He simply shrugged his shoulders with a nonchalant expression.
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      “Well. I’m not so sure… but I don’t think I deceived you about anything.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I called you to reconcile.”
    

    

    
      At U-jin’s answer, Tom scoffed.
    

    

    
      “Hah! Reconcile?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Did you just say reconcile?”
    

    

    
      As if he’d heard something he shouldn't have, Tom pointed an accusatory finger in the direction Jerry had flown and shouted.
    

    

    
      “Do you think I hunt Vampires out of some personal grudge? The extermination of the Vampires is the calling of my clan and my duty to the fallen Beastkin Nation.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For the sake of every Beastkin on this land, I have an obligation to kill him. This isn’t some child’s play that can be brushed aside with a handshake.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so? Doesn't seem all that different to me.”
    

    

    
      “…That’s enough.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps deciding that further words were meaningless.
    

    

    
      Tom turned his body.
    

    

    
      Tom's mind was already a mess.
    

    

    
      No, to say it was simply a mess wouldn't cover it; his thought process had ceased to function properly.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      To put it with a little exaggeration, there wasn’t a single aspect of the unfolding situation that made any sense.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      U-jin was a rookie who hadn’t even shed his Hero candidate label, yet he wanted the revival of the Beastkin forces.
    

    

    
      Jerry was supposed to be dead, but he was alive.
    

    

    
      Jerry knew he was coming, but he didn’t flee.
    

    

    
      And despite seeing all of this, U-jin wore a nonchalant expression as if he knew everything, telling him to reconcile.
    

    

    
      A series of incomprehensible events.
    

    

    
      This whole scene was too clumsy to be a trap, yet too nonsensical to be the truth.
    

    

    
      A situation twisted into such a knot that he had no idea where to even begin unraveling it.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      “…Let's see if you can remain so nonchalant after I take his head.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If he revived after I burst his heart, this time I’ll cut off his limbs and bury them in different places. If he revives even then, I’ll chop him into tiny pieces and throw him to the magical beasts for food.”
    

    

    
      The method he chose was to cut the knot entirely.
    

    

    
      “…This time, it won’t end with just confirming that he has stopped breathing.”
    

    

    
      Whether this was a trap or the truth, at the center of the tangle messing with his head was Jerry Junior, and while he didn't know how he had come back to life, if he snuffed him out, he felt he could get to the bottom of this twisted situation.
    

    

    
      Who the mastermind was and what their intentions were in creating this situation was something he could figure out after.
    

    

    
      There was no hesitation.
    

    

    
      It was the method he had always adopted when faced with similar situations in the past.
    

    

    
      Killing Jerry Junior was something he had already done once, and it was what he was supposed to do anyway.
    

    

    
      He didn't know if U-jin genuinely wanted reconciliation or had some other ulterior motive, but he had no intention of playing along.
    

    

    
      *Paaat-*
    

    

    
      Stepping on the windowsill, Tom leaped in a single bound to a position above Jerry, who was still embedded in the yard outside.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      His clothes were in disarray, and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.
    

    

    
      It seemed his external injuries had already healed, as his limbs were in place and unbroken, but judging by the fact he was still coughing up blood, his internal injuries remained.
    

    

    
      Even seeing that helpless figure, Tom drew out the claws of his right hand to their maximum length without a flicker of hesitation.
    

    

    
      They were nearly a foot long.
    

    

    
      Except for his most active period, he rarely drew them out to this length.
    

    

    
      But this was a being who had come back to life by some means.
    

    

    
      From Tom’s perspective, he had no choice but to think he had to be more thorough.
    

    

    
      Ugeugeugeuk-
    

    

    
      He pulled his right arm back.
    

    

    
      The muscles, stretched to the limit of their range of motion, tensed, and a powerful force, as if to tear the very universe apart, condensed.
    

    

    
      This time, his resolve was not just to burst the heart, but to tear the entire body apart.
    

    

    
      Pure killing intent, without a hint of hesitation, gathered at the tips of his claws.
    

    

    
      KWAANG-!
    

    

    
      And at the peak of that extension, his arm, which was swinging down toward Jerry with a sonic boom that ruptured the air, was…
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      Geugeugeuk-
    

    

    
      He urgently twisted its trajectory.
    

    

    
      The process was so desperate that Tom's arm, trained to its limit, screamed with the *udeudeuk-* sound of protesting joints.
    

    

    
      The altered trajectory missed Jerry’s body, embedding itself in the ground to his left, and with a *kwagwagwak-* sound, five massive furrows were gouged into the earth.
    

    

    
      A sudden cloud of dust filled the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Kwaaak-
    

    

    
      From within the dust cloud, Tom clutched his twisted elbow and pushed himself up, staring forward with a look of utter disbelief.
    

    

    
      ‘…Why in the world.’
    

    

    
      The reason Tom had so urgently changed his attack's path was simple.
    

    

    
      Someone had suddenly jumped into his attack's trajectory.
    

    

    
      It went without saying, but it wasn't U-jin.
    

    

    
      Nor was it U-jin's companion.
    

    

    
      It was.
    

    

    
      A young Cat Tribe Beastkin, so small they barely came up to Tom's waist.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “…Hmm.”
    

    

    
      This wasn't the original plan.
    

    

    
      To move the story forward, the encounter between Tom and Jerry was necessary, but considering the relationship between the two, it was a foregone conclusion that this disaster would occur if they were brought together without any explanation.
    

    

    
      However, there was a separate reason why I didn’t stop that guy Tom from charging in blindly and offered no explanation until we got here.
    

    

    

    
      『It feels a bit unpleasant to think that something that was already extinct has come back to life. But I don't kill without conviction, simply letting my feelings dictate the life and death of others.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…He is dead. And that is the end of it.』
    

    

    

    
      The moment he found out in the Darkest Dungeon that the blood of a Vampire flowed through my body.
    

    

    
      I was curious why he had been so certain that Jerry was dead.
    

    

    
      Confirming the gist of the story from that guy Tom’s reaction the moment he saw Jerry.
    

    

    
      That was a detail I couldn’t have known with the knowledge from my past life, no matter how many times I regressed, so there was no other way.
    

    

    
      Well, it was something I would have had to address one way or another even if I left it alone, but I deliberately chose not to intervene in order to check for any variables in a domain I didn't know about.
    

    

    
      If things went wrong here, all my subsequent plans would be ruined.
    

    

    
      ‘…So that’s how it was.’
    

    

    
      I confirmed that part for sure.
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist’s last hunt was Jerry Junior, and he had personally burst his heart.
    

    

    
      He had killed him himself and seen it with his own eyes, which was why he had been so certain of Jerry's death.
    

    

    
      Now that I knew the reason, the purpose for letting things get this far was achieved, and if it progressed any further and Jerry’s limbs were actually torn off, the problem would become quite serious, so I was thinking of intervening around this point.
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      A proxy showed up out of nowhere.
    

    

    
      ‘…Jackie, was it?’
    

    

    
      It was the little Cat Tribe Beastkin kid I’d glimpsed when talking to Jerry before entering the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      I remembered him because of the impressive patch of white fur in the middle of his head.
    

    

    
      He had appeared before Tom's claws as they rushed toward Jerry and blocked his attack.
    

    

    
      It wasn't planned, but the scene looked quite good.
    

    

    
      From that guy Tom's perspective, there could be no event more incomprehensible than this.
    

    

    
      His face, pale with shock, proved it.
    

    

    
      “What in the world……”
    

    

    
      The one who directly blocked that guy Tom's attack was the little Cat Tribe Beastkin kid named Jackie, but he wasn't the only one to appear from within the scattering dust.
    

    

    
      A few of the Beastkin that Jerry had gathered appeared hesitantly from behind Jerry, and from between the temporarily repaired, dilapidated houses, many more Beastkin were watching the situation.
    

    

    
      At a glance, their numbers had increased, so it seemed that after hearing my words about 'a Territory acquired for that purpose', that guy Jerry had brought over more Beastkin from other places.
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      ‘…Looks like he actually trusted me.’
    

    

    
      Before we entered the Darkest Dungeon, he was the one who said to take him off the team if I was going to bring Tom Hardist along, but it seemed he had come to trust me.
    

    

    
      Well, that was something I already knew the moment he chose not to run away.
    

    

    
      “Why……”
    

    

    
      From that guy Tom's perspective, there could be no composition more difficult to comprehend.
    

    

    
      He was a man who had endured his whole life with the sole pride of living for the Beastkin, yet the current scene made it look as if he were the one threatening them.
    

    

    
      He was probably thinking that his and Jerry's positions should be reversed.
    

    

    
      His subsequent cry proved that fact.
    

    

    
      “…Why are you protecting him? That bastard is a direct descendant of the Vampire Clan that destroyed our Beastkin!”
    

    

    
      A voice filled with anguish, as if he couldn't possibly understand, burst from Tom toward the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      “He carries the blood of the detestable traitor, the Demon Dracula. You’ve all been deceived by him!!!!”
    

    

    
      His shout was not without effect.
    

    

    
      After his voice echoed, a moment of silence fell.
    

    

    
      Followed by a clamorous atmosphere.
    

    

    

    
      - …If he’s a direct descendant of a Vampire, does he mean Count Dracula?
    

    

    
      - A Demon?
    

    

    
      - No, then our lord isn’t human but…….
    

    

    
      - What is going on.
    

    

    

    

    
      The gazes of the Beastkin, which had been on Tom, turned to Jerry with looks of disbelief at his shout.
    

    

    
      Presently, one of the Beastkin from the back rushed out and grabbed the little kid's wrist.
    

    

    
      “Jackie! Get over here right now. What do you think you’re doing, this is dangerous!”
    

    

    
      A bitter smile formed on Jerry's lips as he watched the chaotic scene.
    

    

    
      Was it because he felt empty now that the identity he had hidden for so long was revealed?
    

    

    
      Or was it disillusionment, seeing the Beastkin he had saved from slave traders change their expressions at the single word ‘Dracula’?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps he found the fate bestowed upon him as The Last Vampire to be laughable.
    

    

    
      It was difficult even for me to know exactly what was going on in his tangled mind.
    

    

    
      But from my perspective, one thing was crystal clear.
    

    

    
      …The little Beastkin kid blocking his path.
    

    

    
      That kid, at least, was completely unfazed by Tom’s shout, by the fact that Jerry’s identity was a Dracula.
    

    

    
      “Mom, you said so!”
    

    

    
      Meomchit-
    

    

    
      At the child's sudden shout, Jerry’s hand, which had been running dejectedly through his hair, froze.
    

    

    
      “You said that because this black-haired mister protected us, we have to protect him later.”
    

    

    
      Spreading his arms wide, the child bared his teeth quite seriously and glared at Tom.
    

    

    
      “You said he's blunt and a difficult person, but that we should never forget him for our whole lives!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Mom, you said so.”
    

    

    
      The Beastkin who appeared to be Jackie's mother wore a troubled expression, and strange looks colored the faces of both Tom and Jerry.
    

    

    
      She clearly thought she had to get her child out of there, but since these were indeed the words she herself had stressed, it seemed she had no retort.
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      And perhaps, now.
    

    

    
      “…The kid’s better than the adults.”
    

    

    
      It seemed like the right time for me to step in.
    

    

    
      “Isn't that right?”
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      The Beastkin were, in themselves, a sore spot for both Tom and Jerry.
    

    

    
      So much so that Tom, who had been determined to kill Jerry on the spot, twisted his own arm to avoid a little Beastkin kid who appeared before him.
    

    

    
      You could call it a kind of ‘inviolable’ territory.
    

    

    
      For both Jerry and Tom.
    

    

    
      The guilt that had accumulated in their hearts for over decades had built a fortress-like fence of protection around the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Was it because of that?
    

    

    
      This scene, with numerous Beastkin watching, created a peculiar atmosphere all on its own.
    

    

    
      To the point that even the formidable Tom couldn't move rashly, and even Jerry’s poker face momentarily crumbled.
    

    

    
      And for me, such an atmosphere was more than welcome.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      This situation was the perfect backdrop to resolve this long-standing conflict.
    

    

    
      Step, step-
    

    

    
      “…The kid’s better than the adults. Isn't that right?”
    

    

    
      Pat-
    

    

    
      I naturally stepped between the two, placed a hand on Jackie's head in a gesture of praise, and looked at Tom as I continued speaking.
    

    

    
      “The Beastkin here. They're all people that Jerry saved from slave traders. Well, he couldn't very well tell them he was a Vampire, so hiding his identity was unavoidable……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “From these people's perspective, he's the one who saved them, just like the kid said.”
    

    

    
      My words were meant for Tom, but also for the Beastkin surrounding us.
    

    

    
      Most of them didn't know the full story of the Beastkin forces' end anyway.
    

    

    
      They had only heard what was commonly known, what Tom had just shouted—that the Beastkin fell because of the traitorous Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      Even Tom and Jerry, who were directly involved at the time, didn't know the real truth, so there was no way these Beastkin, with no direct lineage to the events, would know the full details.
    

    

    
      Incitement has always been easy, and clarification, much harder.
    

    

    
      They couldn't be swayed and confused by the word 'Dracula'.
    

    

    
      For the explanation I was about to give to be effective, I needed to more firmly implant the gratitude that had already settled in their hearts.
    

    

    
      “…Hah!”
    

    

    
      Tom, who had forcefully set his twisted arm, snorted.
    

    

    
      “Don't make me laugh. I couldn't understand why the Beastkin were being trafficked among slaves in the first place, but now that I’m out, I see.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s all because that bastard was alive. Saved them? What nonsense… It’s obvious he was pulling some strings behind the scenes again. That’s the only kind of thing his prideless race is capable of.”
    

    

    
      Jerry’s poker face had already crumbled since Tom’s appearance.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He didn't offer a rebuttal, but the look on his face as he turned held a considerable amount of indignation.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it was just a slight furrowing of his brow, and I was probably the only one who could read that emotion as indignation, but at least I knew for certain.
    

    

    
      That there was a point he found deeply unfair.
    

    

    
      “Hmm……”
    

    

    
      Well, it wasn't as if he knew the clear sequence of events either, and if this was a stigma that could be cleared up with a single word from him, the rift of misunderstanding would never have grown so deep.
    

    

    
      …And I.
    

    

    
      For his sake, I raised a finger in front of Tom and began.
    

    

    
      “Alright, here’s a quiz.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Why did the Vampire Clan, considered one of the top combat clans along with the Lycan Clan, defect to the Demon King's Territory?”
    

    

    
      As soon as I asked, Tom’s shallow answer came back.
    

    

    
      “…For power, obviously. The Demon King offered him a title, so he ran without a second thought…”
    

    

    
      “Do you really think so?”
    

    

    
      I countered before he could finish his sentence.
    

    

    
      “…What are you trying to say?”
    

    

    
      “If he truly coveted power, it would have been better to stage a coup within the Beastkin forces at the time.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why would he stupidly go to the Demon King's Territory? The Beastkin were a group that understood him far better, and someone like Dracula had enough justification to install a puppet king and pull the strings from behind. It’s not like he was treated that well in the Demon King's Territory either.”
    

    

    
      I cut him off, pointing out the unclear links in the story.
    

    

    
      “…Stop spouting nonsense and get out of the way.”
    

    

    
      He didn't look particularly flustered.
    

    

    
      It seemed he too had thought that the motive for defecting had a fishy side to it.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      With everyone who remembered that time gone, there was no way to uncover the truth now, and rather than asking further, he seemed to have no desire to do so, instead ordering me to leave.
    

    

    
      “…I don't know what you're thinking, spouting such nonsense, but it doesn't matter. His clan betrayed the Beastkin and deserves to be punished. I'm holding back for the sake of the Beastkin, and this is as far as it goes, so get out of the way. If you keep blocking me, you too will……”
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      “What do you think?”
    

    

    
      Ignoring his words, I turned around and asked Jerry.
    

    

    
      “…I was told that the clan was facing a crisis because its position within the Beastkin was weakening.”
    

    

    
      Even Jerry, who could be called a party to the events, didn't know the truth.
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      “Wrong. You’re both wrong.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “The correct answer is because the Vampire Clan became too strong.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “…What is that supposed to mean?”
    

    

    
      “…That’s not a story I’ve heard.”
    

    

    
      Both of their brows furrowed at the same time.
    

    

    
      The meaning seemed slightly different, but their gazes, which had been fixed on each other, now poured onto me.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just the two of them.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin surrounding us were also holding their breath, listening intently to my voice.
    

    

    
      I turned my head, scanned them once, and continued.
    

    

    
      “Literally.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The Vampire Clan.”
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      “…To be precise, it was because a single Beastkin named ‘Count Dracula’ became too strong.”
    

    

    
      Now, he's been dead for a long time, and due to the tragic end of the Vampire Clan, his reputation has been somewhat diminished.
    

    

    
      But in his prime, Count Dracula's strength needed no explanation.
    

    

    
      “Count Dracula was an out-of-spec Mutant who appeared in the Vampire Clan, which was already considered the top combat clan among the Beastkin. He was called a Count, but just looking at his rank in the Demon King's Army, he was a being who, as a single entity, held a rank just below the Demon King's top commanders.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “On top of that, the number of Counts itself wasn't very high, and Count Dracula was among the most powerful of them.”
    

    

    
      Tom, who had been listening in silence, growled and urged me on.
    

    

    
      “Well, in the first place. While Counts usually command several races, Count Dracula insisted on his small clan composed of a single race, the Vampires. And despite that, he maintained a combat power that was not just equal to, but superior to, the other Demon Counts… Is that explanation sufficient?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…What are you getting at?”
    

    

    
      “Just listen for a bit.”
    

    

    
      In fact, if you think about it simply, the emergence of a strong Beastkin was a welcome event for the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      Maintaining neutrality when the Demon King's Territory and the Order’s Territory were dividing the continent as two great powers was no easy task.
    

    

    
      For the Beastkin, who, while not officially, acted as the leader of the neutral forces, it was something they couldn't have hoped for more.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the Beastkin Nation did indeed welcome Dracula's birth.
    

    

    
      …That is.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of the ‘Beastkin forces’, at least.
    

    

    
      The problem was that the Beastkin Nation wasn't the only neutral state on the continent.
    

    

    
      “Back when Dracula was still part of the Beastkin Nation, his reputation as the strongest in history became a significant threat to the surrounding neutral nations.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If before, the Beastkin Nation was merely the strongest among the neutral nations, after Dracula, they came to possess a military power on a completely different level from the other neutral nations. They started to worry.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That the Beastkin, just like the Order and the Demon King, might swallow up all the neutral territories to form a massive power.”
    

    

    
      And it went without saying, but that thought wasn't limited to the neutral nations.
    

    

    
      “Of course, the ones who feared the growing Beastkin forces even more were the Order's Allied Forces and the Demon King's Federation.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “At the time, the two powers were in a tense stalemate and knew the balance would collapse the moment one side showed any sign of intervention. So publicly, they pretended not to care, but behind the scenes, they were hard at work.”
    

    

    
      The sight of a human reciting the history of the Beastkin Nation in front of them was a bit ridiculous, but soon, no one was interrupting my story anymore.
    

    

    
      Even Tom, who had been picking fights at every turn, was now focused on the story.
    

    

    
      Just as I was thinking something was off about the strange tilt in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Du-du-
    

    

    
      I felt a bizarre vibration from the Source Stone near my heart.
    

    

    
      ‘…Is it because of this?’
    

    

    
      It didn't appear in the system window, so I didn't know the exact reason, but it seemed the Source Stone was playing some kind of role.
    

    

    
      It felt similar to when it self-generates magic stones.
    

    

    
      ‘…Heh.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't intentional, but it seemed I had ended up doing some ‘scheming’.
    

    

    
      I considered stopping to avoid any potential misunderstanding, but it seemed unlikely another opportunity like this would arise.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I continued speaking.
    

    

    
      “…Of course, Dracula knew that the surrounding neutral forces feared the Beastkin Nation. Jerry, you of all people should know that the Vampire Clan's strength in battle lies less in direct combat and more in the meticulous planning beforehand. He, who was strong in information warfare, must have clearly seen the fate of these neutral nations.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Honestly, even if all the other forces ganged up for a direct clash, the Beastkin, with their combat power boosted to the max by Dracula's appearance, would have drawn at worst, but never lost.”
    

    

    
      “…The Order and the Demon King's Army.”
    

    

    
      “Right. The problem was the Order and the Demon King's Army, who were covetously eyeing the neutral forces from behind.”
    

    

    
      Jerry added a word.
    

    

    
      “If a war actually broke out, regardless of the outcome, the weakened neutral forces would be devoured by the Demon King's forces and the Order's forces. Just as those two powers had always done.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A dilemma. If they stayed put, it was obvious the frightened coalition of other neutral forces would declare war. But if they struck first, it was obvious that regardless of the war's outcome, they would be divided and absorbed by the Order and the Demon King's Army afterward.”
    

    

    
      It was an unavoidable problem.
    

    

    
      The expansion of the Demon King's and the Order's forces was a massive tide, and the shrinking of the neutral forces was a consequence of it. The Beastkin Nation's presence wasn't small, but compared to the two great powers, the Beastkin Nation itself only occupied a small position.
    

    

    
      It was a situation so blocked on all sides that even in hindsight, there was no clear alternative.
    

    

    
      “Then, all of a sudden, a brilliant move came to Dracula's mind.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Ah. If this whole problem arose because of his own appearance… then if he alone were to leave, it could all be resolved.”
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      “Ah. If this whole problem arose because of his own appearance…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Then if he alone were to leave, couldn't it all be resolved?”
    

    

    
      The brilliant move Dracula devised was precisely this.
    

    

    
      For the entire Vampire Clan, including himself, who made up a large portion of the Beastkin's combat power, to leave the Beastkin Nation altogether.
    

    

    
      It was a bit harsh to blame the strange current flowing between the neutral forces at the time on a single being… but it wasn't an entirely baseless story.
    

    

    
      The peculiar atmosphere that arose in the balance of the three powers—the Order, the Demon King, and the neutral forces, which had been well-maintained until then—had clearly begun with the appearance of the powerful leader ‘Dracula’ who led the Vampire Clan. 
    

    

    
      Before him, the unity of the neutral nations had never once been broken.
    

    

    
      In other words, regardless of responsibility, it was something that would never have happened if Dracula hadn't been there in the first place.
    

    

    
      If that were the case, the balance between the neutral forces, which had been so well-maintained, would not have collapsed. 
    

    

    
      And if the coalition of neutral forces had remained strong, neither the Demon King's forces nor the Order's forces would have dared to covet the neutral zone so rashly.
    

    

    
      Of course, since the birth of the Mutant named Count Dracula was an event beyond anyone's control, it was impossible to turn his existence in the Beastkin Nation back into nothingness.
    

    

    
      But achieving a similar effect by having Dracula leave the neutral forces entirely was not impossible.
    

    

    
      All Dracula had to do was lead his clan and defect from the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      That was the conclusion Dracula reached after deep contemplation.
    

    

    
      “…And Dracula wasn't the only one who thought of that.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “The Order was thinking along similar lines.”
    

    

    
      As is often the case with politics, the choices and actions of a large group are inevitably intertwined with numerous interests.
    

    

    
      Dracula’s defection wasn't the choice of a single person, but rather the result of him leaning in the direction the winds of the era were blowing.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that his own will was absent, but the Vampire Clan's defection couldn't be explained by such a simple reason alone.
    

    

    
      “The clouds of war among the neutral forces back then didn't just appear because the balance of power collapsed. The Beastkin Nation was an exclusive country to begin with; it had no history of accepting other races into its forces, nor did it have any intention of doing so. It was literally a case of smoke without fire.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…And the reason there was smoke without fire was, of course, because someone else came and lit it.”
    

    

    
      I couldn't list them one by one, but the small choices made by the great powers to secure their own interests had accumulated to produce such a result.
    

    

    
      “The Demon King's Army was intentionally sowing discord from behind the scenes, creating an atmosphere of war. They intended to swallow the neutral forces all at once through the Demonic Species they had planted in advance, should a war break out.”
    

    

    
      “……!!!”
    

    

    
      “From the Order's perspective, having figured out this scheme, they had to prevent a civil war in the neutral zone at all costs. And so, through the King of the Beastkin, they made a request to Dracula, asking if he would ‘pretend to defect to the Demon King's Territory’.”
    

    

    
      Tom’s eyes,
    

    

    
      “They said it was the best solution to resolve the current situation.”
    

    

    
      widened in an instant.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…Dracula’s defection was at the King’s request?’
    

    

    
      Thomas Lycan Hardist.
    

    

    
      As a descendant of the Lycan Clan, the proud combat family of the Beastkin, and an outstanding Vampire Hunter.
    

    

    
      Tom had hunted countless Vampires, but the story now flowing from U-jin's lips was one even he had never heard before.
    

    

    
      All he had known was that Dracula betrayed the Beastkin and joined the Demon King's side, and as a result, the weakened Beastkin Nation gradually collapsed until the nation itself was destroyed.
    

    

    
      He didn't know, nor did he try to know, the story that unfolded behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      Of course, he didn't trust everything coming out of U-jin's mouth.
    

    

    
      No, to be honest, there was no reason to trust it at all.
    

    

    
      U-jin was clearly an outsider with no connection to the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      And there was no way to verify the source of all the information U-jin was spouting.
    

    

    
      Dracula's defection had happened before Tom was even born.
    

    

    
      The time the Beastkin forces lost their nation was also a story from the distant past, when Tom had just begun to distinguish himself within the Lycan Clan.
    

    

    
      It didn't make sense, logically, for U-jin to know the details of a story that old.
    

    

    
      …If it had come from Jerry Junior’s mouth, maybe, but for Tom, it was too much to accept the current story at face value.
    

    

    
      Of course, since Tom had a complete aversion to anything academic, he had never studied the history of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Tom couldn't confidently present any evidence to the contrary either.
    

    

    
      But, as the saying goes, ‘Even a dog at a village school recites poetry after three years’.
    

    

    
      No matter how far removed Tom was from that field, if this story were true, there was no way he wouldn't have known.
    

    

    
      If it were, at least one of the Vampires who died by his hand would have spilled the beans before their death, if only to save their own life.
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      That's why Tom thought so.
    

    

    
      This was all U-jin's lie, nothing more than a crude sophistry pieced together by Jerry and U-jin, though he couldn't tell who the mastermind was.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Even as he thought it was a lie, Tom’s lips couldn't move rashly.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      For some reason, U-jin's words, which should have been sophistry, felt like they were fitting together perfectly.
    

    

    
      …Moreover.
    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      Though he had forgotten it, Tom himself had once had a similar thought while hunting countless Vampires.
    

    

    
      He was confident in tracking the traces of Vampires, a skill that had become second nature through decades of experience, but outside of that, Tom was terrible at the detective game of gathering clues and assembling the puzzle.
    

    

    
      He had no talent for using his head, and all the friends who could have helped him organize such thoughts were dead, so at the time, it had passed by as a fleeting notion.
    

    

    
      A long, long time ago.
    

    

    
      Tom, too, had subconsciously thought.
    

    

    
      That there was something, something fishy about the Vampire Clan’s defection.
    

    

    
      “…Don't make me laugh.”
    

    

    
      However, changing a belief that had been held for decades and had hardened into a conviction was no easy task.
    

    

    
      “That’s impossible.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just look at the dumbfounded face of the bastard behind you. Anyone can tell your words are sophistry.”
    

    

    
      Although a corner of his heart felt a sense of unease, Tom tried his best to ignore it.
    

    

    
      “If that were true, there's no way I, who have hunted so many Vampires, wouldn't know…”
    

    

    
      And before Tom could finish his sentence,
    

    

    
      “Because they didn't know.”
    

    

    
      U-jin cut him off, holding up three fingers as he added.
    

    

    
      “Only Count Dracula knew. The rest of the Vampire Clan simply followed him, their clan leader.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “You know the saying, to deceive the enemy, you must first deceive your allies. If the Demon King's side found out they had defected under false pretenses, they would all be killed instantly. At the time, only three people knew this secret.”
    

    

    
      Seueuk-
    

    

    
      “The Beastkin King, Count Dracula, and the previous generation's Inquisitor of the Order, who was in charge of handling the Demonic Species and their undercover operations.”
    

    

    
      Tom’s eyes wavered once more.
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist wasn't the only one thrown into confusion by U-jin's words.
    

    

    
      A stir arose among the Beastkin who had been timidly listening to the story while watching the scene unfold.
    

    

    

    
      —What in the world is this? The Vampires were definitely…
    

    

    
      —He says the King ordered it?
    

    

    
      —…What, so it wasn't the Vampires' fault…
    

    

    

    
      They didn't accept it as the gospel truth, but that didn't mean there was no agitation.
    

    

    
      Especially.
    

    

    
      ‘…The King.’
    

    

    
      That word was present in most of the conversations exchanged among the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      He was now so distant that, aside from someone of Tom's stature, no one had seen him in person. 
    

    

    
      It was a tale from a bygone era, but the Beastkin had once been ruled by a being known as the Beastkin King.
    

    

    
      Naturally, with most Beastkin wandering as slaves without a country, no loyalty or reverence could be found in their voices as they muttered the word.
    

    

    
      But it seemed his influence hadn't vanished entirely, as the Beastkin were particularly stirred by that word more than any other.
    

    

    
      Grit-
    

    

    
      Was it the word ‘King’ that provoked him?
    

    

    
      “…Do not speak his name so carelessly. He is not so light a being that the likes of you can mention him so freely.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Did you think I would believe your sophistry if you just spout whatever nonsense comes to mind without any proof?”
    

    

    
      His face filled with rage, Tom shot a glare at U-jin and strode towards him.
    

    

    
      Then he looked straight down at U-jin and said.
    

    

    
      “…Move.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Even if a part of what you say is true, the fact that their race participated in the downfall of the Beastkin Nation does not change. Paying the price in blood is the only way that detestable race can atone to the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      As if he would attack U-jin if he didn't move.
    

    

    
      His overbearing voice was filled with considerable anger.
    

    

    
      And U-jin’s answer to that warning was,
    

    

    
      “…There is proof.”
    

    

    
      quite unexpected.
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “I have proof. That what I'm saying is true.”
    

    

    
      Answering Tom, who asked back in a dumbfounded voice, U-jin then raised the corners of his mouth and brought both hands to his right ear.
    

    

    
      “Although Dracula himself thought it was the right thing to do, his standing within the Beastkin at the time was significant. His defection was not something the Beastkin could take lightly.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “They were one of the two pillars of the Beastkin's combat forces, and at the time, Dracula’s individual power was so exceptional that he occupied an even larger share. For the Beastkin, it was an event that would cause a considerable weakening of their military strength.”
    

    

    
      He then unfastened the earring he wore and added.
    

    

    
      “So, in exchange for defecting to the Demon King's Territory, Dracula received two promises from the Order's Inquisitor.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “One, since the Vampire Clan would take on all the burden and play the role of the villain, the Order would serve as a public notary to ensure the Vampire Clan could later return to the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      Jingle-
    

    

    
      “And the other was that while the Vampire Clan was away due to unavoidable circumstances, the Order would take its place in fulfilling the duties of a combat family of the Beastkin. In other words, the Order would take over the ‘protection of the Beastkin royal family’.”
    

    

    
      Having removed the red cross earring from his ear, U-jin held it up for all to see and added.
    

    

    
      “And…”
    

    

    
      Jingle-
    

    

    
      “This earring, passed down through the generations of the Dracula family, is the proof of that.”
    

    

    
      His words were meant for Tom, but also.
    

    

    
      They were meant for Jerry.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      …Jerry's expression completely crumbled as his left hand slowly rose to his own ear.
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      Before the regression.
    

    

    

    
      『…You're dying, JJ.』
    

    

    
      『…So you came, partner.』
    

    

    

    

    
      I originally knew nothing about that earring.
    

    

    
      I knew he wore a strange earring, but I was never curious enough to ask, and he never told me the story behind it.
    

    

    
      …It was only just before Jerry breathed his last that I learned the meaning of the red cross earring he always wore.
    

    

    
      Many had perished in the course of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      But his death wasn't particularly related to the war.
    

    

    
      From the beginning, the purpose of his life did not lie in such things.
    

    

    
      The goal he had from the very start was clear.
    

    

    
      To revive the Blood Demon Art, a skill passed down through the Dracula family that had since been lost.
    

    

    
      As that was his beginning, his end was a fitting conclusion to that goal.
    

    

    
      Separate from the flow of the era, which was then hurtling toward the end of the War against Demons, he had been investigating and researching that mana technique, and he had finally reached its cusp.
    

    

    
      But to see it to the very end, he had to cross the line of ‘human experimentation’. 
    

    

    
      Having been a victim of human experimentation himself in Isaac’s laboratory, he conducted the experiments for the Blood Demon Art on his own body.
    

    

    

    
      His death came from that as well.
    

    

    
      Frequent experiments and the overloading of his Mana Circuits.
    

    

    
      And the resulting acceleration of his body’s deterioration.
    

    

    
      It was impossible to know how many experiments he had conducted, but for a Vampire, who boasted the longest lifespan among the Beastkin, to have white hairs and experience aging, it was clear he must have gone through no small number of them.
    

    

    
      It meant the experiments were enough to consume the entirety of a Vampire’s regenerative power, which was said to grant the authority of immortality if one reached the pinnacle.
    

    

    
      In any case, having reached the brink of death as a result of his experiments, he called for me and left his last, unspoken will.
    

    

    

    
      『…Take this.』
    

    

    
      『…If I take this, I feel like I'll have to do something for you. Is it just me?』
    

    

    

    
      Perhaps he had finally let down his ironclad poker face at death's door.
    

    

    
      *Pfft-* With a small laugh, he answered.
    

    

    

    
      『It's just you.』
    

    

    

    
      Thinking back on it now, it probably wasn't just a feeling.
    

    

    
      I couldn't be sure, but considering his usual personality, he would have sooner died without a word than call for me for no reason.
    

    

    
      The reason he went out of his way to call me and tell me the story contained within the earring was likely because he hoped I would do something to succeed him, just as I had thought.
    

    

    
      Perhaps he thought that I, who had benefited from the Vampire's Blood Demon Art even if I hadn't actively participated in its development, would be able to reach the end that he could not.
    

    

    

    

    
      『I never told you, but this is a 1-star Artifact that was in the Order's treasury.』
    

    

    
      『1-star?』
    

    

    

    
      A 1-star Artifact.
    

    

    
      I tilted my head at his words.
    

    

    
      Of course, Artifacts themselves were valuable, but this was when the War against Demons was nearing its end.
    

    

    
      The world was collapsing here and there, and as the Hero fighting for my life on the front lines of that war, I was constantly supplied with weapons from the Order.
    

    

    
      The Artifacts I was using at the time were all 3-star or higher, and while not in earnest, I had even handled Holy Relics before. 
    

    

    
      From my perspective, if it were a Holy Relic, maybe, but the meaning of a 1-star Artifact that he was handing over right before his death felt a bit unexpected.
    

    

    
      Of course, as if he knew my question, he added.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Half of it was for nothing.』
    

    

    
      『What?』
    

    

    
      *『My research until now. Half of it, the part I did before getting this Artifact, was for nothing.』*
    

    

    
      『What do you mean by that…』
    

    

    
      『…Reviving the Blood Demon Art through my own power is impossible. No matter how much manpower, effort, and wealth I pour into it, it makes no sense for me to rebuild what the Dracula family protected and developed since ancient times.』
    

    

    

    
      It was a valid point.
    

    

    
      It was a family so historic that they earned the moniker of a combat family even among the Beastkin, and the Blood Demon Art was a secret tradition passed down for a period so long it couldn't be measured.
    

    

    
      If it could be revived so easily, it wouldn't have been classified as black magic in the first place, and it probably wouldn't have been just him trying to revive it from all sorts of places.
    

    

    
      Count Dracula's Blood Demon Art held a power so rare and potent that even Isaac coveted it.
    

    

    
      However, the reason I thought he was amazing was because he had actually accomplished that difficult feat.
    

    

    
      He had actually restored the Blood Demon Art and developed it to a point where I could apply it in actual combat, and now he was saying half of it was for nothing.
    

    

    
      It was a statement I couldn't immediately understand.
    

    

    
      But with his following explanation, I understood what he was trying to say.
    

    

    

    
      『…It's known to the world that it was all lost with the extinction of the Vampires, but the origin of the Blood Demon Art is all alive in here.』
    

    

    
      『……!』
    

    

    
      『…The Order never realized it because it was only permitted to those who inherited the blood of the Dracula family.』
    

    

    

    
      That was it.
    

    

    
      I had wondered what that earring was, why he always wore something that didn't suit him and seemed to have no special abilities.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a cross-shaped earring, but an object where the Blood Demon Art of the Dracula family had been compiled and left behind.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was something akin to a ‘USB’.
    

    

    

    
      『Until then, all my time spent investigating the combat traces of Vampires or searching for books was for nothing. The real research began after I found this earring.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Unlike before, where I essentially had to create something from nothing, my speed improved dramatically because all I had to do was read the recorded information and reconfirm the system.』
    

    

    

    
      It was the first time I had heard this story.
    

    

    
      To be honest, since my role was just to take the Blood Demon Art he developed and use it, I had never paid much attention to the process.
    

    

    
      But it was certainly a surprising story.
    

    

    
      That the Blood Demon Art wasn't lost, but had in fact been passed down.
    

    

    

    
      『That earring was that amazing of an object?』
    

    

    
      『…Yes. And it was an object that should have come to me in the first place, not to the Order's treasury.』
    

    

    
      『…What's that supposed to mean?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Cough-
    

    

    
      With a raspy cough, he spat out some blood, wiped it nonchalantly with a wet wipe, and added.
    

    

    

    
      『My mother never wore it, so I didn't know either. But this was something my mother had since we were kicked out of the clan because I was a half-blood.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…So. You could call it a kind of memento.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Jamie Dracula.
    

    

    
      A direct descendant of the Dracula family and a pure-blooded Vampire, who was cast out along with him for giving birth to a half-blood child with a human.
    

    

    
      Hearing that, a rough picture formed in my head.
    

    

    

    
      『…Then you weren't actually kicked out of the clan.』
    

    

    
      『…She left in secret to carry on the will of our ancestors. It was too complicated a story for me to understand at the time.』
    

    

    

    
      The time Jerry was kicked out of the Vampire Clan was right before Count Dracula's death and the clan's collapse.
    

    

    
      The isolated Vampire Clan, due to various complex and political reasons, had pretended to banish a direct descendant to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances.
    

    

    
      It was the clan's choice to ensure the continuation of their lineage, using the convenient pretext of her having a half-blood child to maintain external credibility.
    

    

    

    
      『…They never even used the word 'expulsion'. I was just a child and misunderstood.』
    

    

    

    
      He muttered with somewhat wistful eyes.
    

    

    
      As if remembering his mother, or perhaps his clan.
    

    

    
      It was hard to know the exact meaning, but one thing was certain.
    

    

    
      The regret lingering in his eyes.
    

    

    
      Although the memento, undelivered for some reason, had wandered the world and returned to him, from his perspective, it must have been a source of regret.
    

    

    
      In the end, he hadn't been able to revive the entirety of the Blood Demon Art, and his body had weakened to the point where he could die at any moment.
    

    

    
      Was it similar to the heart of an old man who held a treasure map right before his eyes but was too old to set sail?
    

    

    

    
      『…It's a shame.』
    

    

    

    

    
      His next words proved my guess was not wrong.
    

    

    

    
      『…If only I had known a little sooner.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…If only I had gotten this earring a little sooner, reviving the Blood Demon Art wouldn't have been impossible…』
    

    

    

    

    
      It wasn't regret in the sense that he had done something wrong, but that made it all the more regrettable.
    

    

    
      It seemed like he was reflecting on his own weakness in the face of a fateful limitation that effort could not overcome.
    

    

    
      That was his end.
    

    

    
      After handing over the earring, he passed away a few days later.
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      There were no other additions or requests.
    

    

    
      That last conversation we had a few days before his death was the entirety of what could be called his last will.
    

    

    
      I had a rough idea of why he gave me the earring.
    

    

    
      But I couldn't know if he was too embarrassed because he had never asked for a favor in his life, or if he held the undue expectation that I would take care of it without him having to say anything.
    

    

    
      He was already dead, and you couldn't ask the deceased.
    

    

    
      After pondering what to do, I eventually postponed it.
    

    

    
      Completing the Blood Demon Art alone was an impossible task.
    

    

    
      I couldn't think of anyone who could help at the time, nor did I have the luxury to divert my attention.
    

    

    
      The immediate situation I was facing was not easy, either.
    

    

    
      All I could do at that time was put it on my ear as a promise not to forget.
    

    

    
      And so, as some time passed in the swift current of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      After the all-out war between the Order and the Demon King's Army ended in the Demon King's victory.
    

    

    
      While the Suicide Squad, raised through the man in the bamboo hat, continued their guerrilla warfare.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      It was sometime around when I had gotten used to the discomfort of the accessory in my ear.
    

    

    
      And when even the bitterness of losing a good partner had dulled in my heart.
    

    

    

    
      『Seo U-jin.』
    

    

    
      『…Hm?』
    

    

    

    
      Flicker-
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      As I sat alone in front of the campfire outside the barracks as usual, a cigarette dangling from my lips, a shadow fell over me.
    

    

    

    
      『May I sit for a moment?』
    

    

    
      『Well… I don't mind. But haven't we met before?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Blond hair.
    

    

    
      Blue eyes.
    

    

    
      A small frame, unbefitting of the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      It was my first time seeing the man, but I had heard the rumors.
    

    

    
      The only remaining High Priest of the Order in the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      An Inquisitor who was said to have hunted Demonic Species in the heart of the Demon King's Territory until the very moment the Order fell.
    

    

    
      He was a priest named ‘Leonardo Louis Button’.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I came because I have something to tell you about that earring.』
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      Due to the nature of their activities—conducting guerrilla warfare against the Demon King's Army in various places—it was common for members of the Suicide Squad not to know each other.
    

    

    
      It made sense, as someone fighting a guerrilla war in the south of the continent wouldn't have much reason to be dispatched to the north.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, with new recruits joining and existing members dying every day, it was impossible for all members to know one another.
    

    

    
      Well… toward the very end, so many had died off that we were reduced to a solid group of about 300.
    

    

    
      In any case, it was under such circumstances that I first met Louis Button.
    

    

    
      While I was mainly active in the southern part of the continent where the Demon King's roots had yet to take firm hold, he was mainly active in the north and the central part of the Demon King's Territory, serving to divert their attention.
    

    

    
      The people he was with were wiped out when their base was discovered, and he had no choice but to come down to the southern base.
    

    

    
      ‘The kid Inquisitor who’s an expert at taking Demon heads.’
    

    

    
      I had heard rumors about him from time to time through my comrades, but that was the first time I had ever spoken to him directly.
    

    

    
      Flicker-
    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      As I sat alone in front of the campfire, a cigarette dangling from my lips, a shadow fell over me.
    

    

    

    
      『May I sit for a moment?』
    

    

    
      『Well… I don't mind. But this is our first time meeting, isn't it?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Blond hair.
    

    

    
      Blue eyes.
    

    

    
      The frame of a tiny little kid.
    

    

    
      His first impression was quite striking.
    

    

    
      A kid so short he barely came up to my waist, wearing a priest's robe that didn't even fit his frame, had struck up a conversation with me.
    

    

    
      He had an air about him that naturally brought the term ‘old soul’ to mind.
    

    

    
      Of course, behind that innocent appearance coiled a hundred-year-old serpent.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I don't mind you sitting. What, am I going to beat you up for sitting here?』
    

    

    

    
      At my blunt words, he gave a humorless smile,
    

    
      and replied as he sat down next to me.
    

    

    

    
      『Are you?』
    

    

    
      『No.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I'm scared. What if you take my head too?』
    

    

    
      『…I have no experience twisting a human's cervical vertebrae.』
    

    

    

    
      He paused, then added calmly.
    

    

    

    
      『…Ah. Except for humans corrupted by Demons.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Then I shall sit.』
    

    

    

    

    
      For a moment, silence fell around us.
    

    

    
      Tadak-tadak-
    

    

    
      Trrrrr-
    

    

    
      Only the sound of sparks flying from the campfire and the chirping of crickets surrounded us.
    

    

    
      …Conversations with fellow Suicide Squad members were never easy.
    

    

    
      I couldn't ask how things were at the northern base, since it had been wiped out, and talking about comrades was close to picking a fight.
    

    

    
      And since we spent all day fighting the Demon King's Army, I wasn't enough of a battle maniac to want to spend my brief downtime talking about battles too.
    

    

    
      The reason I was out here late at night, staring blankly into the fire, was because I hated the strange silence and the awkward atmosphere inside the barracks, where few words were exchanged.
    

    

    
      After some time had passed in silence.
    

    

    

    

    
      『That…….』
    

    

    
      It was Louis who broke the silence first.
    

    

    

    

    
      『I came because I have something to tell you about that earring.』
    

    

    
      『…What?』
    

    

    

    

    
      At his quiet murmur, my head turned to the side.
    

    

    
      It was a statement that couldn't help but fluster me.
    

    

    
      It was completely out of the blue, and so much time had passed that even I had forgotten about its existence.
    

    

    
      The foreign sensation in my ear, brought back by his words, suddenly conjured Jerry's face.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…How do you know about this?』
    

    

    
      『This may be a presumptuous question… but are you, Seo U-jin, a Vampire?』
    

    

    
      『…Do I look like one to you?』
    

    

    
      『No. You look human.』
    

    

    

    

    
      At the time, due to my unique fighting style, rumors connecting me to Vampires were circulating here and there.
    

    

    
      But on the advice of the man in the bamboo hat that nothing good would come from it being publicly known, I didn't bother to step forward and clarify or explain.
    

    

    
      Besides, those who were in the know would know without me saying anything.
    

    

    
      And to those who didn't know, it would just be another unsubstantiated rumor.
    

    

    
      As long as no one came to grab me by the collar and demand an answer, I was more than happy to provide my Suicide Squad comrades, who repeated the same hellish routine every day, with a piece of gossip to chew on after a battle.
    

    

    
      …Therefore.
    

    

    

    
      『Then I guess I'm human.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…A Vampire-like one.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Someone in the know—.
    

    

    
      That was my second impression of him.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      『Then I guess I'm human.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…A Vampire-like one.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Those words were as good as admitting, ‘Like you said, I'm not a Vampire, but I am related to them.’
    

    

    
      Louis let out a small laugh at my jesting murmur.
    

    

    

    

    
      『I think you've passed the point of being merely 'like' one. The rumors have reached all the way to the north.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…I had heard. That there was someone in the southern base whose fighting style was reminiscent of a Vampire's. Even if I hadn't seen that earring, I wanted to meet you in person at least once.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    

    

    
      『Well, it seems that story comes first for now.』
    

    

    
      『…So. What is it you want to say?』
    

    

    
      『By any chance, who did you receive that earring from?』
    

    

    
      『Jerry. Jerry. D. Junior.』
    

    

    

    

    
      If he were still alive, I wouldn't have said his name so easily out of consideration for him.
    

    

    
      But since he had already passed away, I figured it didn't matter anymore.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Jerry. D. Junior. If that's the case, does the middle initial stand for…』
    

    

    
      『A direct descendant of the Dracula family.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『He's dead now.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Hearing that he was dead, the kid flinched and then gave a bitter smile.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I see.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『In the end.』
    

    

    

    

    
      It seems he thought there was a living Vampire because he saw this earring.
    

    

    

    
      『What was your relationship with him, Seo U-jin? To have received that earring, it must not have been a casual one…』
    

    

    
      『Well… we were partners.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『He researched the Blood Demon Art mana technique engraved on this earring and applied it to me, and I used it in actual combat and gave him the combat data for reference.』
    

    

    

    
      Seeing the way he spoke, it seemed he already knew most of it anyway, so I didn't feel the need to hide anything.
    

    

    
      An Inquisitor of the Order would probably have access to the Order's many hidden secrets, and the very fact that he was acting like he knew about the earring meant he already had a thorough grasp of information about Vampires.
    

    

    
      Besides, I thought that maybe, just maybe, this kid…
    

    

    
      could help me fulfill Jerry's request that I had all but given up on: the ‘completion of the Blood Demon Art’.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    

    
      『…Pardon?』
    

    

    

    
      I couldn't help but be taken aback by his somewhat dumbfounded reaction.
    

    

    

    

    
      『What do you mean by that? Engraved with the mana technique of the Blood Demon Art…』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Louis Burton asked back as if he had no idea.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…What. Didn't you come here already knowing?』
    

    

    
      『…I didn't know. That it was an object engraved with something like the mana technique of the Blood Demon Art…』
    

    

    

    

    
      Something wasn't adding up.
    

    

    
      He said he came to talk to me about the earring, yet he didn't know that it contained the Blood Demon Art of the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    

    

    
      『What then… did I just get played?』
    

    

    

    
      It could only mean that he had tricked me to sound me out.
    

    

    
      To think I'd get played in an allied camp, after never once being betrayed in the heart of the Demon King's Territory amidst a hail of arrows.
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to let out an empty laugh, he shook his head.
    

    

    

    

    
      『No. That wasn't my intention at all.』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    
      『It's because the story I intended to tell you, Seo U-jin, is of a completely different context…』
    

    

    

    

    
      The story that followed from his lips was indeed of a completely different context.
    

    

    
      It was, how should I put it.
    

    

    
      Rather than a practical story like the Blood Demon Art's mana technique hidden in a 1-star Artifact, it felt more like an old tale steeped in the object.
    

    

    

    

    
      『The creator of that earring was my predecessor, an Inquisitor. Before he fulfilled his calling and passed away, he made a request of me.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『He told me to be sure to deliver a message, should the owner of that earring ever appear, and should that person be a descendant of the Vampire bloodline.』
    

    

    

    
      His story went back several hundred years.
    

    

    
      To a time when the Beastkin Nation was still standing, and the neutral zone was in turmoil due to Count Dracula.
    

    

    

    

    
      『To get straight to the point, that earring was an item given to Count Dracula by the Inquisitor of that era as a pledge of two facts.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『A pledge that he would enable the Vampire Clan to return to the Beastkin Nation.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『And a pledge that he would protect the king of the Beastkin Nation in the Vampire Clan's stead.』
    

    

    

    
      It was a story that neither I, nor even Jerry, had known.
    

    

    
      The fact that Count Dracula's defection to the Demon King's Territory at the time was not a betrayal but a decision for the sake of the Beastkin Nation, and the series of truths connected to it.
    

    

    
      Dracula was not a traitor to the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      He was closer to a savior.
    

    

    
      If not for his sacrificial decision, the Beastkin Nation would have been immediately embroiled in war and would likely have collapsed much faster.
    

    

    
      The one regrettable thing was.
    

    

    
      That it was a story Jerry and the Beastkin should have heard, not me.
    

    

    

    

    
      『It's an item that was checked in and out of the Order's treasury several times in search of its owner. After a hundred years passed without a Vampire appearing, I too had practically given up.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I also had no idea that the Count would have stored the essence of the Blood Demon Art in that earring.』
    

    

    
      『…Right. A story I knew nothing about either.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      The puzzle pieces of the truth-bearing earring had more or less fallen into place.
    

    

    
      But its rightful owner was dead and gone.
    

    

    
      The fact that we were one step too late reminded me of the bitter smile he had worn on his deathbed.
    

    

    
      Silence fell once more.
    

    

    
      This time, it was I who broke the silence.
    

    

    

    
      『Now that the continent is crawling with demons and he's dead, I doubt it means much… but he would have been grateful. Inquisitor.』
    

    

    

    
      In truth, it wasn't entirely meaningless.
    

    

    
      Around that time, the existence of ‘Regression’ had spread by word of mouth among some in the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      I knew about it through a shortcut via the man in the bamboo hat, and I even knew that I had been unofficially chosen to be the regressor.
    

    

    
      If I considered the possibility of regressing, it was a very meaningful conversation.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I'm not an Inquisitor anymore. Since I've retired, the title 'former Inquisitor' is more fitting.』
    

    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    

    
      『Besides, with no Order, how can there be heretics?』
    

    

    

    
      I tilted my head and asked the kid who was shrugging his shoulders.
    

    

    

    
      『Is that so. Then what should I call you? The Demon Head-Taker?』
    

    

    
      『Just call me former Inquisitor, or Priest Louis…』
    

    

    
      『There's no Order, so how can there be a Priest?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Has a nice ring to it. The Demon Head-Taker.』
    

    

    

    
      A tick mark of irritation bloomed over Louis's head.
    

    

    

    
      『What.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『If you don't like it, then aim for somewhere other than the neck from now on.』
    

    

    

    
      Hooo-
    

    

    
      Sighing, he suppressed his anger and muttered under his breath.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I'll keep that in mind.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      After his curt reply, he stood up from his seat.
    

    

    

    
      『Well then.』
    

    

    

    
      Bow-
    

    

    
      As I watched the back of Louis's head as he left with an expression of someone who had just unburdened themselves, I muttered one last thing.
    

    

    

    
      『Anyway. I knew I shouldn't have agreed to do it… this damn Regression.』
    

    

    

    
      The short flashback came to an end.
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      Jerry Dracula Junior.
    

    

    
      Anyone who heard that full name could probably guess, but the weight of that name was not light at all.
    

    

    
      It was like that from the very beginning, from his birth.
    

    

    
      That name was directly inherited from a historic figure who left one of the most distinguished marks in the long history of the Beastkin clans.
    

    

    
      Count, Jerry Dracula Senior.
    

    

    
      It was the heaviest name any Vampire could bear.
    

    

    
      Especially for JJ, this was all the more true.
    

    

    

    
      『Half-Vampire.』
    

    

    

    
      He was the direct heir to the Dracula Family, which had led the Vampire Clan for generations, yet he was also a 'Half' Beastkin, a rarity among the proud Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      He couldn't recall exactly when he had learned that fact, but the oldest memory JJ could remember was related to it.
    

    

    
      It was around the time when he had just started to speak fluently and was beginning to learn the etiquette and basic martial arts of a Vampire.
    

    

    

    
      『…Do you think the Young Master can succeed the Count?』
    

    

    
      『Well, I don't know for sure, but I think we have to assume it will be difficult. Since Lady Jamie is the Count's only bloodline, it's right that the Young Master, as the eldest son by family law, should become the next leader of the clan, but.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…The Young Master is a Half, after all.』
    

    

    
      『Hey! Won't you lower your voice? What if the Young Master hears you…』
    

    

    
      『What does it matter? It's not like I said something that isn't true. The Count hasn't particularly hidden it, and it's something the Young Master will have to bear someday anyway.』
    

    

    

    
      A memory of accidentally overhearing a conversation in a secluded spot outside the mansion between the tutor who had just been teaching him etiquette and the instructor who had been teaching him martial arts.
    

    

    
      It was the day he first heard the word 'Half'.
    

    

    
      And the phrase 'Half-Vampire' stuck in his ear so strangely that the memory was intensely engraved in Jerry's mind.
    

    

    
      JJ still clearly remembered the inscrutable expression his mother, Jamie Dracula, wore that night when he asked her what the word 'Half' meant.
    

    

    
      …But in truth, being a Half itself wasn't that special.
    

    

    
      More than half of the Beastkin clans that made up the Beastkin Nation already had the blood of Halves, and in fact, not many clans had maintained a pure bloodline throughout their long history.
    

    

    
      Even within the Vampire Clan, which, as a clan in charge of combat, placed greater importance on bloodline, there were already quite a few Half-Vampires, so being a Half wasn't something special enough to point out or hide.
    

    

    
      …The problem was that JJ was of the direct bloodline of the Dracula Family, the leading family of the Vampire Clan and a renowned combat house.
    

    

    
      Although the number of Halves had naturally increased over time among the Beastkin clans, the Lycan Family and the Dracula Family, considered the greatest combat houses, had strictly maintained their bloodlines.
    

    

    
      Never before had a direct heir of the Dracula Family possessed half-blood.
    

    

    
      It was so unusual that even when a Half was born in a collateral branch, it was common for them to be left as illegitimate children without their names being engraved on the family register, disappearing into the back alleys of the family's history.
    

    

    
      It was after he came to understand this fact to some extent that Jerry began to be careful with his words and actions.
    

    

    
      The title 'Half-Vampire' followed every word he said and every action he took like a tag.
    

    

    
      Even for something not particularly remarkable, the words 'For a Half-Vampire…' would be attached, and even if he made a mistake, the words 'Because he's a Half-Vampire…' would be added.
    

    

    
      Of course, given the nature of the Vampire Clan, which valued hierarchy based on bloodline, no one could say such things openly to his face.
    

    

    
      But perhaps because repeated experiences from a young age had sharpened his ears, Jerry was particularly keen at hearing what other people said about him.
    

    

    
      And so, around his 7th birthday.
    

    

    
      JJ realized that the smiles the members of the Vampire Clan showed him were not real.
    

    

    
      Almost all of them wore smiling masks in front of him, saying this and that, but none of it was sincere.
    

    

    
      The only one who showed a genuine smile to him, whose very existence was a disappointment, was JJ's mother, Jamie Dracula.
    

    

    
      The rest merely wore smiling masks in front of him, performing a pleasing clown show according to the Vampire hierarchy.
    

    

    
      That artificial world was too harsh for the young JJ to simply accept as the way things were.
    

    

    
      To survive in such a world, JJ chose a method.
    

    

    
      To wear a mask himself.
    

    

    
      But, while everyone else wore a 'smiling mask'.
    

    

    
      JJ himself wore an 'indifferent mask' to everything.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he was truly indifferent, but living bare-faced alone in a world where everyone wore a mask was too overwhelming.
    

    

    
      The smiling masks and the clown show that twisted even more bizarrely whenever he cried were just too artificial.
    

    

    
      It was better to cry only beneath the mask when he wanted to.
    

    

    
      When he did that, it actually felt like he became a little more indifferent.
    

    

    
      As time passed and the years went by.
    

    

    
      Around the time his 8th birthday came, another phrase began to enter Jerry's ears.
    

    

    
      Behind the 'Half-Vampire' tag that was added after any mention of him, something else started to be attached.
    

    

    

    
      『No matter what, he's still a Jerry Dracula…』
    

    

    

    
      A single phrase his martial arts instructor had unconsciously uttered one day upon seeing him progress slower than a pure-blood Vampire from a collateral branch.
    

    

    
      After that, he began to hear the additions that had been buried under the term 'Half-Vampire' and had been inaudible until now.
    

    

    

    
      『He may be a Half-Vampire, but… he still has to inherit the name Jerry Dracula. Will he be okay?』
    

    

    
      『He inherited the name Jerry Dracula, so even if he's not on the Count's level…』
    

    

    

    
      Of course, they were expressing their own form of concern for JJ, who had to lead the future of the clan as a member of the Vampire Clan, but it wasn't easy for the young JJ to understand such complex emotions.
    

    

    
      He only knew the fact that he was not doing well.
    

    

    
      It was from then on.
    

    

    
      That Jerry began to feel the pressure of his own name.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a name he wanted, nor was it a gap he could close with effort.
    

    

    
      Even Jerry himself had only seen him a handful of times, but he could tell just from the stories he heard.
    

    

    
      His grandfather, Jerry Dracula Senior, was literally the strongest in history.
    

    

    
      He was a being that Jerry felt he could not catch up to in even a single area.
    

    

    
      From the very beginning, most of the talk about JJ from the outside was a kind of sigh, a single phrase added as if worrying about a bleak future after a long string of flowery compliments about the Count.
    

    

    
      Except for having the same name and being a man of few words, one could say there was no resemblance at all.
    

    

    
      One was the strongest Dracula in history.
    

    

    
      The other was the first Half-Dracula in history.
    

    

    

    
      『Huhu. You really resemble your grandfather.』
    

    

    

    
      The only one who told him he resembled his grandfather was his mother, Jamie Dracula.
    

    

    
      Time passed again to his 9th birthday.
    

    

    
      Through a certain incident, Jerry came to realize one more fact.
    

    

    
      That the world, by its nature, is fundamentally selfish.
    

    

    
      He learned that not only does it not always go your way, but at times, it can be so thorough in going against your thoughts that you wonder if someone is watching.
    

    

    

    
      『Young Master… you're a Half, aren't you?』
    

    

    

    
      A pure-blood Vampire born in the same year as JJ, who was considered the greatest prospect of the collateral branches, threw off his mask in front of Jerry.
    

    

    
      One per year.
    

    

    
      It was because he was displeased that JJ, a Half-Vampire, was given priority over him, who was more talented, for the 'Bloodline Ceremony' that could be held at the age of 10.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Isn't it right that I go first? You won't be able to learn it properly anyway…』
    

    

    

    
      According to the Dracula family rule that only those who underwent the Bloodline Ceremony and were officially recognized as a Vampire could learn the Blood Demon Art, only one of the two could undergo the ceremony in the following year.
    

    

    
      And due to the Vampire culture that emphasized hierarchy, JJ was naturally slated to be first in line.
    

    

    
      According to the laws of the world that JJ knew, this was something that shouldn't have happened.
    

    

    
      People could talk like that where he wasn't present, but there had never been anyone who took off their mask and spoke like this in front of him.
    

    

    
      The problem was that the opponent was a child.
    

    

    
      Most of the people JJ had experienced until now were adult Vampires, in whom the Vampire hierarchy was already ingrained in their thinking and behavior.
    

    

    
      The mindset of a child, not yet mature, had shattered the world JJ knew and crossed the line.
    

    

    
      The blatant emotion he was experiencing for the first time was too intense for JJ to handle, and in the end, he found himself nodding his head and telling him to go ahead.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    

    
      『…The Count has passed away.』
    

    

    

    
      What should have ended as a mere happening, a childish act of defiance, became a reality with the death of the family head, Jerry Dracula Senior.
    

    

    
      With the absence of a leader, the Vampire Clan came to receive orders directly from the Demon King's strategist and was dispatched to the front lines of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      In a situation without a leader due to the family head's absence and in urgent need of immediate military strength, the pure-blood Vampire who had picked a fight with JJ immediately underwent the Bloodline Ceremony and was sent to the battlefield.
    

    

    
      The unprecedented event of a descendant from a collateral branch undergoing the Bloodline Ceremony before the direct heir occurred.
    

    

    
      The hierarchy of Vampire society, which had never once been shaken, was now wavering.
    

    

    
      …Of course, in reality, it wasn't so much that the hierarchy was wavering, but rather that with the death of Count Dracula, who had supported the clan for so long, the clan's future was uncertain, and things were proceeding urgently.
    

    

    
      To the young Jerry, the fact that the world he knew was changing somewhere held a much greater meaning than the death of the grandfather he had barely seen.
    

    

    
      The Vampire Clan, which was practically being driven to its death, became more desolate with each passing day.
    

    

    
      And the Vampires who had only ever faced him wearing masks without fail began to throw them off, little by little.
    

    

    
      Everything became blatant.
    

    

    
      The disappointment in the Half-Vampire.
    

    

    
      The expectations for him, the one who inherited the name of Jerry Dracula.
    

    

    
      The days of wearing smiling masks, when it was fine either way, were gone.
    

    

    
      And only then did JJ realize.
    

    

    
      That the past, when everyone wore masks, was better.
    

    

    
      And so.
    

    

    
      When his 10th birthday arrived.
    

    

    
      There was no one left wearing a mask.
    

    

    
      Only JJ was still wearing his 'indifferent mask'.
    

    

    
      Everyone was blatantly wanting something from him to his face.
    

    

    
      And that year.
    

    

    
      Jerry and his mother left the clan.
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      When he left the clan's territory with his mother.
    

    

    
      Jerry thought.
    

    

    
      This was, without a doubt, him being 'banished'.
    

    

    
      Because he was the direct bloodline of the Dracula Family, yet he failed to meet their expectations and prove his worth.
    

    

    
      He thought he was finally being kicked out from the territory where he had only managed to hang on thanks to his grandfather and the leader of the Vampire Clan, 'Jerry Dracula Senior'.
    

    

    
      From Jerry's perspective, it was only natural.
    

    

    
      When he was younger, people would express their disappointment in him behind his back, but they never said such things to his face.
    

    

    
      But coincidentally, from the moment he was pushed back in the order for the Bloodline Ceremony and his grandfather died, people began to openly pressure him.
    

    

    

    
      『Even if it's hard, you must… carry on the Count's will, Young Master.』
    

    

    
      『It is what you must do, Young Master. Just like your name, you must…』
    

    

    
      『Surely, since you inherited at least half of the Count's bloodline, there must be something…』
    

    

    

    
      To Jerry, all those words sounded like a roundabout way of saying, 'you useless brat'.
    

    

    
      They were the ones who knew best that such a thing was impossible for him, and what their words contained could certainly not be called 'expectation'.
    

    

    
      Of course, the idea that Jerry had been banished was nothing more than a misunderstanding in his own head.
    

    

    
      In truth, the Vampire Clan, which had been deployed to the front lines of the War against Demons and was practically being driven into the jaws of death, had sent Jamie and Jerry out of the Demon King's Territory under the pretext of banishment to somehow preserve the direct bloodline.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, if Jerry were to become an official Vampire at the Bloodline Ceremony scheduled for the following year, it was obvious that the Demon King's side would immediately dispatch him to the battlefield as well.
    

    

    
      It was just that Jerry was too young to understand such external affairs, so they didn't explain, and the various experiences that had accumulated within him naturally led him to believe he had been banished.
    

    

    
      Jerry thought the Vampire's vertical hierarchy had shattered with his grandfather's death.
    

    

    
      But the Vampire Clan was more faithful to its bloodline and possessed a stronger hierarchy than anyone.
    

    

    
      They were the Vampire Clan who, at a single word from Jerry Dracula Senior, had dared to escape the Beastkin Nation without even hearing the reason.
    

    

    
      The hierarchy of the Vampire Clan, built up since ancient times, was deeply rooted in their DNA. While the disappointment stemming from the contrast with the exceptionally brilliant Jerry Dracula Senior was something they couldn't hide, the chain of hierarchy was not so simple that they could cast out the Dracula bloodline just for being a Half.
    

    

    

    
      『…Let's go, Jerry.』
    

    

    

    
      In any case.
    

    

    
      Having left the Dracula's Countdom, Jerry was led by Jamie's hand straight to the Order’s Territory.
    

    

    
      The risk of being discovered if they went to another region within the Demon King's Territory was too high. 
    

    

    
      On the contrary, for the Beastkin, who had the appearance of demi-humans, the Order’s Territory was more suitable for hiding their identities.
    

    

    
      After wandering through several nameless towns, the first place they settled was a nameless kingdom's entertainment city located in the western part of the Order’s Territory.
    

    

    
      In Jerry's case, being a Half, the sunlight only made him feel a bit unwell and nauseous, but it was bearable. 
    

    

    
      However, for his pure-blood Vampire mother, 'Jamie Dracula', the moment she saw the sunlight, various symptoms such as dehydration, chills, and fever appeared. 
    

    

    
      Thus, they naturally settled in an entertainment city where they could be active at night.
    

    

    
      The two of them settled there, first hiding their identities.
    

    

    
      Like ordinary humans.
    

    

    
      Working at night, sleeping during the day.
    

    

    
      They continued a normal life that felt anything but.
    

    

    

    
      『Hey, did you hear? They say those Vampire bastards are almost completely wiped out.』
    

    

    
      『Serves them right. Those bat-like bastards deserve it. What was it… what was that? A hunter who only hunts down Vampires…』
    

    

    
      『A Hunter?』
    

    

    
      『Yeah. I heard a Hunter who only kills Vampires has appeared too. Tsk. How much resentment must they have bought to be targeted even by the Beastkin who were their comrades until yesterday…』
    

    

    
      『Makes sense. The Beastkin Nation basically lost their country because of them. I'd do the same. Ugh, those evil bastards.』
    

    

    

    
      Occasionally, news about the Vampires could be heard in the marketplace, but Jerry didn't bother relaying it to his mother.
    

    

    
      He thought he had been banished by them and was no longer part of the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      Rather, Jerry even felt a sense of guilt, agreeing with the words of the common thugs in the marketplace.
    

    

    
      Whenever he saw young Beastkin being sold off as slaves in the back alleys of the entertainment city, he felt as if it were all his grandfather's fault.
    

    

    
      It was an event from before he was born, but perhaps it was because he had constantly been told to be like his grandfather since he was a child.
    

    

    
      Or was it because they had the same name?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps, was it the emotion of 'compassion' sprouting from the grandfather's blood that flowed in half of his body?
    

    

    
      He couldn't know for sure, but what was certain was that Jerry felt a modicum of responsibility towards them.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      At that time, it was merely a fragment of emotion.
    

    

    
      There was nothing he could do.
    

    

    
      Jerry was young, and at the time, he was not used to hiding his Vampire nature, so he was busy just imitating a human.
    

    

    
      In a situation where he couldn't even take care of himself, helping other Beastkin was an act closer to arrogance.
    

    

    

    
      『…I'll save you later.』
    

    

    

    
      He simply passed them by, leaving a thought in his mind that someday, when he was skilled and well-off enough, he would have to atone for his grandfather's mistakes, even if just a little.
    

    

    
      Just as he was getting somewhat accustomed to this ordinary but not-so-bad life in hiding.
    

    

    

    
      『…I heard a Vampire Hunter came to our city, too?』
    

    

    
      『What? This place isn't even close to the center of the Church Territory. Why would they suddenly come here?』
    

    

    
      『I don't know. They must have come because there's something here.』
    

    

    
      A Vampire Hunter had appeared.
    

    

    
      And when Jerry heard the unbelievable news and rushed back to the house they had prepared.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Let's go, Jerry. It seems we have to move.』
    

    

    

    
      As if a storm had already passed, several Vampire Hunters lay on the floor, and Jamie Dracula was covered in blood.
    

    

    
      Drenched in blood and gasping for breath, she was clearly not in a normal state, but the moment she saw the returned Jerry, she quickly left the place.
    

    

    

    

    
      『This way, this way…』
    

    

    

    

    
      She hadn't decided on a precise direction, but Jamie Dracula, who began moving away from the place where traces were left, kept moving despite her poor condition.
    

    

    
      Jerry thought she would soon recover with the Vampire's unique regenerative ability, but strangely, Jamie Dracula's condition worsened with each passing day.
    

    

    
      A few days later, as they continued their journey on a snowy day.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      Jamie Dracula collapsed in a snowy plain, its exact location unknown.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Your grandfather did the right thing, Jerry…』
    

    

    
      『…You must carry on his will…』
    

    

    

    
      She breathed her last, leaving behind two cryptic phrases she had been repeating ever since they left the Countdom.
    

    

    
      And so, Jerry was left alone.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The stories that came out of U-jin's mouth as he persuaded Tom were, from Jerry's perspective, quite shocking.
    

    

    

    
      『…So, through the Beastkin King, I asked Dracula if he would be willing to 'pretend to defect to the Demon King's Territory'…』
    

    

    
      『…This earring, passed down through the Dracula Family for generations, is the proof.』
    

    

    

    
      It had to be.
    

    

    
      The fact that his grandfather, 'Jerry Dracula Senior', had betrayed the Beastkin and left was considered the truth by everyone.
    

    

    
      It was such a given that even members of the same Vampire Clan had never doubted it.
    

    

    
      The idea that it was a sacrifice for the sake of the Beastkin was a development so unexpected he had never even imagined it once.
    

    

    
      Even he, the direct descendant, had until now believed without a shred of doubt that betraying the Beastkin was wrong and that his grandfather must have been a villain.
    

    

    
      That's how thoroughly the truth had been concealed.
    

    

    
      '…….'
    

    

    
      It was a story that perfectly fit the description 'unbelievable'.
    

    

    
      But strangely, Jerry didn't think U-jin was lying.
    

    

    
      Partly because the data accumulated from watching U-jin's actions so far suggested that U-jin wouldn't tell a useless lie after bringing the situation to this point.
    

    

    
      And it seemed to be because he thought that if it were a lie, it would be exposed immediately with a little investigation.
    

    

    
      '…So that's how it was.'
    

    

    
      Above all.
    

    

    
      Jerry, too, while conducting various investigations and research to revive the lost Blood Demon Art, had come to think that there was something that didn't sit right about the Vampire Clan's betrayal.
    

    

    
      It was only a vague guess he'd made after glimpsing fragments of the incident, so he hadn't figured out the context of the time in as much detail as U-jin, but the more he looked at all the related materials, the more he felt that something was out of place.
    

    

    
      And U-jin's story perfectly filled that misaligned part, completing the faint, fragmented picture in Jerry's mind.
    

    

    
      Jingle-
    

    

    
      '…This earring.'
    

    

    
      The unique coldness and sharp smoothness of metal felt at his fingertips.
    

    

    

    
      『Take good care of it. This… is a memento from your mother.』
    

    

    

    
      Only now did he understand the meaning of those profound words from their first meeting.
    

    

    
      “…So that's what it was.”
    

    

    
      His first meeting with U-jin had been full of things that didn't make sense from the very beginning, so he had let it slide for the time being, but it was one of the things that had never left his mind.
    

    

    
      To dismiss it as a simple, absurd lie, he had seen with his own eyes U-jin extracting the Magic Formula of the Blood Demon Art from this earring.
    

    

    
      But to take the word 'memento' at face value, it was an object he had no memory of ever seeing.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just that he hadn't seen her wearing this earring; the memory of his mother wearing any earrings at all didn't exist, which made it even more puzzling.
    

    

    
      But, he realized from what U-jin had just said.
    

    

    
      This was not something that could be worn carelessly on a daily basis in the first place.
    

    

    
      Rather than a memento in the sense of an item his mother had simply worn, it was a 'relic' in the literal sense, an item that 'must be passed down to future generations'.
    

    

    
      In that sense, this was definitely his mother's legacy.
    

    

    
      The words she had tried to leave him at the very end and the meaning this earring held shared a certain context.
    

    

    

    
      『Your grandfather did the right thing, Jerry…』
    

    

    
      『…You must carry on his will…』
    

    

    

    
      “…He did the right thing. I will carry on that will.”
    

    

    
      The picture in Jerry's once-blank mind was completed, and something within his heart stood upright with resolve.
    

    

    
      And Jerry, who rose from his seat.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Step, step-
    

    

    
      Walked past U-jin, who stood before him, and stood directly in front of Tom.
    

    

    
      “…I have something to say.”
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      The stage was sufficiently set.
    

    

    
      …Or so Jerry thought.
    

    

    
      He had always thought he would face this situation someday, though he didn't know exactly when.
    

    

    
      That day.
    

    

    
      He had thought that if the day came when he met Tom Lycan Hardist again, he would surely die.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      ‘…Seo U-jin.’
    

    

    
      Thanks to this man who was winking at him, he thought he might be able to see a different ending.
    

    

    
      After looking at his face for a moment, Jerry turned his head forward again and said to Tom.
    

    

    
      “…I have something to say.”
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Tom snorted.
    

    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…You’ve got a lot of nerve.”
    

    

    
      Then, as if it were a good thing that Jerry had stepped forward, he extended the claws of his left hand in place of his twisted right arm and snarled at Jerry.
    

    

    
      “I am going to kill you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It doesn’t matter what you say. I have no intention of being fooled by a traitor’s honeyed words.”
    

    

    
      At Tom's definitive words, Jerry briefly smoothed his brow before asking him.
    

    

    
      “…Do you think what my partner just said has no credibility at all?”
    

    

    
      Flinch-
    

    

    
      “…If you think I’d believe such nonsense, you’re sorely mistaken. It’s all just a scheme you’ve cooked up.”
    

    

    
      A response a beat too late.
    

    

    
      A subtle tilt of his ears.
    

    

    
      Faintly trembling pupils.
    

    

    
      While the content of his words denied everything U-jin had said, the non-verbal cues from his body revealed that he was shaken.
    

    

    
      It was surprising.
    

    

    
      After all, this was Tom Hardist, who had never once wavered in his hatred for Vampires.
    

    

    
      It was a conviction so firm that it hadn't faded in the slightest, even while he had locked himself away and let his body rot in the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      But that long-held belief was now shaking.
    

    

    
      “…Even if that guy’s words are true, nothing changes. The fact that your clan was involved in the fall of the Beastkin Nation is undeniable.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That alone is reason enough for me to kill you.”
    

    

    
      ‘It's not a completely nonsensical story.’
    

    

    
      If Jerry's guess was correct, that was probably how Tom was thinking of U-jin's words.
    

    

    
      For such words to come from the mouth of the ever-so-stubborn Tom Hardist meant that he had at least listened to U-jin's story seriously.
    

    

    
      However, the reason he was still being so hostile was, of course, because not everything had been resolved despite U-jin's explanation.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      If U-jin's story was true, the departure of the Vampire Clan, including Jerry Dracula Senior, was something that had already been agreed upon with the King of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Considering the existence of the earring as proof and the circumstances U-jin described, it seemed they had intended to return.
    

    

    
      Tom must have accepted that part to some extent, even if not 100%.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The problem was what came next.
    

    

    
      ‘The fall of the Beastkin Nation.’
    

    

    
      The point of Tom's fury wasn't actually the Vampires' departure itself.
    

    

    
      Rather, it was the ‘fall of the Beastkin Nation’ that resulted from it.
    

    

    
      “…I think it’s natural for you to hate me… It’s probably because you think our Vampire Clan contributed to the fall of the Beastkin Nation.”
    

    

    
      “Shut up!!!”
    

    

    
      Of course, it was a shocking event for one of the clans that constituted the Beastkin Nation to leave.
    

    

    
      Since the founding of the Beastkin Nation, there had been many cases of a clan going extinct for one reason or another, but never had a clan voluntarily left the space where the Beastkin lived together.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      In truth, that alone was not enough to explain the current hatred towards the Vampires.
    

    

    
      It was natural to feel betrayed by those who had abandoned the clan.
    

    

    
      But to take the lives of those who were once like brothers, part of the same clan, without hesitation was not natural.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the Vampire Clan was the clan in charge of combat, protecting the Beastkin royal family and defending the nation from foreign invasions since its founding.
    

    

    
      They were a respected and significant clan within the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      The appearance of specialized hunters who would risk their lives to invade the Demon King's Territory and exterminate them just for leaving the clan couldn't be explained by that alone.
    

    

    
      “…I remember it clearly. The scene where your great Count personally appeared and turned the entire Beastkin Nation into a sea of fire.”
    

    

    
      The reason Tom, and the countless now-vanished Vampire Hunters, hated the Vampire Clan so much was this.
    

    

    
      It was because the one who destroyed the Beastkin Nation was none other than Count Dracula himself.
    

    

    
      “My father, who was about to retire, my younger brother, who hadn't even had his coming-of-age ceremony, and my mother, who taught me that we should reconcile with your clan if we ever met, because we were once the same people.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Your bloodline killed them all.”
    

    

    
      That was also why Tom hated the person named 'Jerry Dracula Junior' more than any other Vampire.
    

    

    
      Because Jerry was the grandson of the murderer who destroyed his country, killed his king, and murdered his family.
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist wanted to kill Dracula himself if he could, but on the day Count Dracula appeared in the Beastkin Nation, he died, so all that hatred was directed at Jerry.
    

    

    
      From Tom's perspective, killing Jerry wasn't simply a hunt; it meant revenge for his family and his nation.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It wasn't that Jerry didn't know this fact.
    

    

    
      He had experienced death at Tom Hardist's hands once before, though he had narrowly survived, and even before that, Tom had relentlessly pursued and tried to kill him while he was in hiding.
    

    

    
      He knew well from what perspective Tom held his hatred.
    

    

    
      As the last survivor who had also lost his family and clan, he could empathize with him all the more.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      He couldn't just offer up his life, as Jerry still had things left to do.
    

    

    

    
      『Your grandfather did the right thing, Jerry…』
    

    

    
      『…You must carry on his will…』
    

    

    

    
      As the heir to the family, he had to prove the righteousness of his grandfather, which had been distorted.
    

    

    
      As the last survivor, he had to continue this bloodline somehow.
    

    

    
      It was not yet his time to die.
    

    

    
      “…I don't understand why my grandfather did such a thing either.”
    

    

    
      “You can ask him yourself when you get to the afterlife. That's what I'm most curious…”
    

    

    
      “…However.”
    

    

    
      Jerry cut off Tom, who had taken a step forward as if what he said was ridiculous, and asked.
    

    

    
      “…Don't you think it's somewhat contrived?”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Flinch.
    

    

    
      Tom's step, taken with difficulty at the end of their argument, halted once more.
    

    

    
      “…If my grandfather had desired the complete destruction of the Beastkin Nation, he would have gone with his clan, not alone. The Beastkin Nation was not a weak country, and there would have been no need to take such a risk and go there by himself.”
    

    

    
      Although he had nowhere to voice it.
    

    

    
      From Jerry's perspective, it was something he had always thought about.
    

    

    
      …That something was strange.
    

    

    
      It had been difficult to pinpoint exactly until now, but he had long had the thought that the events of that time, which he could barely remember, were somehow contrived.
    

    

    

    
      『…The Count has passed away.』
    

    

    
      『……!』
    

    

    

    
      The atmosphere inside the Countdom upon hearing the news of the Count's death was more one of bewilderment than sorrow.
    

    

    
      Of course, after accepting the fact, they were soon overcome with sadness, but the expression that had first flashed across the Vampires' faces was one of utter disbelief, as if they couldn't understand.
    

    

    
      As if they couldn't comprehend why on earth he would do such a thing.
    

    

    
      At the time, Jerry hadn't understood the meaning of that fleeting expression, but now he could make a vague guess.
    

    

    
      That going to attack the Beastkin Nation alone was such an exceptional act, considering Count Dracula's usual behavior, that it was utterly incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      That was why the Vampires at the time had made such faces.
    

    

    
      Only his mother had worn a bitter expression, as if she knew something.
    

    

    
      “That day. My grandfather disappeared from the territory without a word. And the next day, news of his death arrived. That he had invaded the Beastkin Nation alone.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Didn't you think this part was strange?”
    

    

    
      “…What about it.”
    

    

    
      That wasn't the only strange thing.
    

    

    
      “He was a grandfather who had pushed the Blood Demon Art to its limits, even earning the title of 'Immortal'.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “He boasted the strongest Blood Demon Art, to the point where he could be revived just by reattaching his head if it was severed.”
    

    

    
      His death.
    

    

    
      Jerry had doubts about that as well.
    

    

    
      He was too young at the time and didn't know his grandfather well.
    

    

    
      But as he conducted research and gathered materials to revive the Blood Demon Art, he learned that Count Dracula's strength at the time far transcended the average level.
    

    

    
      The death of a man with talent so outstanding he could truly be called a Mutant was bizarre in itself.
    

    

    
      …The more he listened to U-jin's story, the faint doubt that had remained in a corner of his mind was turning into near certainty.
    

    

    
      “…The most outstanding combat ability of a Vampire is combat continuation. Because combat itself satisfies the conditions for recovery, they can continue fighting while waiting to heal from significant injuries.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But, there is a more important factor hidden by that combat continuation ability.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It is the ability to return alive.”
    

    

    
      The reason the Vampire Clan was able to maintain its existence to this day despite having a remarkably low birth rate compared to other clans.
    

    

    
      And the reason they had one of the longest lifespans among all races, including the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      “…Their pain tolerance and recovery power, which allow them to continue fighting even with severe injuries, dramatically increase their ability to withdraw from battle. Because they are trained from an early age, it allows them to keep their wits about them even in extreme situations and look for a chance to escape. In a one-on-one fight, a draw is practically the same as a win.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, a Vampire's death usually occurs when they fall into a thoroughly planned trap, or when they can't even lift a finger against an overwhelming difference in power.”
    

    

    
      It was something that couldn't be judged by a single standard.
    

    

    
      And perhaps it was sacrilegious to apply such a yardstick to an event that could be called a catastrophe.
    

    

    
      But if one were to frame that day as a ‘match between the Beastkin Nation and Count Dracula’, it would be correct to see it as a draw.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin Nation had collapsed, and the Count had died.
    

    

    
      It was a different ending from the usual demise of a Vampire.
    

    

    
      “Especially since he was at the pinnacle of the Blood Demon Art. For him to have died despite that…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…It was because he went there prepared to die from the very beginning.”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Jerry's head turned.
    

    

    
      “…Is that right, Partner?”
    

    

    
      He directed the question to U-jin, who had been listening silently behind him.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      “…Correct!”
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      After hearing the inside story of the Vampires' departure from Inquisitor ‘Louis Button’, I happened to find myself in the area where Jerry resided.
    

    

    
      The guy's face suddenly came to mind, so I headed to the office where he usually stayed.
    

    

    
      The place was maintained exactly as I remembered it.
    

    

    

    
      『…It’s just the same.』
    

    

    

    
      No particular feelings of sadness arose.
    

    

    
      I had experienced the deaths of colleagues and friends countless times by then, and I had seen so many gruesome ends that Jerry's could even be called a good death.
    

    

    
      Moreover, in a world turned upside down, he even had a grave, so it was truly a case where one could say, ‘He went well.’
    

    

    
      Well, still, I couldn't help but think it would have been nice if he were alive.
    

    

    

    
      『…Oh.』
    

    

    

    
      As I was about to leave after scanning the room, something suddenly caught my eye.
    

    

    
      Tucked between ancient tomes that bore the weight of time was a bundle of stiff paper that looked quite recent.
    

    

    
      Wondering if someone other than me had visited, I pulled out the bundle, but that wasn't the case.
    

    

    
      The handwriting densely packed on the paper was a perfect match for Jerry's.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had written something new in the time between meeting me and his death.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Jerry. Dracula]
    

    

    

    
      I confirmed that he was the author from the name written at the beginning, but as I was about to lower my eyes, a thought suddenly struck me.
    

    

    

    
      『…Has he ever written it like this?』
    

    

    

    
      He had never once written his name as [Jerry. Dracula].
    

    

    
      Jerry Junior.
    

    

    
      Even on the rare occasions he revealed his surname, Dracula, he would always add 'Junior' at the end, saying 'Jerry Dracula Junior'.
    

    

    

    
      『…Don't tell me.』
    

    

    

    
      That was right.
    

    

    
      The paper wasn't Jerry's own story.
    

    

    
      Jerry Dracula Senior.
    

    

    
      It was a transcription of Jerry Dracula Senior's last will, which had been left behind on the other side of the mana formula engraved on the earring.
    

    

    
      Seeing as he hadn't told me, it seemed he hadn't noticed it until he met me before his death, but it appeared he had been examining the earring right up until his actual demise.
    

    

    
      Hurriedly looking down at the text below, I couldn't help but be astonished.
    

    

    

    
      [I, the seventy-fourth head of the Dracula family, Jerry Dracula, record my life.]
    

    

    

    
      『…Hah.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Because the story, which began by identifying himself, contained far more detailed and vast content than I had expected.
    

    

    

    
      [I, the seventy-fourth head of the Dracula family, Jerry Dracula, record my life.]
    

    

    

    
      Judging by the volume and the care taken, this was not something written after a day or two of thought.
    

    

    
      It was truly a will prepared in advance.
    

    

    

    
      […The Vampire Clan was the clan in charge of the Beastkin's combat, and among them, the Dracula family, with its outstanding abilities and extraordinary strategic mind, was a prestigious combat family entrusted with protecting the Beastkin royal family alongside the Silver Wolf Tribe's Lycan clan….]
    

    

    

    
      From the background of their origins to the life of the one called the strongest Vampire in history and the emotions woven into it.
    

    

    

    
      […My oldest memory is from the age of 4. It was the memory of unconsciously recreating a Blood Demon Art I had seen over someone's shoulder. Seeing the reactions of those around me, I realized. That I was born quite differently from other ordinary Vampires.]
    

    

    

    
      It was less a will and more an epic saga, detailing every process from beginning to end.
    

    

    

    
      […At that time, a brilliant idea came to me. If the balance of the neutral zone had tilted because of my appearance, then all I had to do was disappear again.]
    

    

    

    
      It even included the decision Dracula himself made when the Vampire Clan left the Beastkin and headed for the Demon King's Territory, and the deliberations that followed.
    

    

    

    
      […I decided to defect to the Demon King's Territory. Although it currently maintains the status of a neutral nation, the macroscopic flow is ultimately leading to a bipolar system between the two great powers. In reality, even among the regions with neutral status, some areas have already been encroached upon politically, economically, socially, and culturally….]
    

    

    
      […I didn't know exactly when, but if the Beastkin Nation had to choose one of the two great powers in the future, it would have been the Order's Territory. However, if I were to defect to the Order's Territory, there would likely be a backlash from within the Beastkin Nation. Heading to the Demon King's Territory was the right choice. The Order had also made contact with me first….]
    

    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The part where this will truly gained its meaning was what came after.
    

    

    
      The anguish after moving to the Demon King's Territory from Dracula's own perspective, going beyond the superficial story I had heard from Inquisitor Louis Button.
    

    

    

    
      […I did not set a date. The return would be when several conditions were met. When the Order had finished dealing with the Demonic Species hiding in the neutral zone to some extent, and when the distorted balance of the neutral zone had somewhat returned to normal.]
    

    

    
      [If the balance could not be established, there was also the option of returning by having the Beastkin Nation join the Order's forces. Until then, we had to build our strength and thoroughly conceal our connection with the Order.]
    

    

    

    
      And, why he had led the Beastkin Nation to its ruin.
    

    

    

    
      […The balance of the neutral zone did not return easily. It seemed it was gradually becoming time to go back. Rumors were heard that the Beastkin Nation was slowly stepping down from its role as the leader of the neutral zone. It seemed the importance of the Vampire Clan was greater than I had thought….]
    

    

    
      […A problem arose. Once a year. The carrier pigeon that delivered updates from the Order did not arrive.]
    

    

    
      […I found the carrier pigeon. It was dead behind the mansion. An inverted cross was drawn on its chest in red blood.]
    

    

    
      […It was clear that the Demon King had discovered our secret communication with the Order, but for some reason, no particular action was taken… I couldn't guess what he wanted, what he was thinking.]
    

    

    
      […The newly appointed strategist came to visit. He ordered me to the neutral zone, the ‘Beastkin Nation’, as the next battlefield for the War against Demons.]
    

    

    
      […It was then I realized. That the Demon King was forcing a choice upon me. The Beastkin and the Vampire Clan. He had handed me the choice, telling me one of the two had to see an end.]
    

    

    
      It even described the day of the Beastkin Nation's fall, which was shrouded in mystery, and the story behind it.
    

    

    
      […It was a bad move. Joining the Demon King's Army was a self-destructive move from the start. The Demon King hadn't accepted us because we were foolish. It was merely because we had value to be used.]
    

    

    
      […Once, no, still, our homeland was the Beastkin Nation. I could not bring myself to make the Vampire Clan commit fratricide. They were the Vampire Clan who had followed me to the Demon King's Territory without a word of complaint. I couldn't possibly give the order to attack the Beastkin Nation.]
    

    

    
      […But if I didn't, it seemed certain that the clan would be annihilated. The eyes of the strategist, who was from the Order's Territory, as he scanned our clan were not normal. Besides, he was the real traitor.]
    

    

    
      […Disaster. A dilemma. I had no idea what to do. It felt like being trapped in a bottomless pit.]
    

    

    
      […In the end, I made a decision. To head to the Beastkin Nation alone.]
    

    

    

    
      Although it wasn't stated in the narrative, according to Louis's testimony and Jerry's investigation, Count Dracula's military power at the time had grown strong enough that he could fight a war against the Beastkin Nation single-handedly and not lose.
    

    

    
      A man born with the greatest talent, who then defected to the Demon King's Territory and gained immense combat experience in a short period through the War against Demons—the synergistic effect produced an exponential increase in power.
    

    

    
      In particular, his familiars, gathered from various battlefields, each possessed power equivalent to or greater than a Named-level entity.
    

    

    
      For him, who had reached the pinnacle of the Blood Demon Art, there was no limit to the number of his familiars.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      It didn't hold much meaning since he wasn't actually going to wipe out the entire Beastkin race.
    

    

    
      […Destroy the organization known as the Beastkin Nation, but minimize the actual damage suffered by the Beastkin by making them head towards the Order's Territory.]
    

    

    

    
      […It was hard to call it a brilliant move. No, in fact, it was closer to a foolish choice. It was the act of tearing down my own country with my own hands, and after this, it would probably be impossible for the Vampire Clan to ever return to the fold of the Beastkin.]
    

    

    
      […Furthermore, I was also aware that the treatment of the Vampire Clan after I was gone would not be good. They would probably be treated as consumables of war.]
    

    

    
      […But it couldn't be helped. For the moment, both sides had to live. A binary choice of annihilating either the Beastkin or the Vampire Clan was an impossible one for me to make.]
    

    

    
      […I could only hope that someone in a future generation, carrying on my will, would rebuild the scattered and collapsed Beastkin Nation, and return the Vampire Clan to the fold of the Beastkin once more….]
    

    

    

    
      Dracula's choice was, as he said, a foolish one, but it was the best he could do in his own way.
    

    

    
      The situation he was in was extremely dire from the start.
    

    

    
      Even if he had chosen his clan and destroyed the Beastkin Nation, it would have been impossible for the Vampire Clan to survive in the Demon King's Territory, having already been branded as traitors. And if he had done nothing and rebelled, his clan would have been exterminated as he predicted.
    

    

    
      Besides, in the end, his objective was achieved.
    

    

    
      Somehow, the descendants of the Dracula clan who carried on his lineage had survived, and the Beastkin, though scattered in terror and turned into wretched refugees who had lost their former glory, had also survived.
    

    

    

    
      […I was called the strongest, but I am a weak being who could not even save his homeland.]
    

    

    
      […I was a leader, but I led my clan to their deaths.]
    

    

    
      […I did my best, but I achieved nothing.]
    

    

    
      [Therefore, I have nothing of great worth to pass on to the one reading this will.]
    

    

    
      [I merely leave behind my unfulfilled wish as my will, along with the Blood Demon Art that I managed to achieve, following my predecessors.]
    

    

    
      […I do not know who you are, but I ask of you.]
    

    

    
      [If, at the time you are reading this, the Beastkin and our Vampire Clan still exist, reveal the truth, sincerely apologize, and rebuild the nation of our clans.]
    

    

    
      [For that is what I truly wished for….]
    

    

    

    
      Jerry Dracula's will ended there.
    

    

    
      A few bloodstains splattered near the end told me that Jerry's condition had been deteriorating to a critical state by the time he finished transcribing this.
    

    

    

    
      『Unfortunately, the Vampire Clan is no more, old man Dracula.』
    

    

    
      『…Well, it seems you were barking up the wrong tree in the first place, anyway.』
    

    

    

    
      I muttered it as a joke, but it was a matter of course.
    

    

    
      Because only one who inherited the blood of a Vampire could read this will.
    

    

    
      It was a will that could only be read at the very end, even in the Order's treasury, and even by Jerry, who had already been studying the earring for a long time.
    

    

    
      Originally, this wasn't something a normal person like me should have been able to read.
    

    

    
      And fulfilling it was even more out of the question.
    

    

    
      Placing the bundle of papers back in its original spot, I closed the door again and muttered as I left.
    

    

    

    
      『…I'll think about it after I regress.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Thud-
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      “…And that’s what happened.”
    

    

    
      U-jin recited the will of Jerry Dracula Senior, which he had read before his Regression, to the two men and the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Of course, he didn't reveal the fact of his Regression or his conversation with Louis.
    

    

    
      He just vaguely explained that before meeting Jerry, a manifestation magic had emerged from behind the Blood Demon Art Magic Formula engraved on the earring, and he had heard Jerry Dracula's will.
    

    

    
      Considering that even Jerry had only read the will at the very end, it should have taken much longer to actually reach it, but that was something he could later brush off as a malfunction.
    

    

    
      He had been planning this since he met Jerry Junior on the Guardian Train, so there were no hitches.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The story of Jerry Dracula's will and 'that day' of the Beastkin Nation's collapse brought a heavy silence.
    

    

    
      Even the murmurs that had risen earlier had vanished.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin wore complex and subtle expressions.
    

    

    
      Part of it was because the story was too complex to understand at once, but it was more due to the shocking content the story itself contained.
    

    

    
      Because it was a story that contradicted the information most people and Beastkin had, shattering their existing framework.
    

    

    
      Knowing the truth and accepting it were two different matters.
    

    

    
      No matter how much one thought the story was plausible, reason and emotion coexisted and frequently clashed.
    

    

    
      This was exactly such a case.
    

    

    
      The emotion of thinking Dracula was a heinous villain and the rational thought that he might have just been doing his best at every moment clashed, bringing about a considerable shock.
    

    

    
      …Of course.
    

    

    
      If one side had been accumulating intense emotions for a very long time, this conflict wouldn't even exist.
    

    

    
      “…Don't give me that ridiculous crap.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just doing his best, you say?”
    

    

    
      Tom's body was trembling.
    

    

    
      It was because the unforgettable memories of that day were flashing through his mind.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…Thomas. You must protect your mother and your younger brother.’
    

    

    
      ‘…Tommy. *Cough-* You must… Simon, at least….’
    

    

    
      ‘Brother… I don’t want to die… I don’t want to die like this….’
    

    

    

    
      Memories so painful they were terrifying.
    

    

    
      Those memories, engraved over the years through his Moonlight Syndrome, were too horrific for Tom to be described simply by the word 'trauma'.
    

    

    
      Tom's eyes became bloodshot.
    

    

    
      His eyes, blazing with uncontrollable fury, seemed to shed tears of blood.
    

    

    
      “…Even if he was in a situation he couldn't help, Dracula is still the murderer who killed my family.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Only blood can pay the price of blood.”
    

    

    
      Tom spat out in a chilling voice.
    

    

    
      ‘Only blood can pay the price of blood.’
    

    

    
      Jerry thought that expression was truly accurate.
    

    

    
      If it were something that could be paid for with money, Jerry would have paid the price long ago, even if it meant giving all the money he had.
    

    

    
      Because the price of blood weighed on his heart, so much so that he still frequented slave markets to buy Beastkin, had not disappeared.
    

    

    
      He had spent a long time, a lot of money, and a great deal of effort.
    

    

    
      The foreign weight remaining in his heart had not lessened at all.
    

    

    
      Time, money, effort.
    

    

    
      None of them could pay that price.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      Despite it all, Jerry could not die.
    

    

    
      Because there were still things he had to do before he died.
    

    

    

    
      ‘Your grandfather did the right thing, Jerry….’
    

    

    
      ‘…You must carry on his will….’
    

    

    

    
      […If, at the time you are reading this, the Beastkin and our Vampire Clan still exist, reveal the truth, sincerely apologize, and rebuild the nation of our clans.]
    

    

    

    
      Step, step-
    

    

    
      Jerry approached Tom, who looked precarious, filled with rage.
    

    

    
      There was no hesitation in Jerry's steps.
    

    

    
      Of course, Tom, already filled with rage, did not miss that fleeting moment.
    

    

    
      Whoosh-
    

    

    
      It was less a calculated swing and more an instinctive strike at the opponent who had entered his range.
    

    

    
      Tom's claws slashed at the completely defenseless Jerry.
    

    

    
      His claws, which looked as if they would slice him in half,
    

    

    
      Clang-!
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      were narrowly blocked by the hilt of U-jin's half-sword as he rushed in like an arrow.
    

    

    
      Krrrrrk-
    

    

    
      Rather than the sound of metal hitting metal, it sounded more like a blunt weapon crushing something. U-jin, his face contorted as he took the blow,
    

    

    
      Whoosh-
    

    

    
      CRASH-!
    

    

    
      was sent flying sideways, crashing into the castle-like wall surrounding the mansion with a deafening roar.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Whether he knew U-jin would block it, or whether he had already given up his life.
    

    

    
      Jerry, who continued to advance without even glancing at the tremendous impact right next to his neck, finally arrived right in front of Tom.
    

    

    
      Suddenly.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      He knelt before him and spoke.
    

    

    
      “…I beg you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just a little… give me some time.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Just a little… give me some time.”
    

    

    
      From Tom's perspective, his words were incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      He didn't know what the hell he was thinking, but he had intended to slice Jerry apart with a rage-fueled blow as he walked right up to him.
    

    

    
      However, he had failed because U-jin interfered.
    

    

    
      And so, Jerry, who had finally arrived right in front of him, suddenly knelt and spoke. Asking for time.
    

    

    
      “…What is that supposed to mean?”
    

    

    
      When he asked back at the incomprehensible context, Jerry added in a resolute voice.
    

    

    
      It was a voice from Jerry that Tom had never heard before, one laced with something new.
    

    

    
      “…You can kill me.”
    

    

    
      Jerry truly thought so.
    

    

    
      Of course, the annihilation of the Beastkin Nation wasn't something he had done, nor had his opinion been considered in the slightest, and Jerry would have opposed it if he could have.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't something he could separate himself from.
    

    

    
      Because he was the only Vampire left in this world.
    

    

    
      He believed that the hatred and resentment towards Vampires were his burden to bear in order to carry on the Vampire's will.
    

    

    
      …Besides, if he were to argue that it wasn't his doing, a conversation wouldn't even be possible.
    

    

    
      “…I, too, have experienced the loss of parents. They were hunted down and brutally killed by a Vampire Hunter.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I think there's nothing more foolish than trying to measure emotions, but I don't believe your sense of loss is any less than mine.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Therefore, I believe you, who lost your entire family because of my grandfather, have the right to kill me.”
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      Not now.
    

    

    
      “…But please, give me a little time. There are things I must do before I die.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I ask that you give me time, just until the Beastkin Nation is rebuilt.”
    

    

    
      Tom's eyes became conflicted.
    

    

    
      Normally, there wasn't a snowball's chance in hell that he would be swayed by mere words and a kneeling gesture.
    

    

    
      Because he believed that, as he'd said before, whether Jerry apologized or knelt, the price of blood could only be paid with blood.
    

    

    
      But Tom was already deeply shaken by the preceding stories.
    

    

    
      To him, the deal Jerry offered worked quite exquisitely.
    

    

    
      “If you wish, I can write a cursed contract with magical binding force, or wear a tracking device.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…I beg you.”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…Maybe I can grant him a little time.’
    

    

    
      Slowly.
    

    

    
      It was because cracks were beginning to form in Tom's conviction that ‘All Vampires must be exterminated.’
    

    

    
      His desire to avenge his family's murder still remained, but after hearing U-jin's and Jerry's stories, he learned for the first time that even Vampires had their 'circumstances'.
    

    

    
      In that process, a sense of empathy had unknowingly formed in Tom's heart.
    

    

    
      For a Vampire. The thought that, at least for this Jerry Dracula before him, everything might have been beyond his control, something he couldn't choose.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean he suddenly felt a sense of benevolence and wanted to forgive Jerry.
    

    

    
      Jerry was still the blood of the murderer who killed his family.
    

    

    
      Words that he normally would have dismissed as a trick interfered with his conviction a little more,
    

    

    
      but that didn't mean the wound carved into his chest every full moon for decades would suddenly turn into a bearable pain.
    

    

    
      Something he wanted to do could become something he didn't want to do, but something he ‘had’ to do couldn't change into something he didn't have to do.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Tom inwardly searched for another reason.
    

    

    
      Something.
    

    

    
      A reason why he had to refuse this audacious request.
    

    

    
      A reason why he had to kill the enemy before his eyes.
    

    

    
      Another reason to solidify his resolve, just as much as his heart had been shaken.
    

    

    
      And soon, he found it.
    

    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    

    
      Tom scoffed and brought his claws to the vicinity of Jerry's neck.
    

    

    
      “You'll revive the Beastkin Nation?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “How could that be possible? Your precious Count Dracula severed the royal bloodline.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What kind of nation has no king? Or are you spouting some nonsense about appointing a new king?”
    

    

    
      Jerry couldn't answer.
    

    

    
      Because in the long history of the Beastkin Nation, the throne was a position only one who inherited the royal bloodline could ascend to.
    

    

    
      It didn't have a simple system where the strongest person or the one with the most support could rise to the position.
    

    

    
      This was the same reason why he had said it was impossible when U-jin first declared he would rebuild the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      But as Tom said, the royal bloodline had already been severed 100 years ago.
    

    

    
      When Count Dracula destroyed the Beastkin Nation, he took the life of the previous king.
    

    

    
      The princess under the king's care went missing.
    

    

    
      'Missing' was just a word; she hadn't shown herself for nearly 100 years.
    

    

    
      Which meant that, although no one saw her die, she had already lost her life at the scene back then.
    

    

    
      Moreover. The person who knew that best was Tom himself.
    

    

    
      “Answer me. Did you find the princess or something?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Because at the time Dracula invaded the Beastkin Nation, he had been tasked with protecting the royal princess.
    

    

    
      In search of the missing princess, Tom Hardist had scoured not only the territory of the former Beastkin Nation, now a wasteland, but the entire continent.
    

    

    
      Tom knew better than anyone that she no longer existed in this world.
    

    

    
      He had only started working as a Vampire Hunter after giving up the search for her.
    

    

    
      As Tom said, the royal bloodline no longer remained in this land.
    

    

    
      “…Are you done talking?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As if his decision was made.
    

    

    
      Along with Tom's heavily sunken voice, his claws pressed deep into Jerry's neck.
    

    

    
      The moment Jerry squeezed his eyes shut from the pressure.
    

    

    
      “…She’s alive. *Cough*.”
    

    

    
      U-jin, covered in dust and dirt, answered from the mansion wall.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “…She's alive. The princess.”
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      A half-destroyed yard.
    

    

    
      One of the walls was completely demolished as if someone had intentionally knocked it down, and the ground was pitted with craters here and there.
    

    

    
      A faint haze of dust had yet to settle, proving that a tense battle had taken place just moments ago.
    

    

    
      And in the middle of it all stood an antique, flower-patterned table.
    

    

    
      Teacups were placed on the table, and two mismatched men, Tom and Jerry, sat facing each other.
    

    

    
      Watching the scene from a distance, Eliya asked.
    

    

    
      “…What in the world is this mess?”
    

    

    
      “Well, just.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A little happening.”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s face crumpled at U-jin’s nonchalant reply, as if it were nothing.
    

    

    
      “I almost had to carry out two corpses, and you call this a happening….”
    

    

    
      Eliya had a rough idea that U-jin would bring a man named Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      Jerry had hinted at it while U-jin was away, and if, as U-jin said, entering the Darkest Dungeon was part of his plan, it was obvious he would bring back something extraordinary this time as well.
    

    

    
      However, a situation where they stormed in, ready to kill each other, was outside her scope of expectations.
    

    

    
      Of course, she hadn't expected the relationship between a Vampire and a Vampire Hunter to be amicable.
    

    

    
      That much was so obvious it didn't even need to be said.
    

    

    
      Still, she had thought that if he was going to bring him here personally, he would have sorted things out to some extent and brought him over after they had come to an agreement.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Well, it seemed that once again, things had gone according to the intentions of this man whose mind she couldn’t read.
    

    

    
      But from the perspective of an acolyte priest who had to assist him, it was impossible to keep up with his rhythm.
    

    

    
      “…Reconciliation won’t happen that easily, you know.”
    

    

    
      Although Eliya hadn't been able to intervene in the sudden situation and had only watched from afar, she had grasped the general state of affairs.
    

    

    
      It seemed there was deep-rooted bad blood between Tom and Jerry, and U-jin, needing them both, was trying to make them reconcile.
    

    

    
      But this wasn't just a matter of the two not getting along; it was a conflict between their races that was difficult to resolve with their emotions alone.
    

    

    
      Of course, he had somehow managed to bring to the surface the fact that there were some misunderstandings between them, but the history between them was too deep.
    

    

    
      In Eliya’s opinion, it was unlikely that the two would suddenly be locking arms and singing kumbaya just by sharing a few words over teacups.
    

    

    
      As Eliya spoke as if she knew this all too well, U-jin smirked and replied.
    

    

    
      “It’s possible.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The environment might change, but people rarely do.”
    

    

    
      After saying that, U-jin slowly began to walk towards the table where they were sitting.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Watching him from behind, Eliya muttered softly with a sigh.
    

    

    
      “…That’s because neither of them are ‘just people’.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Silence hung over the table he arrived at.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just quiet; it felt as if a forbidden boundary had been drawn, where no action was permitted.
    

    

    
      The teacups, brought out to be drunk, were growing cold without being touched, and the two men stared at each other in silence.
    

    

    
      Scrape-
    

    

    
      And that silence was broken the moment I pulled out a chair to sit down.
    

    

    
      “…Get to the point.”
    

    

    
      Before I had even fully sat down, Tom Hardist, who had been glaring at Jerry with his arms crossed, spoke.
    

    

    
      The man muttered in a low, heavy voice, his gaze fixed.
    

    

    
      “I’ve already backed down twice. If you don’t give me an explanation I can accept, I’ll crush you all right now.”
    

    

    
      As he said, he had already passed up two chances to kill him, so the threat lacked some credibility, but Tom, at least, seemed to be serious.
    

    

    
      “…Hmph.”
    

    

    
      The only reason I was able to create this opportunity for discussion, in a situation where it wouldn't have been strange for Jerry's head to fly off at any moment, was because of a single piece of information I had given the man.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…She’s alive. *Cough*.’
    

    

    
      ‘……?’
    

    

    
      ‘…She's alive. The princess.’
    

    

    

    

    
      At the time of the Beastkin Nation’s fall, the memory most deeply ingrained in Tom Hardist's mind was the death of his family.
    

    

    
      But the next thing that held great significance was the disappearance of the princess.
    

    

    
      The princess, who was designated as the successor to the previous king, was the most important figure, the only bloodline that could continue the royal family, especially with the king's death confirmed.
    

    

    
      And Tom, as a member of the Royal Guard at the time, had been entrusted with protecting the princess, but she had disappeared while his mind was preoccupied with the death of his family.
    

    

    
      This was also why Tom still felt guilt for the destruction of the Beastkin Nation and felt he, too, was responsible.
    

    

    
      If only the princess had survived, the Beastkin, who had scattered in panic and become refugees all over the Orders’ Territory, would have had a focal point to rally around.
    

    

    
      If so, things would never have reached their current state.
    

    

    
      Although he hadn't directly participated in the destruction of the Beastkin Nation, he believed that the current situation had occurred because he had failed to secure the princess.
    

    

    
      And in truth, it couldn't be said that his failure had no influence on the current plight of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      “Valencia la Vael Tigris.”
    

    

    
      I first revealed her name.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      A crack appeared in Tom’s motionless posture, and his eyes widened noticeably.
    

    

    
      “You told me to get to the point. If I hadn't said her name, you would've just gone on about how you couldn't believe me or whatever, right?”
    

    

    
      …The developments up to this point had been a bit precarious, but it wasn't as if I had made these two meet without any plan.
    

    

    
      Both were essential figures in my plan, and I had made preparations to prevent things from escalating to an extreme.
    

    

    
      The ace up my sleeve was this.
    

    

    
      The name of the Beastkin princess.
    

    

    
      Some might say, what's so great about knowing a name, but the name of the Beastkin Nation's princess was not something one could easily find out.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      While there was no clear rule like a law, it was a traditional custom that the Beastkin Nation had tacitly observed to keep the princess's real name a secret until her coming-of-age ceremony.
    

    

    
      It was a secret that no one knew except for the king who gave the name and the princess herself.
    

    

    
      The only reason Tom knew her name was not because he was officially told, but because the princess, telling him to not tell anyone, had secretly shared it only with Tom, who was in charge of her protection.
    

    

    
      From Tom's perspective, it was only natural for him to be surprised when I mentioned her name directly.
    

    

    
      He couldn't be certain, but he had no choice but to think that I might know something about the missing princess.
    

    

    
      Screech-
    

    

    
      I pulled out a chair and sat down.
    

    

    
      I could clearly see Tom's agitated state.
    

    

    
      Flop-
    

    

    
      “I want the Beastkin to function as a power again. For that, they need a focal point.”
    

    

    
      The Beastkin valued bloodlines.
    

    

    
      “You two know it best. You can't form a power just by gathering the scattered Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't simply that it was the most important thing among others; the system based on bloodline was so ingrained in their genes that no other system could possibly interfere.
    

    

    
      This was also why the Beastkin who had entered the Orders' Territory had not been able to belong to any nation.
    

    

    
      In the early days after the fall of the Beastkin Nation, most of the kingdoms in the Orders' Territory, which had monarchical political systems, tried to absorb the powerful Beastkin. 
    

    

    
      But the Beastkin were beings who could not serve anyone other than the king of the Beastkin Nation who inherited the bloodline, not even as a formality.
    

    

    
      The situation was the same for republics that advocated for majority rule; they couldn't agree to that either.
    

    

    
      Their innate nature and culture itself had forced them into a refugee's life in the Orders' Territory.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the Beastkin needed a king.
    

    

    
      A gathering of Beastkin without a king, especially the now-weakened Beastkin, would just become an indecisive organization, unable to choose one way or the other.
    

    

    
      “The location is the village of Aileen in the northeastern part of the Orders' Territory.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's in a kingdom called Empel, but you don't really need to know the name. It has no Constellation to speak of, nor has it produced any famous Heroes.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just think of it as a grain-producing nation that mainly grows wheat.”
    

    

    
      At the abruptly stated destination, Jerry asked cautiously.
    

    

    
      “…Are you saying she is there?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. The location is certain, so you don't need to ask twice.”
    

    

    
      “That can’t be…”
    

    

    
      At my firm confirmation, Tom muttered softly.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the same disbelief and surprise he had shown before, but a voice tinged with a question, as if he couldn't understand something.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      There was no plausible reason for her to be there.
    

    

    
      Tom, who had searched the entire continent for Valencia, would not have wandered into such a remote country village.
    

    

    
      He seemed unable to comprehend the fact that the princess had been hiding for 100 years in a town he was likely hearing about for the first time.
    

    

    
      “…Why.”
    

    

    
      He seemed unable to understand why she would have let the Beastkin Nation fall into such a state.
    

    

    
      Just as the members of the Beastkin showed strong loyalty to the royal family, the royal family was famous for its extraordinary affection and sense of responsibility for all Beastkin.
    

    

    
      “That’s something you can find out when we get there.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Anyway, I'm planning to go look for her. The decision is yours. Are you coming? If you do, I'll take it as you agreeing with me from now on.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't so much a question of their actual intentions as it was a statement to make them commit to their own choice.
    

    

    
      That guy Jerry quietly nodded his head.
    

    

    
      “…I will go and confirm it with my own eyes.”
    

    

    
      And Tom, though half-heartedly, also expressed his consent.
    

    

    
      “Alright, then.”
    

    

    
      Heave-ho.
    

    

    
      Getting up from my seat, I extended both my hands towards the two of them.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Tom and Jerry looked up at me blankly, as if they didn't know what I meant.
    

    

    
      I said to the two of them.
    

    

    
      “Shake hands.”
    

    

    
      Tom's brow furrowed.
    

    

    
      “…What are you talking about?”
    

    

    
      “We're a team for now, aren't we? Are you going to go all the way there scowling at each other like this?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You have to make a truce, at least a temporary one. If you don't want to, you can back out, and I'll go alone. I don't want to be cleaning up corpses on the way.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Didn't that guy Tom say it at the beginning?
    

    

    
      That this wasn't some childish squabble that could be brushed off with a single handshake.
    

    

    
      That exterminating the Vampires was a duty he had to carry out for the sake of all Beastkin.
    

    

    
      …Well, of course, from his perspective, that was true, but.
    

    

    
      Just because they shook hands, it didn't necessarily mean they had shaken off all their deep-seated emotions.
    

    

    
      Reach-
    

    

    
      “…I will go. Tom Lycan Hardist.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Sometimes.
    

    

    
      Even if you couldn't shake off all your emotions, there were times when you had to shake hands to begin the resolution.
    

    

    
      Grasp-
    

    

    
      “…When this is all over, I will kill you without fail, Jerry Dracula Junior.”
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      A temporary alliance between Tom and Jerry was formed.
    

    

    
      Of course, for two people who had been at each other's throats just moments ago, it would be impossible for a sense of camaraderie to suddenly spring forth from a single handshake.
    

    

    
      But, at the very least, it seemed the alliance would hold until they achieved their common goal of finding the next princess of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      Well… in truth, although it was a common goal, their specific objectives were different.
    

    

    
      In my case, the goal was to establish a guild and gain strong influence through the reconstruction of the Beastkin Nation. 
    

    

    
      In Tom's case, it was to find the princess and restore the fallen status of the Beastkin. 
    

    

    
      And in Jerry's case, it was to somehow stay alive, away from Tom, and carry on the will of his predecessors.
    

    

    
      But if their goals had been exactly the same in the first place, this process wouldn't have been so difficult.
    

    

    
      Despite the various situations, it was all a necessary process to bridge the differences between them.
    

    

    
      Still, the fact that it succeeded as planned was encouraging.
    

    

    
      Even with my Regression, it was impossible to see clearly inside their heads at that time.
    

    

    
      I had a hunch that it would work out somehow, but even I wasn't certain until the very moment they shook hands.
    

    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    

    
      In any case.
    

    

    
      The bloodline that would continue the throne of the Beastkin Nation, the Beastkin princess who would ascend to the throne.
    

    

    

    

    
      [Valencia la Vael Tigris]
    

    

    

    
      The preparations to find her were already complete.
    

    

    
      As I had told them before.
    

    

    
      I already knew her location, and bringing her here wasn't something that would be helped by bringing any particular supplies.
    

    

    
      Therefore, we could depart immediately, but…….
    

    

    
      “We’ll depart the day after tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      I decided to take a short break.
    

    

    
      “…Why aren't we going right away?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, we didn't have the luxury of time.
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘A gift will be on its way soon, junior.’
    

    

    
      ‘It was supposed to take a bit more time… but I wanted to see how you’d react, so I moved it up a bit. Hope you receive it well.’
    

    

    

    
      I had a lot to do in the first place, and according to Isaac's words in the Darkest Dungeon, it seemed that something I thought was far off in the future would become more urgent.
    

    

    
      Considering the butterfly effect that it would bring, there was no time to relax and laze around.
    

    

    
      However, departing immediately in this state didn't seem like a good choice either.
    

    

    
      “Look at your faces.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If we leave now, I bet it’ll turn into another chaotic mess in less than 30 minutes.”
    

    

    
      The situation leading up to the truce had been intense, and although they had shaken hands as if swept up in the moment, both of them wore expressions that clearly revealed their complicated and subtle feelings.
    

    

    
      I didn't know for sure, but it seemed they needed time to sort out their own troubled minds.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just for them. Finding Valencia and bringing her here was no easy task.
    

    

    
      I also needed some time to prepare myself.
    

    

    
      “…First things first.”
    

    

    
      The Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      I needed to start by understanding more about this unsettling power.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Tom Hardist found a secluded corner of the mansion where no one was around.
    

    

    
      There was no particular reason he had to find that spot, but it had been a very long time since he had been in a space with so many people.
    

    

    
      He had lived alone in the Darkest Dungeon for a long time, and he wasn't thick-skinned enough to shamelessly show his face to the Beastkin and declare, ‘I am Tom Hardist.’
    

    

    
      Well, he had always been the type to prefer corners, even as a child.
    

    

    
      …To be precise, it wasn't so much the corner that was the point, but rather that he liked places where his entire field of vision was clear before him.
    

    

    
      Flop-
    

    

    
      Since it was such a remote spot, it hadn't been cleaned, but Tom paid it no mind and sat down, leaning his back against the wall.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Flick-
    

    

    
      He familiarly took out a cigar, stuck it in his mouth, and lit it.
    

    

    
      Gaze-
    

    

    
      Within his line of sight, he could see the Beastkin.
    

    

    

    
      — …I failed to tell you beforehand.
    

    

    
      — It’s okay!
    

    

    

    
      …To be more precise.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin were huddled together awkwardly, and in their midst was Jerry, offering words of apology.
    

    

    
      Normally, seeing such a sight would have surely filled him with resentment.
    

    

    
      He would have thought him shameless for betraying his clan and destroying their nation.
    

    

    
      But perhaps because a wave of emotion had already passed.
    

    

    
      There was no such feeling of welling anger.
    

    

    
      Just a complex, subtle emotion that was still hard to define, faintly prodding at the area around his heart.
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…You can kill me.’
    

    

    
      ‘…I, too, have experienced the loss of losing my parents. They were hunted by a Vampire Hunter and died a gruesome death. I think there is nothing more foolish than judging another’s feelings, but I do not believe your sense of loss is any less than mine.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Therefore, I believe you, who lost your entire family because of my grandfather, have the right to kill me.’
    

    

    

    

    
      Puff—
    

    

    
      As he exhaled a cloud of pale smoke, the words Jerry had spoken while kneeling before him flashed by like a revolving lantern.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Was he truly sincere?
    

    

    
      Normally, he wouldn't have even cared, let alone wondered.
    

    

    
      But strangely, the image of Jerry kneeling kept replaying in his mind.
    

    

    
      This was also why he had agreed to that ridiculous handshake earlier.
    

    

    
      Even Tom himself found it difficult to precisely define the emotions he was feeling.
    

    

    
      The being he had lived his entire life thinking of as his mortal enemy had turned out not to be his enemy.
    

    

    
      …No, to be precise, saying he was no longer an enemy wasn't an accurate expression either.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…But please, give me a little time. There are things I must do before I die.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Until the Beastkin Nation is rebuilt, I ask that you give me time.’
    

    

    

    

    
      As Jerry had requested, Tom had only postponed his death; he hadn't forgiven him.
    

    

    
      The scars and memories engraved in his heart could not be so easily erased by a few words.
    

    

    
      He now understood there were circumstances, but that didn't mean their act of destroying the nation could be turned into something righteous.
    

    

    
      The fact that they had left the Beastkin Nation to join the Demon King's Army, and the fact that they had destroyed it, were both undeniable truths.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, there were two reasons why Tom had agreed to that absurd handshake and to accompany them, and why he had decided to postpone Jerry's death.
    

    

    
      One was because of the vampires he had killed while working as a Vampire Hunter.
    

    

    
      The moment he saw Jerry kneeling and begging him, fragments of memory flashed before his eyes like a revolving lantern.
    

    

    
      The countless vampires who had died at his hands, so many he couldn't even remember them all.
    

    

    
      Among them, there must have been some whose fates were decided as they were swept up by the grander flow of events and the destiny of their race, regardless of their own will.
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, among the Vampire Clan who didn't know the story behind the scenes, there must have been some who were unfairly wronged.
    

    

    
      Acknowledging that now wouldn't bring back the dead, but the sliver of guilt remaining on his conscience prevented him from raising his hand against Jerry, who was kneeling and begging for a postponement of his death.
    

    

    
      The enemy who killed his family in exchange for their lives.
    

    

    
      It couldn't substitute for the price of Jerry's life, but he thought that granting him time, as Jerry had asked, might be acceptable.
    

    

    
      After all, now that he knew he was alive, he was confident he could find him anytime, even if he ran away.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      And there was one other reason.
    

    

    
      It was the name that came from U-jin's mouth.
    

    

    
      Valencia la Vael Tigris.
    

    

    
      It was because he had been told of the survival of the one he once served, the bloodline of the Beastkin royal family, the woman who would have become the next queen of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      “…Princess.”
    

    

    
      He had thought she was dead for sure.
    

    

    
      He had scoured the former territory of the Beastkin Nation hundreds of times and searched all plausible nearby regions and prominent areas across the entire continent.
    

    

    
      Tom had searched for her so diligently that he had even gone to underground information brokers, paid them, and asked them to look for her, yet he had been unable to find even a single trace.
    

    

    
      And yet.
    

    

    
      U-jin had said it.
    

    

    
      That she was alive.
    

    

    
      To simply deny it as impossible, the credibility of the stories that had come from U-jin's mouth so far was too high.
    

    

    
      The matter of the vampires alone was such a complete story that when he assembled the puzzle in his mind, he couldn't think of any errors. 
    

    

    
      He had a precise understanding of the reasons for the unknown incidents and developments discovered at the time, to the point where it was difficult to deny even if he wanted to.
    

    

    
      If there was one unsettling part, it was how on earth U-jin, a mere Hero candidate, knew such information.
    

    

    
      But at this point, the quality of the information was too high to argue about its source.
    

    

    
      “…For now.”
    

    

    
      Taking another drag of his cigar, Tom decided to erase everything else from his complicated mind.
    

    

    
      And he left only two sentences.
    

    

    

    
      1. Kill the enemy of my family, Jerry Dracula Junior. However, delay the timing until the reconstruction of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      2. Confirm the Princess's survival and find her. Then, rebuild the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    

    
      Of course, the possibility that U-jin was lying was not entirely nonexistent.
    

    

    
      Although U-jin's explanation was very complete and his credibility up to that point was high, it didn't mean that Tom trusted his every word.
    

    

    
      It might have been different if there was some sort of physical evidence to give him certainty, but the only things that could be called evidence were a strange cross-shaped earring that he didn't know much about, and the fact that U-jin knew the princess's name, ‘Valencia la Vael Tigris’.
    

    

    
      These two things alone could raise the credibility to some extent, but they weren't great enough evidence to provide certainty.
    

    

    
      But Tom decided to move forward for now under the assumption that U-jin's words were true.
    

    

    
      If U-jin was lying, he could deal with that when the time came.
    

    

    
      The two things he had sworn upon for the rest of his life.
    

    

    
      Avenging his family was as good as accomplished, having secured the last Vampire, ‘Jerry Dracula,’ right beside him.
    

    

    
      In that case, the only duty remaining for him was to restore the status of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      For now, his task was to find the princess, who might be alive.
    

    

    
      And to do what would be helpful to her.
    

    

    
      Sizzzle—
    

    

    
      By the time he had finished the cigar and pressed it out against the wall.
    

    

    
      His complicated mind had become quite organized.
    

    

    
      And just as Tom was about to get up from his spot.
    

    

    
      “…Hey there. Dog-like fellow.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I have something I want to talk to you about for a moment.”
    

    

    
      A familiar voice came from above him.
    

    

    
      It was the little companion of U-jin's whom he had sent flying when he first arrived here.
    

    

    
      It was Shim Cheong.
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      Shim Cheong's sudden appearance was quite a surprise for Tom.
    

    

    
      Normally, his Energy Sense, which had already reached a Transcendent State, would have detected her presence in advance.
    

    

    
      But perhaps it was due to his mind being more complicated than ever before, or the cigar that had been relaxing his body until just a moment ago.
    

    

    
      He hadn't noticed her presence at all until she spoke to him directly.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He had thought that, given what happened earlier, she would come rushing at him in a fit of rage the moment she woke up.
    

    

    
      But surprisingly, that didn't happen.
    

    

    
      Of course, seeing the sword at her waist, it seemed that ‘having something to say’ wasn't all she was here for.
    

    

    
      In any case, it was clear that no emotion like anger could be found on her face.
    

    

    
      Tap.
    

    

    
      Soon after, Shim Cheong descended from the wall with a light step and stood before Tom.
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Did I not just say? I have something I want to say to you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That thing from before. How did you do it?”
    

    

    
      “…That thing?”
    

    

    
      Unable to immediately understand the question, Tom frowned and asked back. 
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong then demonstrated with a gesture.
    

    

    
      Extending one arm, she pulled back her index finger and wrapped her thumb around it. Closing one eye as if aiming forward, she added.
    

    

    
      “This one. The technique you used to go *pang!* and knock This One unconscious.”
    

    

    
      “…It doesn’t have a special name. I just put enough force into it to make you faint.”
    

    

    
      “…Hoh. In any case, that means you know the method, doesn't it?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Tom's answer, she wore a somewhat satisfied expression and held out a hand.
    

    

    
      “How about we make up?”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Just like how you shook hands with that bat-like fellow and cleared up old grudges. Let's just drop what happened earlier.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Of course, you'll have to apologize for disparaging my clan's swordsmanship. But if you teach me that technique, I can overlook the fact that you came in through my window.”
    

    

    
      At Shim Cheong's self-serving proposal for a truce, the corner of Tom's mouth twitched.
    

    

    
      It was out of sheer absurdity.
    

    

    
      He had never held any feelings toward this kid that would warrant a reconciliation in the first place, nor had he cleared up all his feelings with Jerry with just a single handshake as she claimed.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      He didn't bother to say such things out loud.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a particularly important point, and it wasn't in his nature to nitpick about things that were already in the past.
    

    

    
      If anything, he might have if she had clung to the ridiculous pretext of him entering through the window.
    

    

    
      If what she wanted was an apology for his remark about her ‘crappy swordsmanship,’ he could give her that much.
    

    

    
      “I apologize.”
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean it was easy to hear those words from Tom Hardist's mouth.
    

    

    
      He wasn't one to say things he didn't truly mean, and having spent a long time alone, he wasn't very talkative either.
    

    

    
      It was only possible because of Shim Cheong's unique, innocent atmosphere and the fact that she had requested the truce first.
    

    

    
      Most importantly, it was because Tom Hardist actually thought that his remark had been wrong.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, what he had felt at the time wasn't a delusion.
    

    

    
      By Tom's standards, Shim Cheong's movements had far too many unnecessary motions whose meaning he couldn't grasp.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Thinking back on it, that was a view from the perspective of ‘Tom Hardist,’ who pursued the ultimate efficiency in battle.
    

    

    
      ‘…For sure.’
    

    

    
      No matter how much it looked like useless showing off and seemed crappy to him, the chilling energy he felt from Shim Cheong's sword contained something of a transcendent being beyond himself.
    

    

    
      He had forgotten, having lived for so long inside the Darkest Dungeon where he was the strongest.
    

    

    
      Just because he couldn't find meaning in it with his own eyes didn't mean it was all crappy.
    

    

    
      Therefore, Tom could offer his apology to Shim Cheong without hesitation.
    

    

    
      “…You agreed more readily than I thought. I quite like that you don't hold a grudge.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Then teach me that technique now. This one is ready.”
    

    

    
      To Shim Cheong, who was staring at him with sparkling eyes, Tom said.
    

    

    
      “First.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Let's see your skills properly.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      In truth, there was one more reason why Tom had immediately apologized to Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      Pure curiosity.
    

    

    
      So much had happened that he had simply let it pass, but the strange experience he had felt from Shim Cheong's sword was a first for Tom.
    

    

    
      And the fact that it was a first was quite important to Tom.
    

    

    
      Nation, family, friends, clan.
    

    

    
      Having lost everything, all he did alone in the Darkest Dungeon was train to pursue the extremity of martial arts.
    

    

    
      Even before losing his nation, he had been one who felt a charm in the concept of Martial Arts itself, training and honing his skills.
    

    

    
      It was only natural for him to feel curious about a form of martial arts he had never encountered before.
    

    

    
      Besides, although he had been given time under the pretext of making preparations, his body itself was a weapon, so there wasn't much to prepare. All he had to do was organize his extremely complicated thoughts.
    

    

    
      And he had just finished doing that.
    

    

    
      He had nothing particular to do in the remaining time, so re-examining and closely observing Shim Cheong's sword, which he had found intriguing, was quite a tempting prospect for Tom.
    

    

    
      Of course, since she herself had wanted and requested it, there were no other issues.
    

    

    
      “Huu……”
    

    

    
      Shing—
    

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, Shim Cheong drew her sword and asked.
    

    

    
      “Are you really sure it's okay for me to use my full strength?”
    

    

    
      “…Don't worry. You're still a hundred years too early to leave a scratch on my body.”
    

    

    
      “…I understand.”
    

    

    
      Seeing it again, it was a sword that exuded a strange aura.
    

    

    
      Having lived for over 100 years, Tom had seen countless weapons and many outstanding masterpieces in the treasury of the burned-down Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      But weapons that gave off this kind of feeling could be counted on one hand.
    

    

    
      How should he put it?
    

    

    
      If personified, it would feel similar to U-jin.
    

    

    
      There was something about it that couldn't be explained by other words, as if its very nature was different.
    

    

    
      At the curiosity he felt for the first time in a while, Tom unknowingly raised the corners of his lips.
    

    

    
      “…Then allow me to introduce myself formally.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This One is Shim Cheong. The current Cult Leader of the Murim Empire's Demonic Cult, and the one who inherited the bloodline of the Heavenly Demon. I look forward to this duel.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      And at Shim Cheong's subsequent introduction, his eyes widened without him realizing it.
    

    

    
      ‘…If it's the Heavenly Demon.’
    

    

    
      Only then did he understand the source of the strange aura he had felt until now.
    

    

    
      He had heard of it.
    

    

    
      He didn't know the details, as it was located at the complete opposite end of the continent from the northwest where the Beastkin Nation had been, but he had heard of it once when he scoured the entire continent as if with a fine-toothed comb in search of the lost princess of the Beastkin Nation, Valencia.
    

    

    
      That in Murim, there was a group called the Heavenly Demon Divine Cult, and that its leader used a heinous martial art that even controlled Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      ‘…I'm sure I heard they were wiped out and had disappeared.’
    

    

    
      He couldn't pay it any mind at the time as he had much more important things to do, but back when the Beastkin Nation was still standing, the existence had certainly held a place in a corner of his heart, which dreamed of seeking out the world's strongest fighters.
    

    

    
      “…Tom Lycan Hardist. No affiliation. I look forward to it.”
    

    

    
      Raising the anticipation in his heart a little more, Tom replied to Shim Cheong and nodded his chin as a signal to begin.
    

    

    
      Fwaaat—
    

    

    
      Nodding back, Shim Cheong kicked off the ground and rushed forward. The same horizontal sword strike he had seen before flew towards Tom's neck.
    

    

    
      Clang—
    

    

    
      Of course, the strike was immediately blocked.
    

    

    
      It was a strike that hadn't advanced a single step from the one he had judged as ‘crappy.’
    

    

    
      ‘…As I thought.’
    

    

    
      It was an undeniable fact that her movements had many superfluous motions.
    

    

    
      It was stylish and full of flair, but an utterly inefficient movement.
    

    

    
      The path of her sword as she lifted it drew a graceful curve, and even the linear motion of her thrust drew a gentle curve.
    

    

    
      How should he put it?
    

    

    
      It was as if it were swordsmanship for show.
    

    

    
      From Tom's perspective, who only employed linear movements to shorten the time of every action, deliver force effectively, and minimize wasted energy, they were completely incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      But Tom didn't give up there and carefully observed the sword strikes.
    

    

    
      ‘…No matter how invisible it is, it can't be a meaningless movement.’
    

    

    
      Something seemed to be shimmering before his eyes.
    

    

    
      Clang—
    

    

    
      Claang—!
    

    

    
      After a few more blows were exchanged.
    

    

    
      A familiar phenomenon appeared along with Shim Cheong's increasingly powerful sword strikes.
    

    

    
      A small horn that sprouted ‘pop’— from the top of her head.
    

    

    
      And, as if this was the moment, that strange, black sword began to exude an incomprehensible dark energy.
    

    

    
      The strike that followed was certainly similar to the one Tom had dodged at the very end.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      It was a sword strike flying towards his neck at a much faster speed.
    

    

    
      But strangely, Tom didn't look away or move as he watched the attack.
    

    

    
      Instead, he stood his ground and focused all of his Energy Sense, trying to read the meaning contained within that strike.
    

    

    
      Little by little.
    

    

    
      Little by little.
    

    

    
      Until the sword was right before his nose, reaching its top speed.
    

    

    
      Tom used all five of his senses to feel the sword, to find out the meaning it held.
    

    

    
      And at the end of it.
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      Feeling the same incomprehensible chill he had felt from the sword strike before, he barely managed to dodge the attack.
    

    

    
      Whoooosh—
    

    

    
      In the end, the sword did not reach him.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong's strike cut through the empty air in front of Tom, and she sheathed her sword with a shrug.
    

    

    
      “…That was my best just now. There would be no point in seeing anything more.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      But even at Shim Cheong's words, Tom couldn't reply, wearing a somewhat dazed expression.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      In that moment when Shim Cheong's sword strike reached its peak.
    

    

    
      Just before he dodged it, he had read something from the tip of that sword.
    

    

    
      “…For sure.”
    

    

    
      He had seen a vision in that moment.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a common illusion of being cut or stabbed.
    

    

    
      Tom was not one to be so surprised by such a thing, as he had experienced combat senses similar to foresight countless times in his battles.
    

    

    
      The reason Tom was at a loss for words, staring blankly, was because the vision that had suddenly appeared before him was so vivid and yet so bewildering.
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…Bite them to death.’
    

    

    

    
      Along with a low voice that Shim Cheong had never spoken, he saw a vision of a horde of thousands of Magical Beasts appearing from nowhere, rushing in to tear him apart.
    

    

    
      Of course, such a thing hadn't happened in the real world, but a vivid image was drawn before his eyes as if he had experienced it himself.
    

    

    
      And only then.
    

    

    
      Did Tom understand the meaning of the sword strike he had judged as ‘crappy.’
    

    

    
      The meaning of the graceful curves he had called ‘unnecessary movements.’
    

    

    
      …That was it.
    

    

    
      This was less like swordsmanship and more like…
    

    

    
      “…Command.”
    

    

    
      It was closer to command.
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      “…Command.”
    

    

    
      It was a meaning of a completely different nature from the meaning of Martial Arts that Tom Hardist had known until now.
    

    

    
      A sword strike is for cutting.
    

    

    
      A fist is for striking.
    

    

    
      He had thought that no other meaning existed, nor was it necessary, but his thoughts changed after experiencing it right before his eyes.
    

    

    
      It was certainly different.
    

    

    
      And it was not meaningless.
    

    

    
      To be precise, while it was meaningless to use in their current duel, the potential that sword held was limitless.
    

    

    
      He had never seen it directly, so he couldn't know in what form the command drawn by that dark energy would be manifested.
    

    

    
      But if the vision he had just seen was not a delusion, but connected to the sword's ability.
    

    

    
      The ability that sword possessed was not an efficient means of delivering force.
    

    

    
      Rather, it was closer to a form of command for leading a large army.
    

    

    
      ‘…Interesting.’
    

    

    
      It was an ability that existed in a realm completely opposite to the martial arts he pursued.
    

    

    
      It seemed she couldn't bring out its true power yet, but it looked like it would be quite entertaining to watch once it got on track.
    

    

    
      A type of martial art he had never experienced always pleased him.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Tom grew expectant of what the pinnacle of that martial art, which seemed to be its complete opposite, would contain.
    

    

    
      “How was it?”
    

    

    
      “…You have talent. For sure.”
    

    

    
      Tom nodded and replied to Shim Cheong's question.
    

    

    
      It was of a completely different nature, so it was difficult to make any predictions, but if she, who still looked to be of a young age, could conjure such a vision, it seemed she had talent.
    

    

    
      “Hmph. That is something I was already aware of.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, still, if you have anything to point out, please do. I know well that having talent means I'm still very lacking.”
    

    

    
      Although Shim Cheong showed a satisfied smile as if indulging in self-praise, she immediately requested Tom for criticism.
    

    

    
      When they had crossed swords before, if there was one thing she had keenly realized, it was that her own level was still far from enough.
    

    

    
      Although she had used the flick that knocked her out as a pretext, she hadn't come to Tom just for that.
    

    

    
      She had come with the thought that he surely had something to teach her.
    

    

    
      Therefore, she spoke with considerable anticipation.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      “I can’t.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      What came back from Tom immediately after was not advice, but a shake of his head from side to side.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was true that Tom had trained in martial arts for a long time and was superior in talent and skill to any other being here.
    

    

    
      But those were years spent pursuing a martial art in a completely different direction from Shim Cheong's.
    

    

    
      “…I can teach you what I know, but there is nothing I can teach you about that.”
    

    

    
      If she had asked him to fix her sword path and teach her efficient force delivery and training methods, he was confident he could, but giving advice in *that* direction was an unknowable realm for him.
    

    

    
      Rather, if he rashly spouted just any words, he might inadvertently close off the potential her sword held.
    

    

    
      Because to Tom's own senses, it seemed to be located at the literal opposite end.
    

    

    
      Instead.
    

    

    
      “I can teach you the principle of the technique you mentioned.”
    

    

    
      “…Oh. Very well.”
    

    

    
      Tom said this while forming his fingers into the shape for the flick that Shim Cheong had first mentioned.
    

    

    
      With an expression that showed a hint of disappointment yet also anticipation, Shim Cheong knelt on both knees and sat before him, like a young student at a village school.
    

    

    
      Tom, deliberately avoiding her sparkling gaze, looked to the side and began his explanation.
    

    

    
      “The principle itself is nothing that special.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's a method that uses the explosion that occurs when air collides at an overwhelmingly fast speed.”
    

    

    
      Although Tom described it as nothing special.
    

    

    
      In truth, a living creature causing a sonic boom was in itself an incredibly special occurrence.
    

    

    
      In the Lower-Dimensional Plane, only aircraft flying at supersonic speeds could create such a shockwave, and supersonic literally meant a speed faster than the speed of sound.
    

    

    
      Now, his body's toughness had reached its limit, and he experienced a sonic boom whenever he moved reasonably fast.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't like he could create sonic booms as easily as breathing from the very beginning.
    

    

    
      “I don't know what it's officially called, but in my experience, it felt similar to the ‘thunder’ that occurs when lightning strikes. If you shrink it down overwhelmingly, even on this small scale.”
    

    

    
      Tzzt—
    

    

    
      Tom paused for a moment, and after the brief sound of air splitting.
    

    

    
      KWAAANG—!
    

    

    
      The tremendous roar that Shim Cheong had heard just before fainting erupted from his fingers.
    

    

    
      For a moment, the air around Tom's body shimmered, and a gust of wind, *hwaak—*, spread out.
    

    

    
      “Hoh……”
    

    

    
      From Shim Cheong's perspective, it was an astonishing scene even seeing it again.
    

    

    
      She had already been thinking, just as he'd said, that Tom's technique was similar to the 'thunder' she had heard not long ago.
    

    

    
      Because she found it fascinating that such a tremendous natural phenomenon, even a miniaturized version, could unfold from a person's hand.
    

    

    
      “A momentary change in pressure occurs like this, and its shockwave shakes the inside of your head.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “My actual finger didn't touch your forehead. The shockwave merely shook your head and made you faint.”
    

    

    
      “Ah… so that’s why.”
    

    

    
      At Tom's explanation, Shim Cheong's hand went to her forehead.
    

    

    
      She had been thinking it was strange that despite taking a blow powerful enough to knock her out, it had ended with just a reddened forehead.
    

    

    
      “It’s not something I use often, but a technique I occasionally use for subjugation, not killing. Of course, if applied, it could certainly be used for killing, but…”
    

    

    
      “Teach me!!!”
    

    

    
      Before Tom could even finish his sentence, Shim Cheong cut him off and shouted.
    

    

    
      “I must learn that magnificent technique.”
    

    

    
      The disappointment of not receiving advice on her swordsmanship had vanished without a trace. The sparkling eyes from before were once again in her gaze.
    

    

    
      It seemed she was quite taken with the technique after seeing it again in person.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      “…Hmph!”
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong's straightforwardness quite effectively lowered Tom's guard.
    

    

    
      Because of his powerful body, fearsome appearance, and the numerous scars all over his body, almost every being feared him.
    

    

    
      It was a first for him to have a child, who could still be called young, approach him so unreservedly.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      When she was praising a technique he had painstakingly created with such sparkling eyes, who could possibly refuse?
    

    

    
      Without even realizing that his guard was being lowered, Tom raised the corners of his lips a little more and thought.
    

    

    
      ‘…A training method should be helpful.’
    

    

    
      It was difficult to give direct advice on her swordsmanship because they were walking completely different paths, but that wasn't Tom's only strength.
    

    

    
      Rather, his training methods, which could be called the process, were his greatest strength, even more so than his completed martial arts.
    

    

    
      Since he had nothing else to do, all he had ever done while confining himself in the Darkest Dungeon was to correct and train his martial arts.
    

    

    
      And even if they were looking in different directions, he felt it would be fine to teach her about physical training.
    

    

    
      With a somewhat satisfied expression, Tom explained to Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      “First, you need training. It’s a technique that’s only possible if you can reach the instantaneous speed to create a shockwave in the air.”
    

    

    
      “Ooh.”
    

    

    
      “And what you need for that is.”
    

    

    
      And carefully raising both arms to form the shape of the letter ‘ㄴ’, he added in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…Progressive overload.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      At that same time.
    

    

    
      “You look like a mess.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Loxy was meeting with U-jin, who had suddenly come to see her.
    

    

    
      “Looks like you haven't been sleeping well?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      On the surface, they were clearly words of concern, but for some reason, Loxy found them offensive.
    

    

    
      …In fact, it was only natural.
    

    

    
      The reason she was in this state, unable to sleep properly, was all because she had been forcibly dragged into U-jin's dream.
    

    

    
      The horrifying things she had seen and experienced in there had crawled into her own dreams, and she had spent countless nights, so many she couldn't even count the days, with nightmares.
    

    

    
      She had had them so often that she had reached the point of getting used to them.
    

    

    
      But the dark circles under her eyes were proof of how arduous that process had been.
    

    

    
      …Besides.
    

    

    
      She was a Succubus who dealt with dreams in her own right.
    

    

    
      She had been most confident when it came to dreams, and her home ground was the dream world.
    

    

    
      Yet now, the thing she feared most had become dreams themselves.
    

    

    
      To the point that if she were to choose one thing she wanted at this very moment, she would choose ‘a deep, dreamless sleep’ without a second thought.
    

    

    
      So, seeing the very person who had driven her to this state shamelessly spouting words like ‘You look like a mess’ in front of her, she couldn't help but feel anger welling up.
    

    

    
      In fact, she had been planning to unleash a torrent of anger if she got to speak with U-jin alone.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      When actually in front of him, Loxy, despite having her head full of things she wanted to say, couldn't bring herself to open her mouth.
    

    

    
      “…Um, there's something I want to ask.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “By any chance…”
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…This is definitely.’
    

    

    
      It was because she felt an aura from U-jin that shouldn't be coming from someone who had just returned from the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      Somewhere familiar, yet so very alien.
    

    

    
      Something that should never be felt from U-jin.
    

    

    
      That's right.
    

    

    
      ‘…A Demon.’
    

    

    
      The unique, ominous, and fearful feeling of a Titled Demon.
    

    

    
      A dangerous scent, a class apart from simply strong Named Monsters, one that could only be felt from Demons who had directly received a title from the Demon King, was coming from U-jin.
    

    

    
      Naturally, Loxy had no idea how to take it.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Frowning deeply at the completely incomprehensible situation, Loxy hesitated several times before cautiously asking.
    

    

    
      “Um, by any chance… have you defected?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To the Demon King’s side?”
    

    

    
      And U-jin's answer to that was.
    

    

    
      Thwack.
    

    

    
      “…Would I?”
    

    

    
      A flick to the forehead.
    

    

    
      “Well… you’re not entirely without a sense for it, though.”
    

    

    
      With a small smirk, U-jin activated his Mana Circuit and formed a Mana whip above his palm.
    

    

    
      And upon seeing that whip, Loxy's eyes widened.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      It was because the familiar aura of a Demonic Species was present on the whip he had formed.
    

    

    
      “For now, I'm only telling you. A lot of things happened in the Darkest Dungeon.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “It's a bit much to explain in detail, but one way or another… it seems I’ve become a Demon.”
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      “For now, I'm only telling you. A lot of things happened in the Darkest Dungeon.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “It's a bit much to explain in detail, but one way or another… it seems I’ve become a Demon.”
    

    

    
      “…A Demon?”
    

    

    
      At U-jin’s incomprehensible story, Loxy asked back without realizing it.
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “What in the world does that even…”
    

    

    
      She was dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      An acquired Demon.
    

    

    
      She had never heard of such a thing.
    

    

    
      Of course, seeing the unique aura of a Demon coming from U-jin, she could tell that some change had occurred in him.
    

    

    
      That was why she had asked if he had defected in the first place.
    

    

    
      In fact, that unique aura was so strong that until that moment, she had been wondering if this man had decided to join the Demon King's side.
    

    

    
      But for a being who was human to be acknowledged by the Demon King and become a Titled Demon, and for a human to become a Demon, were matters of a slightly different dimension.
    

    

    
      While a Titled Demon of human origin was extremely rare, that was, in the end, a title.
    

    

    
      …It wasn't something without precedent.
    

    

    
      Especially since the current strategist of the Demon King's Army was a human, and a former member of The Order at that, Loxy didn't think it was entirely impossible.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      For a perfectly normal human to become a ‘Demon’ was something that had never happened in the long history of the Demon King's Alliance.
    

    

    
      It was, in a word, impossible.
    

    

    
      She wasn't denying it simply because she had never experienced it; it was something that didn't make sense even when thinking logically.
    

    

    
      For one’s bloodline to change was, in itself, an incomprehensible thing.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It was common knowledge that the Demonic Species were of the Demon King's bloodline.
    

    

    
      Loxy herself was a branch so distant she felt it was too far to be proud of, but no matter how faint, she was a being who had inherited blood from the Demon King.
    

    

    
      In the first place, such beings were what were called Demons.
    

    

    
      But for the blood of the Demon King to suddenly flow in the body of a human who had been perfectly fine until a short while ago.
    

    

    
      That was a story she couldn't understand no matter how she thought about it.
    

    

    
      Therefore, she was about to retort, ‘What kind of bullshit is that?’
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Saaah—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Even while thinking that, she couldn't bring herself to say the words out loud.
    

    

    
      The unique aura visible before her eyes was clearly a power permitted only to the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      It was the ‘Demon's Singularity’.
    

    

    
      “Well… by any chance, did you get a bad blood transfusion somewhere?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm. I don't think I have any memory of receiving a blood transfusion.”
    

    

    
      “How on earth can a human…”
    

    

    
      This wasn't something to be simply surprised about.
    

    

    
      For a being other than a Demon to possess the power of a Demon was such a momentous event that it wouldn't be strange if the entire continent was turned upside down.
    

    

    
      The ‘Demon's Singularity’ was that important of a power.
    

    

    
      Not because it was an ability Loxy herself possessed, but because in the War against Demons, there was no power as efficient and potent as the ‘Demon's Singularity’.
    

    

    
      Ignoring the magic system that The Order prided itself on and disrupting the order they prioritized to amplify chaos was the role of the Demonic Species in the War against Demons, and their specialty.
    

    

    
      The very fact that The Order maintained a separate group called the ‘Exorcists’ to deal with the Demonic Species proved that the special power possessed by Demons was a threat to them.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, the reason why the U-jin who had gone through Regression needed her was solely for the utilization of the ‘Demon's Singularity’, which was also due to its special nature.
    

    

    
      Therefore.
    

    

    
      Loxy found it even more difficult to believe what was happening before her eyes.
    

    

    
      An acquired Demon.
    

    

    
      If such a thing were possible, it would have been ‘mass-produced’ long ago, not now.
    

    

    
      Having spent time in the Demon King's Territory, Loxy could be certain.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The Order’s faction might scoff if they heard it, but the Demon King's Alliance also had a proper society.
    

    

    
      There was career advancement, there was status, and there was a livelihood.
    

    

    
      Therefore, there were very many Magical Beasts who envied the power of Demons in order to achieve merit in war.
    

    

    
      Since the status of a Magical Beast mostly depended on the power they were born with, the Demonic Species, who were born with the special power of the ‘Demon's Singularity’ even as a mere Magical Beast, had a slightly more open opportunity for social advancement.
    

    

    
      For instance, Loxy herself.
    

    

    
      Her mission, being dispatched to the Gateway Zone, was to secure a position for herself within the Demon King's palace.
    

    

    
      Given the nature of a Succubus, which made it difficult to achieve special merit in conventional battles unless one reached a certain level, such an opportunity, or even an attempt, would have been impossible without the power of the Demon's Singularity.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And, the Demon King, too.
    

    

    
      He was a being who would do anything to win the War.
    

    

    
      The sheer length of the War against Demons, which had already lasted for eons, proved that.
    

    

    
      Besides that, the rumors about the Demon King's personality that she had frequently heard during her time in the Demon King's Territory also proved it.
    

    

    
      Loxy didn't know the exact details, but she had heard through rumors that the Demon King's personality was so cold-hearted that he could cast out a subordinate who had been with him for over a hundred years with a single stroke.
    

    

    
      The mass production of the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      If such a thing were possible, he probably would have implemented it, no matter the risks.
    

    

    
      Wrestling with a situation that was incomprehensible no matter how she looked at it, Loxy eventually gave up.
    

    

    
      Hoo.
    

    

    
      “…You’re not going to explain, are you?”
    

    

    
      “…Well. Probably not?”
    

    

    
      …In any case, everything she had experienced by this man's side was incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      It would have been one thing if she had only heard about it, but this was something that had already happened right before her eyes.
    

    

    
      It seemed U-jin wasn't going to explain this time either.
    

    

    
      That part didn't really matter.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the type of problem she could immediately understand and accept with a simple ‘Oh, I see,’ even if he did explain.
    

    

    
      Was it because she had now grown somewhat accustomed to the ‘Seo U-jin style of development’?
    

    

    
      Loxy, who had shown a face deep with resignation, cut the conversation short and asked him.
    

    

    
      “So.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What is it that you want?”
    

    

    
      There was no way he would have come to see her without a reason.
    

    

    
      He was even less the type of person to first reveal the fact that he could use the ‘Demon's Singularity’ without any reason.
    

    

    
      For him to come here and reveal it himself, there must be something else he wanted from her.
    

    

    
      Smirk—
    

    

    
      Sure enough, U-jin, raising the corners of his lips, brought the mana pattern he had summoned closer and answered.
    

    

    
      “It seems you’re the only Demon around me.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Help me figure out which Demonic Species this mana pattern belongs to.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Was it because the Demon King had lived for a long time?
    

    

    
      Or was it because he had sown his seed here and there without any particular standard?
    

    

    
      It was difficult to say for certain which had a greater influence, but countless Demons existed in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Demons with lizard skin on a human body.
    

    

    
      Demons with a monkey-like head and the feet of a beast.
    

    

    
      Demons with deformed wings.
    

    

    
      Blood-red Demons reminiscent of the flames of hell.
    

    

    
      Succubi, and so on.
    

    

    
      There were a great many Demonic Species depending on their abilities or appearance, and unless one was part of a group that specialized in dealing with Demons, like the ‘Exorcists’, no one knew all of their defining names accurately.
    

    

    
      Even the Exorcists themselves didn't have information on all Demonic Species, and they were still continuing their cataloging activities, recording information whenever they encountered a new Demon.
    

    

    
      The title ‘Demon’ was created following that characteristic of demons.
    

    

    
      Although they each had similar yet different appearances, there were so many types that it was difficult to distinguish and call them by name, so they were all lumped together under the term ‘Demon’.
    

    

    
      And, the difficulty in clear distinction was not a story limited to just their appearances.
    

    

    
      The mana pattern.
    

    

    
      The mana pattern used by each Demonic Species was also difficult for ordinary beings to distinguish.
    

    

    
      “A mana pattern?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Take a look. See if there's a Demonic Species with a similar pattern and color to this. I thought you might be able to tell.”
    

    

    
      That was also the reason I had come to find Loxy.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just in case.’
    

    

    
      This Demon's power, obtained by swallowing Quark's Source Stone, had a unique mana color, and when it mixed with my original mana pattern and the Demon's Singularity was activated, it drew an unfamiliar mana pattern.
    

    

    
      It might not be important, but I thought it would be good to find out in advance in case there was a use for it or a point to be cautious about.
    

    

    
      It seemed like I would have opportunities to encounter Demonic Species often from now on.
    

    

    
      There was a somewhat ominous feeling about it, and it was too unsettling to just leave it be.
    

    

    
      Of course, the experts who could distinguish Demonic Species to the point of writing a catalog were the ‘Exorcists’, and since I had just come from there, asking that Louis fellow, who had even earned the title of Specialist, would be the fastest and most accurate solution if it were possible.
    

    

    
      But that was impossible.
    

    

    
      No matter the circumstances, activating the Demon's Singularity in front of him and saying, ‘I think I’ve become a Demon, can you see who this resembles?’ was no different from a suicidal act.
    

    

    
      I didn't want to be thrown back into the Darkest Dungeon I had just barely escaped.
    

    

    
      As I was heading back here with that Tom fellow, I was contemplating whether I should just let it go.
    

    

    
      Then, Loxy suddenly came to mind.
    

    

    
      You know, there's that saying.
    

    

    
      To a person's eyes, the faces and appearances of monkeys all look the same, and the different patterns on a peacock also look the same.
    

    

    
      But among themselves, they distinguish beauty from ugliness and superiority from inferiority within those similar appearances.
    

    

    
      The idea was inspired by that.
    

    

    
      Since we were the same Demonic Species, I thought that perhaps it wouldn't be so difficult to identify someone from this mana pattern that looked all the same to others.
    

    

    
      “At first, I tried to recall it myself, but I couldn't figure it out. And it's not like I'm lacking in experience catching Demons out there.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, I guess the ones who memorize every single mana pattern on a battlefield where your life is on the line from second to second are the real freaks.”
    

    

    
      “…I understand for now.”
    

    

    
      Loxy, who seemed to have roughly understood what I was trying to say, nodded and brought her face close to the mana whip I had manifested.
    

    

    
      Then, with a low ‘Hmm…,’ she stared at the pattern and instructed.
    

    

    
      “Try making the output a little stronger. It's a bit faint, so I can't see it well.”
    

    

    
      “…Like this?”
    

    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    

    
      After she stared for a few more seconds.
    

    

    
      “This is…”
    

    

    
      Her tightly sealed lips parted.
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      “I don’t know.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Contrary to her serious expression, the words that came out of her mouth were a rather irresponsible answer.
    

    

    
      “You don’t know?”
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A shameless answer without a hint of hesitation.
    

    

    
      If she didn't know, she should have said so from the start; after making me increase the output because it was too faint, it was a dumbfounding moment.
    

    

    
      “How on earth am I supposed to explain this……”
    

    

    
      But with her subsequent addition, I realized that the meaning of her words was a little different from a simple ‘I don’t know.’
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Muttering as she cupped her chin with her thumb and forefinger, she fell silent for a moment as if organizing her thoughts.
    

    

    
      Then, with a low exclamation of ‘Hmm…,’ she slowly began to speak.
    

    

    
      “Originally, things like mana patterns aren't something a low-ranking member like me would know about… but as you said, each Demonic Species does have a slightly different feel to them.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s not like we classify and learn them like humans do, but…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “We can distinguish them instinctively.”
    

    

    
      Until now, the dark circles drawn deeply under her eyes had only shown a look of fatigue.
    

    

    
      But for the first time, a different emotion flickered in her eyes as she explained.
    

    

    
      Curiosity.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just empty words; it seemed she too had definitely identified something unfamiliar in the mana pattern I had shown her.
    

    

    
      “…What should I say. It feels like it’s imprinted in our genes?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Anyway, just by looking at the traces left by the mana, we can clearly tell that this one and that one are different. That’s why, unlike others who find it difficult to distinguish, the Demonic Species can recognize each other at first sight.”
    

    

    
      …It was something I had already guessed to some extent, even without her telling me.
    

    

    
      After all, the moment I saw Loxy, I knew she was of the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      It wasn't on a knowledgeable level, like I had known from the beginning, but I could actually feel a unique sensation different from that of an ordinary human.
    

    

    
      How should I put it?
    

    

    
      It was like… if everywhere else was in color, she alone appeared in black and white.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that she actually looked that way, but it was something I could recognize the moment I saw her, in a realm of intuition beyond the five senses.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, she had also said she felt a different sensation from me, so while I didn't know for sure, I thought we probably had a similar intuition.
    

    

    
      “…Well, just because we can recognize each other doesn't necessarily mean we get along.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “After all, among the members who risk their lives to enter the Orders’ Territory, there are hardly any precious ones. Only lowly beings like me come in.”
    

    

    
      It was a very realistic side of the story.
    

    

    
      ‘Infiltration of the Orders’ Territory,’ one of the roles of the Demonic Species in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      This so-called ‘spying’ was not something those of high bloodlines would do. Unless one used a powerful enough Artifact, it was difficult to suppress the mana of such a being.
    

    

    
      No matter if one had the Demon's Singularity, the inherent size of a being's mana could not be hidden, so they were bound to be discovered quickly.
    

    

    
      Those big shots with large masses of mana became targets for confirmation, regardless of whether they were friend or foe.
    

    

    
      In the end, in most cases, it was low-ranking Demonic Species like her who infiltrated, and at most, they were Named-level. 
    

    

    
      No matter if they were of the Demonic Species, once they became a Titled Demon or Knight-class, infiltration was impossible.
    

    

    
      And as would be the same in any organization, the lowest-ranking members of different groups didn't get along very well.
    

    

    
      Of course, one might think at a glance that they were like a family united under the bloodline of the ‘Demon King.’
    

    

    
      But it was hard to see it that way, as the distinction between races within the Demonic Species was quite strict, and those dispatched on infiltration missions with the goal of achieving merit were clear competitors.
    

    

    
      They couldn't know what missions the others had received to infiltrate, and it wasn't uncommon for them to be dispatched on the same mission.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it could be explained as a relationship between low-level sales representatives from the same industry targeting the same clients.
    

    

    
      In fact, there were frequent cases of Demonic Species being discovered by Exorcists while competing with each other, so Loxy's words were close to an undeniable truth with nothing to refute.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, so, I have met other Demonic Species a few times before, but…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This is the first time I've seen all the patterns overlapping like this.”
    

    

    
      Staring at the pattern once more, she tilted her head and muttered as if still finding it strange.
    

    

    
      “It looks this way and that way… For now, every feeling I've ever seen is contained within it. Besides that, it seems like many more varied things are engraved together…”
    

    

    
      I thought I had a rough idea of what she meant.
    

    

    
      There was an image that came to mind as I listened to her explanation.
    

    

    
      An optical illusion picture where you can find two shapes in one image.
    

    

    
      It felt like dozens of those had been layered on top of each other.
    

    

    
      …It was just that instead of a picture, it was the mana patterns of countless Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      “This is all I can tell you. I don't know exactly how something like this is possible either…”
    

    

    
      She shrugged her shoulders and shook her head.
    

    

    
      A gesture that truly meant she didn't know any more.
    

    

    
      “…I understand for now.”
    

    

    
      “Then I can go, right? It’s originally my bedtime now…”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      I couldn't quite comprehend why broad daylight, with the sun high in the sky, would be her bedtime.
    

    

    
      But the shadows under her eyes, where dark circles were deeply settled, negated everything.
    

    

    
      I nodded, signifying that she could go, and let her leave.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’m glad I asked.’
    

    

    
      An old memory surfaced in my mind.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Countless mana patterns were engraved layer upon layer.
    

    

    
      The ability to recognize other Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      Her explanation merely confirmed what I had vaguely guessed, and it was certainly an ambiguous explanation to say it had told me something special.
    

    

    
      But it was definitely helpful to me.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that an amazing application immediately came to mind.
    

    

    
      But as soon as I heard her expression, a fragment of a conversation I had with that Louis fellow before my Regression popped into my head.
    

    

    

    
      『…I do not understand it either. Why she would say such a thing.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『If she had just remained silent, I am certain it would not have come to a death sentence… Why on earth did she say that the Vatican was full of demons?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Why on earth were there traces of mana from all sorts of Demonic Species left on the body of her, who was more sacred than anyone?』
    

    

    

    
      “…The Saintess.”
    

    

    
      After hearing Loxy’s explanation, my thoughts naturally turned to Louis’s mention of her.
    

    

    
      Traces of mana from numerous Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      And her statement that the Vatican was crawling with demons.
    

    

    
      Judging from those two things, it seemed that the symptoms that had appeared in her and the symptoms now appearing in me had some points of correspondence.
    

    

    
      The execution of the Saintess carried out by The Order was done so secretly that only the highest echelons within The Order knew about it.
    

    

    
      Because the database managed by The Order was destroyed when the Vatican was invaded, I couldn't confirm the exact circumstances and factual data, so I didn't know the details either.
    

    

    
      But there was no reason for him to lie to me, and seeing as he was also one of The Order's highest-ranking members, if I assumed it was all true.
    

    

    
      It certainly seemed the Saintess had been in a situation similar to mine.
    

    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    

    
      It wasn't something to be taken lightly.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the Saintess was also a person who existed on my bucket list.
    

    

    
      Even if not for that, she was an important person who could influence the development of the entire War against Demons.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      She, who was called the ‘Black Saintess,’ was a person who held great significance for The Order, both in a negative and a positive sense.
    

    

    

    
      『Agent of God.』
    

    

    

    
      In the days before the modifier ‘Black’ was attached to her name.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      Back when she had just earned the title of Saintess, along with the doubly meaningful nickname, the ‘Woman Lower Than Anyone,’ for having the lowest Demonic Nature value.
    

    

    
      She went around performing impossible feats, called ‘miracles,’ and wielded greater influence than anyone.
    

    

    
      The most telling example was the ‘Quark's Source Stone extraction’ that Louis had asked of me, something no one before her had ever managed to do. 
    

    

    
      And besides the extraction of Quark's Source Stone, she had accomplished several other equally unbelievable feats.
    

    

    
      Therefore, without any exaggeration, the Saintess was a person who wielded influence over so many people that she was more revered than the Pope at the time.
    

    

    
      Her very title, ‘Agent of God,’ infringed upon the Pope's authority, but even the Pope could not treat her carelessly and was cautious.
    

    

    
      There was no need to explain just how powerful the positive influence the Saintess had at that time was.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      After that, when the Saintess earned the title ‘Black Saintess.’
    

    

    
      When the Saintess was detained by The Order under the pretext of being a ‘reactionary.’
    

    

    
      After she was virtually stripped of her title as Saintess for the reason that she could no longer perform miracles, she was chosen by The Order as the most dangerous person in its history.
    

    

    
      The gap between those two periods was so immense, and all the data had been lost. 
    

    

    
      The Suicide Squad before my Regression had even investigated the case, calling it the ‘Black Saintess Incident.’
    

    

    
      But even then, it was a matter that had not been fully uncovered and remained something of a mystery.
    

    

    
      From my perspective of having to lead the War against Demons to victory, the mere fact that she had influence, whether positive or negative, made her worth encountering.
    

    

    
      Well. Even if it wasn't for that, it was a significant matter in the sense of confirming the unscheduled variable that had occurred to me.
    

    

    
      The ‘effect of swallowing Quark's Source Stone,’ that is.
    

    

    
      …Besides.
    

    

    

    
      『A little gift is heading your way soon, junior.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『It was supposed to take a bit more time… but I wanted to see how you'd react, so I moved it up a bit. Hope you receive it well.』
    

    

    

    
      It was something I had been keeping an eye on anyway because of Isaac's comment.
    

    

    
      It felt like its significance was gradually growing.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      Perhaps her symptoms were just the same as mine, but with a completely different cause, and even if the cause was the same, there was a high probability that she also didn't know the solution.
    

    

    
      But it was something I had to do anyway.
    

    

    
      And what should I call it… I had a hunch.
    

    

    
      A strong hunch that my Demonic Species ability, gained from swallowing Quark's Source Stone, and she were somehow connected, in one way or another.
    

    

    
      “…Should I do that next?”
    

    

    
      I had thought about moving up the timing of the task, but I hadn't pinpointed exactly when.
    

    

    
      But if it held this much meaning.
    

    

    
      Valencia.
    

    

    
      It didn't seem like a bad idea to handle the Saintess's case first, right after finding the princess of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      “…First, I need to get used to this.”
    

    

    
      Saaah—
    

    

    
      Practicing hiding the unique traces left by the Demon's Singularity, I organized my thoughts once more.
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      On a night when the moon had fully tilted.
    

    

    
      In the dead of night, where the clear sky and bluish moonlight deepened the quiet stillness.
    

    

    
      Jerry walked alone in the garden.
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      And again.
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was the middle of the night when everyone else was fast asleep, but for Jerry Junior, this was the time when his mind was at its clearest and most vivid.
    

    

    
      This was because Jerry was born with a quiet and taciturn nature, and having failed to form any notable friendships since childhood, he preferred to be alone.
    

    

    
      Of course, as a member of society, it was impossible for him to completely escape conversation or relationships, but those were things he had learned simply to get by.
    

    

    
      Considering Jerry's own preferences, he most favored solitary contemplation, where he didn't have to worry about his relationship with anyone.
    

    

    
      Therefore, this nightly stroll, free from anyone's interruption, was also the only hobby-like activity Jerry had enjoyed since he was a child.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Originally, in most cases, the subject of his contemplation during these nightly walks was related to his business.
    

    

    
      Business improvements, new items, expansion, and so on.
    

    

    
      Given the scale of his operations, business-related worries were constantly provided, and even after a stable profit structure was established, Jerry had continued to pay close attention to the possibilities of expansion and financial flow.
    

    

    
      Of course, if he had a subordinate to whom he could entrust such matters, he wouldn't have wracked his brain while wasting his own energy, but he had experienced too many backstabbings to entrust it to others.
    

    

    
      And since he himself had no particular aversion to such contemplation, he mainly agonized over those worries and devised solutions during these nightly walks.
    

    

    
      To be honest, it wasn't as if he had no interest in the field either.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Besides, from the perspective of Jerry, who lived alone without a clan or family, there had been no other field to think about until now, so in a way, it was natural.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      ‘…Seo U-jin.’
    

    

    
      After meeting U-jin.
    

    

    
      Recently, Jerry realized that he was no longer contemplating business-related matters.
    

    

    
      No, to be more precise, he had no room to contemplate business-related matters.
    

    

    
      On the train where they first met, U-jin had shown him the clan's Black Magic, ‘Blood Demon Art,’ which he had been searching for, and left him his mother's keepsake. 
    

    

    
      After that, with his characteristically unpredictable actions, he continuously brought about questions and anxiety.
    

    

    
      He had abruptly ordered him to procure a Guild House, and now he had brought Tom Hardist, who was tied to him by a thoroughly ill-fated connection, and revealed the hidden history of the Beastkin Nation and the clan that even he did not properly know.
    

    

    
      Looking back, it was a series of unbelievable events.
    

    

    
      So, from Jerry's perspective, it was only natural that he had no room to pay attention to things like his business.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Your grandfather did the right thing, Jerry…….』
    

    

    
      『You… must carry on his will.』
    

    

    

    
      …Well, of course.
    

    

    
      That wasn't to say that the contemplations he had after meeting U-jin were completely separate from the worries he had until now.
    

    

    
      After all, the businesses Jerry had run in the Church Territory were for the purpose of making money.
    

    

    
      And the reason he tried so hard to make money was to fulfill his mother's last words, ‘to carry on Jerry Dracula Senior's will.’
    

    

    
      Without even knowing exactly what those words essentially meant, Jerry had simply thought it would be enough to revive the ‘Blood Demon Art’ and had been hiring adventurers to search for records until now.
    

    

    
      So, if anything.
    

    

    
      The worries he had since meeting U-jin were a little closer to the essence than mere business concerns.
    

    

    
      His mother's last words, whose meaning he couldn't guess at all, now seemed to be understandable, at least a little.
    

    

    
      And it felt like he now vaguely knew what he had to do.
    

    

    
      ‘…I was foolish.’
    

    

    
      It was a part that showed how meaningless the things he had done without knowing any better had been.
    

    

    
      The research and exploration he had done before meeting U-jin were completely meaningless when compared to the things he had learned in the short time since.
    

    

    
      In the end, it seemed that everything was engraved on the earring U-jin had brought, and his attempt to revive the Black Magic without such a source was truly no different from searching for a grain of sand in a desert.
    

    

    
      Still, if there was one thing he had done well in his life so far, it was only that he had taken in the Beastkin slaves.
    

    

    
      Jerry himself had not done so out of a clear conviction that he should, but simply because it weighed on his mind for some reason.
    

    

    
      Even after learning the whole story, the only thing he could pride himself on as not being a bad decision was just that.
    

    

    
      The circumstances of the Vampire Clan that came out of U-jin's mouth were certainly pitiful.
    

    

    
      But at the very least, it was impossible to bring back the Beastkin who had already died at Dracula Senior's hands… In Jerry's own opinion, those circumstances could not justify all the actions of the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      No matter how much they aimed for minimal damage, their true intentions were different, and they had unavoidable circumstances, looking only at the conclusion, it was his own clan in the end.
    

    

    
      To be precise, the fact that his grandfather, Dracula Senior, had participated in the fall of the Beastkin Nation was an undeniable truth.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Jerry suddenly recalled Tom's words.
    

    

    

    
      『…When this is all over, I will kill you without fail. Jerry Dracula Junior.』
    

    

    

    
      …Tom's low mutter was sincere.
    

    

    
      He would undoubtedly do as he said.
    

    

    
      Whether he had granted his earnest request.
    

    

    
      Or whether he was just pretending for a moment for the information U-jin had, Jerry couldn't know for sure, but he clearly remembered the killing intent directed at him.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Tom was someone who had already killed him once.
    

    

    
      No matter that he had learned of the unavoidable circumstances at the time, the intense hatred that could easily take a life could not be washed away in an instant.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      It didn't really matter.
    

    

    

    
      『…But give me a little time. There are things I must do before I die.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I ask that you give me time, just until the Beastkin Nation is rebuilt.』
    

    

    

    
      Because the words he had spoken were also sincere.
    

    

    
      Of course, his own will had played a part that could be described as ‘not at all’ in the current position of the Vampires and the price of blood attached to the name Dracula.
    

    

    
      But he didn't feel particularly wronged.
    

    

    
      In the end, it was he who had decided to carry on that name, and if it weren't for his mother's last words, he would have had no lingering attachment to this world in the first place.
    

    

    
      If he had done everything he needed to do, it was fine to die, that was Jerry's thought.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Doing everything he had to do wouldn't be easy either, though.
    

    

    
      Just as Jerry's contemplation had deepened to a certain extent.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the sound of footsteps was heard from somewhere.
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      “Good morning, partner.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s hardly a good morning when the sun hasn't risen yet.”
    

    

    
      “Then… a bad morning?”
    

    

    
      “…It seems you've only inverted the completely irrelevant part. Is it just my imagination?”
    

    

    
      “It’s your imagination.”
    

    

    
      It was U-jin.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      I was already well aware that Jerry had a somewhat perverted hobby of taking a walk alone in the dead of night when everyone was asleep.
    

    

    
      And that this was the time when the poker face he wore all day long relaxed, even if just a little.
    

    

    
      I was well aware of that.
    

    

    
      “How was it? Your impressions.”
    

    

    
      From a distance.
    

    

    
      As I looked at the temporary ruins that would soon be transformed into this Guild House's Territory and asked, he brazenly retorted.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean you don’t know. What else would I be asking, looking over there?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You didn’t intend to reveal it, did you? That you’re a Vampire.”
    

    

    
      The Beastkin that Jerry had gathered while scouring the slave markets held quite a variety of meanings for him.
    

    

    
      They were the measure of the guilt he had accumulated, the first beings for whom he had volunteered to be a guardian, and the lost Beastkin Nation itself.
    

    

    
      Of course, considering his usual personality, it was a difficult thing to comprehend.
    

    

    
      Even I, who was quite close to him, had never heard the word ‘friend’ until just before he died, his emotional lines were that solid and closed off.
    

    

    
      Considering my case, who remained a partner until the end, the Beastkin should have held one of two meanings.
    

    

    
      A superficial relationship on the surface, ‘slave and master’.
    

    

    
      Or.
    

    

    
      A clan that once belonged to the same country.
    

    

    
      But to Jerry, they were not beings that could be explained by such mere words.
    

    

    
      A subject with such complex emotional lines that even he himself could not clearly explain.
    

    

    
      Family, clan, friends.
    

    

    
      For him, who was left all alone with nothing, they were the only ones who held a meaning beyond mere strangers, beyond even a partner.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That was the same in the pre-Regression timeline when he didn't know the full story between the Beastkin and the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      That is to say.
    

    

    
      In his words.
    

    

    
      To say they were precious, the thought of ‘how dare I’ came to mind.
    

    

    
      To say they were nothing, their meaning was too great.
    

    

    
      And to say they were just so-so, the relationship was too deep.
    

    

    
      …So, when talking about matters related to the Vampire Clan in front of Tom and the Beastkin, there was a part of me that was secretly worried.
    

    

    
      Of course, as one of the people who knew him best, I could be sure that it probably wouldn't be the case.
    

    

    
      But still, with something this sensitive, it wouldn't be strange if, by a one-in-a-million chance, Jerry harbored a different heart than he did before the Regression.
    

    

    
      Before the Regression, he was someone who shouldered all the burdens of the Vampires and chose to live not as ‘Jerry Junior’ but as ‘The Last Vampire, Dracula’.
    

    

    
      But couldn't it be different this time?
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That was why I had come all the way out here in the middle of the night.
    

    

    
      In case he might make a different choice this time.
    

    

    
      In case he might cast aside the burden of being ‘The Last Vampire’ that he had carried until now, feel wronged, and want to live his own life.
    

    

    
      “…There wasn't as much of a stir as I thought.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It seems to be because there are no first-generation Beastkin who directly experienced the fall of the Beastkin Nation. Of course, it seemed the majority held unfavorable feelings, but among them, a few understood my situation and said it wasn't my fault.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There weren't many who, like Tom Hardist, had intense emotions from direct experience.”
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      Seeing as he was explaining so earnestly without me asking in detail, it seemed my worries had been unfounded.
    

    

    
      “That’s a good thing.”
    

    

    
      “…It is a good thing.”
    

    

    
      The corners of his mouth drew a subtle arc.
    

    

    
      “…It is a good thing.”
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      Clatter—
    

    

    
      Breakfast is important.
    

    

    
      “…So. It’s not like I can tell you what to do or not to do at this point, but even if you are the Hero, and even if you have a plan, shouldn’t there be some kind of reasonable limit? That’s what I’m saying.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      In truth, since one doesn’t have a strong appetite right after waking up, breakfast is the easiest meal to skip, but considering the time between meals, it was the most important meal of the day.
    

    

    
      It was the first meal after maintaining an empty stomach for as short as nine hours or as long as over twelve hours since dinner the previous day.
    

    

    
      “How long has it been since you came up, Hero? The things you’ve gone through are all things a normal hero might experience once in a lifetime, if at all.”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t just about satisfying hunger; nutritionally, eating a hearty breakfast was something that increased work efficiency.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re so busy running around for. But this time, don’t even think about going alone. No matter what you say, Hero, I’m definitely going to follow you this time…”
    

    

    
      Therefore, both nutritionally and from a personal efficiency standpoint, breakfast had to be eaten heartily.
    

    

    
      “…I get it, so.”
    

    

    
      Right.
    

    

    
      I just wanted to eat my meal.
    

    

    
      “Stop now. Let’s just eat. Irurira.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s Eliya.”
    

    

    
      At my words asking to eat, Eliya replied as if wronged.
    

    

    
      “I would stop if your track record weren’t so spectacular, Hero. In the first place, if you were the type to listen to me, I wouldn’t have needed to repeat myself like this. You’re the one who made me this way, Hero. So deal with it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Anyway, I’ve decided to follow you, so just know that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Not everyone was moving to find the Beastkin Nation’s princess, Valencia.
    

    

    
      Since the number of Beastkin slaves Jerry brought was quite large, someone was needed to manage this place.
    

    

    
      Loxy would stay to manage the mansion, and it seemed Cheong-yi would have to stay for security.
    

    

    
      Due to the special nature of the task, Tom and Jerry naturally had to go, it went without saying that I was going, and it seemed I had to take Eliya, who had the air of someone who would quit if I left her behind again.
    

    

    
      “Have you finished all your preparations? I don’t know exactly what we’re going to do, so I’ve prepared for a general journey, but I was wondering if there’s anything special you need…”
    

    

    
      “Well… not really. I don’t need anything like that.”
    

    

    
      There were no particular supplies needed.
    

    

    
      If there was anything that needed to be prepared in advance, it was only Tom and Jerry.
    

    

    
      In the first place, even if we prepared other things, they wouldn’t be helpful at all.
    

    

    
      “As soon as Jerry wakes up, we’ll leave immediately…”
    

    

    
      I was about to say that we could leave after I finished eating and Jerry woke up, but I had to stop my words.
    

    

    
      Suddenly. It was because two people who should have been there were not in sight.
    

    

    
      It was natural for Jerry, as it wasn’t time for him to wake up yet, and Loxy also hadn’t come out of her room yet, as losing sleep had become a daily routine for her lately.
    

    

    
      But Tom and Cheong-yi had no particular reason not to show up for breakfast.
    

    

    
      Neither of them had a poor appetite.
    

    

    
      If my memory was correct, they were the type to diligently eat their breakfast.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’ve already finished eating.’
    

    

    
      The fact that they hadn’t shown up by the time I finished my meal meant that something was up.
    

    

    
      “Are they in their rooms?”
    

    

    
      “Pardon? Who?”
    

    

    
      “Tom and Cheong-yi.”
    

    

    
      When I asked Eliya just in case, she tilted her head and answered.
    

    

    
      “Uh… I don’t think so. I think I saw them go out when I woke up this morning.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “They’re probably not in their rooms.”
    

    

    
      They went out…
    

    

    
      …Come to think of it, since a while ago.
    

    

    
      Thump—
    

    

    
      Crash—!
    

    

    
      Strange noises had been coming from outside.
    

    

    
      I had thought maybe the Beastkin were doing repairs on the house, but it seemed the culprits were Tom and Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      “Are they not eating?”
    

    

    
      “Should I go get them?”
    

    

    
      “No. I’m done eating. I’ll get them on my way out.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t know exactly what they were doing, but thinking it would be best for them to eat now if we were to leave on time, I opened the door and went out.
    

    

    
      “Are you guys going to leave on an empty…”
    

    

    
      A rather strange scene was unfolding.
    

    

    
      “Anaerobic exercise on an empty stomach is the shortcut to physical training.”
    

    

    
      “…I’m hungry.”
    

    

    
      Thump—!
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi was lying on the floor, lifting a giant log with stones embedded in both ends with his hands, and Tom seemed to be giving some kind of one-on-one lecture next to him.
    

    

    
      A repetitive action reminiscent of a bench press.
    

    

    
      The constant thumping and crashing sounds were the sounds of the stones, which were much larger than his body, lightly hitting the floor.
    

    

    
      “Furthermore, it is also very good for cultivating the mental strength to reach mastery in the Martial Arts.”
    

    

    
      “I’m hungry.”
    

    

    
      Crash—!
    

    

    
      “In other words, there is nothing like this anaerobic exercise on an empty stomach for developing the body and soul.”
    

    

    
      “I said I’m hungry!!!!”
    

    

    
      Thump—!
    

    

    
      “Good, that’s it. One more!”
    

    

    
      Crash—!
    

    

    
      “One last one!”
    

    

    
      Thump—!
    

    

    
      “Just one more, for real this time!”
    

    

    
      Crash—!
    

    

    
      “…Their chemistry is better than I thought.”
    

    

    
      Whether the ‘anaerobic exercise on an empty stomach’ Tom was talking about was actually effective or not, it didn’t seem bad.
    

    

    
      I felt like I had seen him do that kind of training once before the Regression.
    

    

    
      In the first place, he was someone who maintained a serious attitude when it came to the Martial Arts.
    

    

    
      It might look bizarre on the surface, but his strength was proof of the training method’s effectiveness.
    

    

    
      …If there was just one thing that bothered me, it was the fact that, contrary to appearances, it seemed the two were not communicating at all.
    

    

    
      “One more time for the very, very last one!”
    

    

    
      Anyway, it was still a good sight to see.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “Is everyone ready?”
    

    

    
      At my words, uttered more as a confirmation than an actual question, they affirmed.
    

    

    
      Tom nodded gravely, his earlier appearance while helping Cheong-yi with his training completely gone.
    

    

    
      “Yes. I’m all ready, Hero.”
    

    

    
      Eliya rummaged through her luggage, checked her belongings once more, and then answered.
    

    

    
      And Jerry.
    

    

    
      “Partner.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “…Just in case of unforeseen dangers, how about hiring some security personnel? I will bear the financial burden.”
    

    

    
      He suggested, shielding his eyes from the sun with one hand.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      It was rejected without any need for a long explanation.
    

    

    
      The group was already a conspicuous combination without any security personnel, and doing something like that would only gather unnecessary attention.
    

    

    
      The fact that the princess of the Beastkin Nation was still alive was a top-secret fact.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was impossible to guess what we were trying to do just by looking at our appearance.
    

    

    
      But still, there was no need to experience unnecessary variables.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      “Why do we need security personnel? You have the strongest warrior of the Beastkin right next to you.”
    

    

    
      We had Tom Hardist, a great general who was a match for a thousand.
    

    

    
      The purebred of the historic Lycan Clan could produce a guarding effect that surpassed a thousand security personnel.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      “…I need security personnel to protect me from that strongest warrior.”
    

    

    
      There were some minor circumstances, but that was none of my business.
    

    

    
      At Jerry’s comment, which could have been either serious or a joke, Tom growled in reply.
    

    

    
      “If I were going to kill you, you’d be long dead. Jerry Junior.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you wish, I can rip your throat out right now.”
    

    

    
      As expected.
    

    

    
      It was impossible for mortal enemies who lived and died by their hatred to become a team overnight just because they shook hands once.
    

    

    
      It seemed it was going to be a pretty enjoyable journey, creaking loudly from the very start.
    

    

    
      “First, there’s something you all need to know before we leave.”
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    
      “To succeed in this mission, you must follow my orders unconditionally.”
    

    

    
      In fact, it was so obvious that there was hardly a need to say it.
    

    

    
      Only I knew the details of the plan anyway, and from their perspective, they knew well that listening to me was the best course of action, as the reunification of the Beastkin forces was an important matter.
    

    

    
      Although they each had strong personalities, they weren’t three-year-old children who would deliberately sabotage the mission by being stubborn about my words.
    

    

    
      But in this case, it meant that it was important enough to warrant another reminder, even though they already knew.
    

    

    
      How important it was for them to follow my words to the letter in this plan.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, just don’t go back on your word later. If the princess is truly alive as you say, I’ll go even if you tell me to jump into a pit of fire.”
    

    

    
      “…You’d better be able to keep that promise.”
    

    

    
      “The Lycan Clan does not lie. If I don’t keep this promise, I will crawl between your legs and bark.”
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist of the proud Lycan Clan, crawling between my legs and barking.
    

    

    
      …Perhaps.
    

    

    
      It seemed I might get to see a rather interesting scene.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      I turned my head to look at Jerry and asked.
    

    

    
      “And you, Jerry?”
    

    

    
      “…Does saying that mean you’re going to order us to do something we wouldn’t want to follow on this mission?”
    

    

    
      As expected, this one was the sharp one.
    

    

    
      Well, even before the Regression, putting aside our partner relationship, our personalities were quite compatible.
    

    

    
      I didn’t know if it only applied to me or if it was the same for others.
    

    

    
      But he had a knack for pinpointing my intentions quite accurately.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. That’s probably the plan.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      After contemplating for a moment, he nodded and replied.
    

    

    
      “…Understood. I will prioritize your words in any situation.”
    

    

    
      “…Hah. If we had left during this time, we would have arrived by now.”
    

    

    
      Tom had a look on his face that said he didn’t understand why we were going to such lengths.
    

    

    
      Well, from his perspective, it was somewhat natural.
    

    

    
      The Tom I knew would have been 100% sincere in his words about being able to enter a pit of fire for the princess.
    

    

    
      But that was precisely why I had to be even more careful.
    

    

    
      In this mission, the Beastkin’s unique loyalty to the royal family had a high enough chance of becoming a poison to them.
    

    

    
      That was why I had warned them once more in the first place.
    

    

    
      “It’s not just about bringing her back, you see.”
    

    

    
      “…?”
    

    

    
      “It makes sense if you think about it logically. If it were a simple matter of going, ‘Let us go, Your Highness,’ and bringing her back, why would I take you guys? I would have gone alone and brought her back long ago.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was an obvious story, but.
    

    

    
      The reason I went through the trouble of dragging Tom Lycan Hardist out of the Darkest Dungeon and forcing the two to reconcile, even temporarily, while covered in brick dust, was not without reason.
    

    

    
      They were all things that had to be done as prerequisites to bring back ‘Valencia la Bael Tigris’.
    

    

    
      There was no reason for me to do something stupid like choosing a difficult path.
    

    

    
      “Besides, if I could have brought her first, why would I go through all the trouble of gathering side branches like you? What a hassle.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You’d better brace yourselves. It probably won’t be that easy.”
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      The destination was Aileen Village in the Empel Kingdom.
    

    

    
      A nation in the northeastern part of the continent belonging to the Church Territory, it was quite a distance from where the Guild House was located.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the most suitable means of transportation to get there was the Order's Guardian Train, which we had ridden once before.
    

    

    
      Unless it was a considerably high-level mobile Artifact, the Guardian Train, the essence of modern Magic Engineering, was faster in terms of speed.
    

    

    
      And in terms of facility convenience and the need for long-distance travel, it was overwhelmingly advantageous.
    

    

    
      In particular, most mobile Artifacts were out of the question as they required fuel in some form for their operation, and it was difficult to charter one for ourselves.
    

    

    
      We weren't given enough time to wait for such things.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “Alright! Those boarding the Anelburg-ho, please come this way.”
    

    

    
      “…Is this really okay, Hero?”
    

    

    
      “What is?”
    

    

    
      “From what I understand… crossing a border without the Order's permission is strictly illegal…”
    

    

    
      Instead of using the Guardian Train, we had obtained black market tickets for a privately operated Magic Engineering airship through a private broker.
    

    

    
      From the Hero's perspective, choosing to ride an illegal airship by buying black market tickets, over the Guardian Train which was legal and offered the best convenience for free, was an act that deserved to be called foolish.
    

    

    
      But from my perspective, it was an unavoidable decision.
    

    

    
      ‘…Just in case.’
    

    

    
      Even if other departments didn't know, the Order's secretly operated 'that executive branch' would surely know about the existence of 'Valencia la Bael Tigris,' the princess of the Beastkin Nation, in Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      I didn't bother explaining this to the others, but for me, who had to consider the events to come, it was quite an important matter.
    

    

    
      “It can’t be helped. We already bought the tickets, we can’t back out now.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Aileen Village in the Empel Kingdom was the outermost territory of a trivial nation without a single guardian Constellation.
    

    

    
      The War against Demons hadn't occurred there, and for the Hero to head to a rural backwater I'd never even heard of was an act that could draw attention in itself.
    

    

    
      If 'that executive branch' were to find out we were heading to Aileen Village, they might guess our purpose to some extent and tail us.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      In fact, if it was that group's surveillance, they might have been on us ever since I left the Darkest Dungeon with Tom Hardist, but if that were the case, it was all the more reason to use a private means of transport like this rather than the Guardian Train, which was under the Order's thumb.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of the Order, which valued justification and procedure, the mere fact that communication with the higher-ups was not smooth would create a certain deterrent effect.
    

    

    
      Whatever happened, the low-level agents conducting the surveillance would likely not intervene on their own accord.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was a delaying tactic that, while unable to block the surveillance itself, could secure a bit of a time gap.
    

    

    
      Thus, I had no choice but to opt for black market tickets for a private airship, even if it was illegally operated, instead of the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      “Isn't that right? Mr. Financier?”
    

    

    
      I turned my head to Jerry as if seeking his agreement, and he answered in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…There were no airships heading to that region in the first place, and we paid a fourfold premium to get one in a hurry at our desired time.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Backing out now is impossible.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “You heard him. Eli.”
    

    

    
      “…It’s Eliya. Please don't just cut off people's names.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And I know, too. I just said it because it was bothering me.”
    

    

    
      Even as she said that, Eliya let out a faint sigh, still looking displeased.
    

    

    
      Jerry added with his characteristic deadpan expression.
    

    

    
      “I chartered it first because the matter is urgent, but I will bill the ticket cost to the public funds later.”
    

    

    
      “Sure. But even if you bill it, you'll be the one processing the expense.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you don't like it, you can be Seo U-jin.”
    

    

    
      The man's brow twitched.
    

    

    
      It seemed he really didn't like that idea.
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      Tom, who had been watching silently with his arms crossed, snorted.
    

    

    
      “A man, being so petty and grumbling about money.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You have more than enough travel money to stick on your funeral bier on the way to the afterlife, so just pay up generously. If you're that dissatisfied, I'll deduct it from the price of your life.”
    

    

    
      Then he boarded the airship first, muttering.
    

    

    
      “…Though you'll probably die before you can pay it all back anyway.”
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      As expected, the private airship, the 'Anelburg-ho,' had less comfortable facilities than the Guardian Train.
    

    

    
      Unlike the Guardian Train, which had different cars depending on the ticket price, this airship was divided into only two sections: the engine room where the airship was controlled, and the passenger cabin.
    

    

    
      Even then, there were no assigned seats; it was just a spacious wooden floor with mats spread around here and there.
    

    

    
      Except for a makeshift toilet, it seemed to be lacking any facilities for convenience.
    

    

    
      Plop—
    

    

    
      As I went to a less crowded corner and sat down, Eliya, as if she had been waiting, began to recite basic information.
    

    

    
      “First of all… as you all may know, we are heading to a place called Aileen Village in the Empel Kingdom, which is quite far away. The travel time by Guardian Train was about 33 hours…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Considering this airship uses an old-fashioned engine invented in the early days of Magic Engineering, and that it makes stops in between instead of going there directly, you can think of it as taking roughly twice as long.”
    

    

    
      About three days.
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Jerry’s brow furrowed quite deeply.
    

    

    
      It was due to his hygiene habits, which bordered on mysophobia, kicking in.
    

    

    
      “…This is the worst. To think we have to spend three days in a place like this.”
    

    

    
      “It can't be helped. There are no special cabins, and the Hero insisted on traveling by airship.”
    

    

    
      Of course, nothing would change.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that there weren't airships with better facilities, but if we had been in a situation to consider such things, we wouldn't have boarded this airship in the first place.
    

    

    
      We weren't going to a large city, but to a rural village in the weak nation of the Empel Kingdom, and this was the only airship that passed through there, even as a layover.
    

    

    
      And we had to pay a fourfold premium just to persuade the broker to go there when it wasn't even on the route.
    

    

    
      “…So many complaints. Jerry Junior.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “In my day, this would have been a palace. Be grateful you're not sleeping between foul-smelling corpses.”
    

    

    
      …Seeing them bicker again without missing a beat, it seemed this kind of conversation would continue throughout the journey.
    

    

    
      It was a relief that they weren't throwing actual punches, but watching the sharp clash of emotions right next to me was its own kind of ordeal.
    

    

    
      “Anyway… I tried to look up some information, but there was nothing that could be called a special feature.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Honestly, there was no data at all in the Order's database that I could access with my authority… For small villages like this, it's more efficient to find information through individual routes like local publications within the country, but we didn't have time for that…”
    

    

    
      Perhaps she was quite ashamed of her lack of preparation in her area of expertise, information.
    

    

    
      Eliya's voice gradually trailed off…….
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      Tap—
    

    

    
      “The barley beer in Aileen Village is to die for.”
    

    

    
      A mustachioed man who had been loitering behind us since a while ago cut into the conversation.
    

    

    
      “Once we arrive, we can find out more… huh?”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s words stopped at the sudden interruption, and as all eyes turned to him, the man revealed his identity.
    

    

    
      “The name's Tan.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That Aileen Village you're talking about is my hometown.”
    

    

    
      It was a brief but concise self-introduction that summarized his identity and his reason for joining the conversation.
    

    

    
      “I'm on my way back home after a long time, and I heard a familiar village name, so I thought I'd butt in without thinking. Hah hah!”
    

    

    
      Patting Jerry's back with a hearty laugh, he squeezed in and sat down, then looked at Eliya and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Looks like you want to know about the village. If you have any questions, ask me.”
    

    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    

    
      “It's been a while since I've been back, but what big changes could there be in such a rural village? It'll be just as I remember it.”
    

    

    
      He shrugged and let out another hearty "Hahaha!" laugh.
    

    

    
      It was a sudden development, but perhaps thinking it was a pretty good opportunity to make up for her shortcomings, Eliya asked him with an expression that said, ‘This is it.’
    

    

    
      “Then… could you give us a general explanation? Rather than local specialties like barley beer… something like a special culture unique to the village, or unusual things like incidents…”
    

    

    
      ‘Hmm.’
    

    

    
      Letting out a low breath, he cupped his chin and thought for a moment before answering.
    

    

    
      “Well, most of it will be just as you know. Our country itself is a grain-growing nation with nothing particularly special about it. And Aileen is the countryside of the countryside even among that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The barley beer is truly amazing, but that's something only us locals who drink it on tap know. It's not a specialty that people from other regions would hear about and come looking for… Heh heh. As for anything particularly special…”
    

    

    
      Just as Eliya's expression was about to darken, thinking he was about to say there was nothing special after all.
    

    

    
      “…I suppose there's only 'that one thing'.”
    

    

    
      The man said, adding impact to his words.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      At the mention of something worth hearing, everyone pricked up their ears.
    

    

    
      He nodded, seemingly satisfied by their reaction, and then suddenly looked over each of our faces one by one and muttered in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “Come to think of it, you smell a bit like blood, so you don't seem like ordinary folks…”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      He trailed off his words with a meaningful tone.
    

    

    
      Tom, reacting to the word ‘blood,’ subtly extended his claws.
    

    

    
      Jerry, too, furrowed his brow over his indifferent face and re-examined the man's appearance.
    

    

    
      It seemed he sensed something ominous.
    

    

    
      Namely.
    

    

    
      The ominous feeling that this man might have approached them with some intention.
    

    

    
      Perhaps a certain force trying to prevent them from approaching Valencia had intervened.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      But I could tell.
    

    

    
      There was no trace of mana coming from the man.
    

    

    
      This person was just an ordinary person.
    

    

    
      The reason he said we smelled of blood was that he had met many people like us since he was young.
    

    

    
      “…There's only one reason for folks like you to seek out our village, so you all must be here for that too.”
    

    

    
      The words that followed from his mouth were.
    

    

    
      “…Hunters.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Beast hunters, the kind that hunt Man-eating Beasts.”
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      “…Hunters.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Beast hunters, the kind that hunt Man-eating Beasts.”
    

    

    
      At the sudden words of the man who introduced himself as ‘Tan,’ Eliya asked back.
    

    

    
      “A Man-eating Beast?”
    

    

    
      “Yes, a Man-eating Beast.”
    

    

    
      Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      A term referring to a beast that devours people in private homes, it was not a particularly frightening target for Heroes who rolled around on the battlefield.
    

    

    
      But for ordinary people, it was a being they would rarely encounter, one that inspired more fear than even a Demon.
    

    

    
      Of course, in urban areas with a certain level of security, it would be impossible for an unidentified beast to run rampant due to their defense systems, but there were more cities on the continent without such systems than with them.
    

    

    
      “If we’re talking about a peculiarity besides the barley beer, it has to be the Man-eating Beast that has appeared since long ago.”
    

    

    
      Besides, the term Man-eating Beast didn't necessarily refer to just a beast.
    

    

    
      From the very beginning, it was a term for an unidentifiable being, so how could one determine if it was a beast or something else?
    

    

    
      The name, used out of custom, became fixed, and all unidentified beings that attacked people came to be called ‘Man-eating Beasts’.
    

    

    
      In reality, it was not uncommon to find that the unidentified beings people called Man-eating Beasts were actually Magical Beasts that had deserted from the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      There were even cases where, like the saying ‘Tyranny is fiercer than a tiger’, the ‘Man-eating Beast’ was used as an excuse to explain the whereabouts of someone who had disappeared from the community for some reason.
    

    

    
      And since beasts, by their nature, often had conditions that were not ideal for hunting humans, the instances where the beings people called Man-eating Beasts were actual beasts were fewer than one might think.
    

    

    
      “There were rumors about the Man-eating Beast even when I was a child.”
    

    

    
      At Tan's added explanation, this time Jerry asked.
    

    

    
      “…Are you saying the Man-eating Beast hasn't been caught for decades?”
    

    

    
      “That's right. It might even have been hundreds of years. Even the village elders couldn't pinpoint exactly when it started.”
    

    

    
      Finding it hard to believe, he asked again.
    

    

    
      “…Unbelievable.”
    

    

    
      “It’s the truth. Didn’t you all know this before coming here?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The Man-eating Beast of Aileen Village was among the more peculiar types of Man-eating Beasts.
    

    

    
      Whatever the identity of the Man-eating Beast, attacking humans was no ordinary matter.
    

    

    
      Usually, when rumors of a Man-eating Beast started to spread, the matter would be settled within the year.
    

    

    
      Either the incidents of people disappearing would subside, or the Man-eating Beast's identity would be revealed and it would face retaliation from the community.
    

    

    
      However, as Tan explained, it had already been over several decades since the Man-eating Beast began to appear in Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      If it were a typical Man-eating Beast, its identity would have been exposed long ago and it would have been beheaded in the middle of the village, but the Man-eating Beast of Aileen Village still remained a ‘Man-eating Beast,’ its identity still unrevealed.
    

    

    
      “That our village’s Man-eating Beast is a bit more special.”
    

    

    
      “Special?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. It’s not just a Man-eating Beast that devours people; it’s now become no different from our village’s sacred talisman.”
    

    

    
      That wasn't the only thing that made Aileen's Man-eating Beast special.
    

    

    
      Normally, a Man-eating Beast would hunt humans for food, so it would hunt its targets without any particular commonality.
    

    

    
      But the people who became the hunting targets of Aileen Village's Man-eating Beast all shared one common trait.
    

    

    
      “Wouldn’t you think so too? It picks out the cancers of the village on its own.”
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean by that.”
    

    

    
      “Hah… Don’t tell me you really came here knowing nothing? I’ve never seen hunters like this before.”
    

    

    
      It was that it hunted ‘criminals’.
    

    

    
      The farther a village was from the central regions where law enforcement agencies existed, the weaker its security was bound to be, and Aileen Village was a rural backwater on the very outskirts of an already weak kingdom.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the fief of a titled noble; it was a structure where people had gathered to live on what was once just an empty plain, forming a village.
    

    

    
      The only leader the village had was a Village Chief chosen by custom.
    

    

    
      It was difficult for law enforcement agencies to assign personnel to every such town, so in the end, what could directly restrain people's actions was closer to their moral conscience rather than the law.
    

    

    
      And naturally, this ‘moral conscience’ was bound to give rise to far more criminal acts than the law.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, that moral conscience was a barrier low enough to be crossed with just a single drink.
    

    

    
      Uniquely, the people that Aileen's Man-eating Beast hunted were precisely these kinds of people.
    

    

    
      A man who beat his own wife to death with a stone during a marital dispute.
    

    

    
      A rapist who made four girls disappear.
    

    

    
      A serial arsonist who burned down eight houses.
    

    

    
      And so on.
    

    

    
      It hunted down the cancers of Aileen Village, those who had taken many lives but whom the village could only fret over due to the lack of a law enforcement agency to handle them.
    

    

    
      At first, the villagers thought it was merely a coincidence, but as it happened countless times, a belief began to take root in their hearts.
    

    

    
      ‘The Man-eating Beast eliminates the cancers of the village.’
    

    

    
      It started as a ‘Man-eating Beast,’ but over time, it came to be regarded by the people as something close to a ‘Guardian Deity.’
    

    

    
      And it was, in fact, playing the role of a Guardian Deity.
    

    

    
      Once such a belief took hold in people's hearts, unlike the usual reaction when a Man-eating Beast appears, the villagers themselves made no effort to catch it.
    

    

    
      People were clearly and continuously dying, yet an ironic phenomenon occurred where the villagers were actually pleased about it.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      The law enforcement agencies, suspicious of the continuous murders, even dispatched an investigation team at the national level.
    

    

    
      This was due to the concern that the people might have created their own system of judgment under the pretext of the ‘Man-eating Beast.’
    

    

    
      They used manpower all the way out to the remote rural village as a preventative measure, because if such a culture took root and spread to surrounding villages, it could potentially collapse the foundation of the nation's security system.
    

    

    
      However, even after several investigations, the result was the same.
    

    

    
      The traces of the murder scenes clearly indicated that the culprit was not human, and the unidentified Man-eating Beast definitely existed.
    

    

    
      …Well, by then it had become more of a Guardian Deity than a Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Naturally, from the king's perspective, the situation was not at all welcome.
    

    

    
      No matter if they were criminals, his own subjects were being killed off one after another, and the authority to impose the Death Penalty in the nation was supposed to come only from him.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't without its positive aspects in terms of preventing further crimes, so rather than being a complete eyesore, it was a being closer to a ‘chicken rib; something not worth having, but a waste to throw away’.
    

    

    
      Still, with people dying, it was difficult to just stand by and say it wasn't so bad. 
    

    

    
      It was a Man-eating Beast, after all. 
    

    

    
      Who could guarantee it wouldn't harm a good person someday, even if it wasn't doing so now?
    

    

    
      The king, after much deliberation, eventually devised a plan to dispatch professional hunters.
    

    

    
      Professional Man-eating Beast hunters who traveled across the continent solving such problems.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… Are you folks really Beast Hunters? I naturally assumed so… but now that I see you know nothing, it seems you might not be…”
    

    

    
      It was in the same context that he had identified us as ‘Beast Hunters’ as soon as he saw us.
    

    

    
      He must have personally witnessed numerous Beast Hunters visiting his village since the investigation team.
    

    

    
      In the first place, there weren't many outsiders who would visit a village so remote, not as a layover, but as a final destination.
    

    

    
      “If you happen to be a rookie team that has just started hunting, you should be satisfied with the down payment and just go back.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Our Aileen Village’s Guardian Deity is not something that can be hunted so easily.”
    

    

    
      At some point, the designation had switched from Man-eating Beast to Guardian Deity.
    

    

    
      “…Is that Man-eating Beast so formidable?”
    

    

    
      Tom asked.
    

    

    
      His voice was slightly lower than its usual tone, as if he had some inkling of what was going on.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      No matter how clueless he was, he must have been able to guess that the Valencia we were looking for was related to that Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      “Of course, it is. All the hunters who came before have given up and returned every time. I don't know the details, but I heard that once, one of the top Beast Hunter teams on the continent paid a visit.”
    

    

    
      Although they were called hunters, it was more accurate to think of Beast Hunters not as typical hunters, but as ‘low-level Magical Beast specialist problem-solvers’.
    

    

    
      As they specialized in dealing with unidentified monsters, they too were bound to possess skills that surpassed the ordinary level.
    

    

    
      Most of them were retired soldiers who already had experience rolling around on the battlefields with Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      Especially if it was a top-tier Beast Hunter team on the continent, as Tan mentioned, it wouldn't be strange if there was someone who had once been active as a Hero candidate.
    

    

    
      It was a minor field, but as long as Man-eating Beasts continued to exist, the demand for them was constant.
    

    

    
      “It’s a memory from my childhood, but I remember it clearly. None of them had ordinary eyes.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “To exaggerate a little, they looked like men who had returned from hell.”
    

    

    
      …Of course, even so, compared to the pinnacle among those who bear the title of ‘Hunter’ on our side.
    

    

    
      With a ‘Vampire Hunter’ present, it was like showing off in front of an expert.
    

    

    
      “We are hunters.”
    

    

    
      Thinking this was enough of a background explanation, I cut Tan's words short.
    

    

    
      “Thanks for the explanation. But we’ll handle our own business.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… Well, I suppose so.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You all have your own circumstances… I suppose because it’s my hometown, I got attached and seem to have crossed a line.”
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      He seemed to be a perceptive person.
    

    

    
      At just a single word, he immediately removed his hand from Jerry's shoulder and got up.
    

    

    
      I was just about to tell him to leave, but it seemed he had taken the hint from my previous words.
    

    

    
      “Well then, I’ll see you around if I see you. Hunter friends. I’ve set up my spot behind that pile of cargo over there, so if you have any questions, come and ask. Since I made a mistake, I’ll help whenever you need it.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      With another awkward, apologetic smile, he left his spot.
    

    

    
      The gazes of the three turned to me.
    

    

    
      Their eyes all held the same look, as if they were all thinking the same thing.
    

    

    
      On behalf of them, Eliya asked.
    

    

    
      “Umm… by any chance.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Is the Man-eating Beast of Aileen Village that man mentioned, the princess of the Beastkin Nation named ‘Valencia’?”
    

    

    
      And my answer to that was.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      …It probably sounded quite meaningful.
    

    

    
      “…To be precise.”
    

  
    Chapter 150: Aileen Village (1)

    
      While it was true that it was certainly inferior compared to the Guardian Train planned and operated by the Order, the airship was a means of transportation with its own merits.
    

    

    
      For one, its nature of moving through the air meant the ride quality wasn't bad, and while it still fell short of the Guardian Train, its cargo capacity was far superior to other conventional means of transport.
    

    

    
      Due to the nature of its structure itself, its maximum cargo load surpassed that of automobiles.
    

    

    
      And contrary to the prejudice that it was slow as molasses, its travel speed far exceeded that of ships, which had been the most widely used method until then.
    

    

    
      Moreover, while other modes of transport relied entirely on the propulsive force of their engines for mobility, airships used it only for propulsion and steering, resulting in better relative fuel efficiency.
    

    

    
      Without need for a lengthy explanation, the very fact that airships still existed as a means of transport proved this.
    

    

    
      If the airship had not been a cost-effective mode of transport, it would have long since been driven out and disappeared, even in the unofficial market.
    

    

    
      In summary, it was a machine that beat ships in speed, automobiles in transport volume, and whose quietness was superior to any other means of transport.
    

    

    
      So why had such a fine mode of transport like the airship been reduced to an illegal means of travel in the black market?
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      It was because the Order's ‘Guardian Train’ surpassed the airship in every single area where the airship had an advantage.
    

    

    
      Of course, back when Magitek was just beginning to establish itself, both the airship and train sectors benefited from technological advancements.
    

    

    
      As described earlier, the airship was a decent means of transport, to the point that it was the only one in the field of transportation that could be compared to the train.
    

    

    
      However, the two could only be compared up to that initial stage.
    

    

    
      Once they were equipped with early Magitek engines and airships, and trains with applied Magitek began to be commercialized, the gap between them widened rapidly. [T/N: Magitek refers to Magic Engineering Technology]
    

    

    
      The airship's weakness of being vulnerable to external attacks, despite boasting a high cargo capacity, began to surface.
    

    

    
      While the market for transportation itself was growing in the sense that war creates a huge market, the airship's vulnerability to external attacks, which had previously been treated as just one of many drawbacks, was highlighted as the most fatal flaw when it entered military use.
    

    

    
      News of cargo-carrying airships being intercepted by enemy attacks became frequent, and the cargo from the intercepted airships fell entirely into the hands of the enemy.
    

    

    
      Easy to intercept, and easy to snatch the cargo.
    

    

    
      From the enemy's perspective, it brought about the worst kind of supply failure, which was the best possible outcome for them.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean the Order immediately gave up on the airship, which had shown excellent performance.
    

    

    
      They attempted to improve it by devising two methods: incorporating a stealth function to hide the airship from enemy eyes, or ultra-high-altitude flight, which would make it difficult to intercept even if discovered.
    

    

    
      However, despite such improvements, aerial interceptions continued due to its characteristic massive Gasbag, and what’s more, the increased costs led to a gradual decline in the airship's inherent efficiency, which had been its advantage.
    

    

    
      Eventually, the project to apply Magitek to airships was overturned due to the practical problem that the cost-benefit analysis didn't add up.
    

    

    
      The technology and manpower that would have originally gone to airships were all poured into railways, giving birth to the current ‘Guardian Train’.
    

    

    
      Unlike automobiles and ships, which were eliminated from mass cargo supply but survived by showing strengths in other areas, the train, which held complete superiority, had entirely replaced the airship's position.
    

    

    
      Thus, while it had its own merits and wasn't at a level where it couldn't be used, it was ambiguous to build and use intentionally.
    

    

    
      Because there was a perfect substitute called the ‘Guardian Train’, the airship, which had been the market's number two, plummeted from its quite solid position.
    

    

    
      And so, it reached its current state of being used, at best, as an illegal means of transport within the territory.
    

    

    

    
      —Alright, those of you getting off at Aileen Village, please disembark now. This isn't a scheduled stop, so we're departing in exactly three minutes.
    

    

    

    
      From a distance, we heard the attendant's voice calling for us, and hearing it, Eliya stood up, dusting off her bottom, and muttered.
    

    

    
      “It wasn't as bad… as I thought.”
    

    

    
      “Right?”
    

    

    
      “…I thought it would be the worst, being illegal and old. But at this rate, if they just added some amenities, it wouldn't be so bad.”
    

    

    
      Was it because she had anticipated a grueling three days?
    

    

    
      Her head was tilted to one side, as if that time had passed faster for her than expected.
    

    

    
      It seemed she was wondering why they didn't use it, since it was perfectly serviceable.
    

    

    
      “According to the analysis, the problem was clearly the enemy's seizure of cargo due to interception… It seems like it could serve its role well enough as a means of transport within the Order's territory.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…It's strange. Even if the Order doesn't operate them directly, it should be perfectly fine to allow privately operated airships.”
    

    

    
      It was a reasonably valid thought.
    

    

    
      Excluding the risk of interception, the airship was certainly a decent means of transport.
    

    

    
      However, her thinking was missing one very important point.
    

    

    
      Namely.
    

    

    
      “It’s better to invest in something certain rather than ambiguously developing something and stopping halfway.”
    

    

    
      “…Ah. That’s true.”
    

    

    
      The fact that Magitek was still in the process of developing.
    

    

    
      Even before I could add a detailed explanation, she nodded her head as if she understood.
    

    

    
      “Indeed, the Guardian Train isn't just mediocre; it's an field of application so excellent it could be called the essence of Magitek…”
    

    

    
      Pruning.
    

    

    
      In an orchard, the smaller branches of a tree are pruned to produce high-quality fruit.
    

    

    
      This is to ensure that a tree with 10 units of nutrients is allowed to bear only 10 fruits.
    

    

    
      Fruits that grew with ambiguously divided nutrients were bound to be poor in marketability and taste.
    

    

    
      It was the same in this case.
    

    

    
      The field of Magitek was growing, and a visible, substantial fruit called the ‘Guardian Train’ was already ripening.
    

    

    
      In that situation, there was no need to extend a new branch to the side and divide the nutrients ambiguously.
    

    

    
      The fact that most existing airships were still using the early Magitek engine models that competed with trains was ultimately a story in the same context.
    

    

    
      The application of Magitek to airships was culled to prevent researchers from being distracted by other fields of application, so that the development direction of the burgeoning Magitek could follow a clear path.
    

    

    
      Well, to be precise.
    

    

    
      ‘…It was probably to keep ‘her’ from getting distracted by other things.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't for the sake of the researchers, but to tear her eyes away from the airships she had once been fixated on, pouring useless time, money, and effort into things like ‘stealth functions’ and ‘ultra-high-altitude flight engines’.
    

    

    

    
      『…But you know. Honestly, don't you think this weapon called a gun is way more romantic than things like swords? It's a weapon that makes anyone who holds it the strongest.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Once it's complete, even a five-year-old kid could take care of a Demon race member in one shot…….』
    

    

    

    
      She was a true genius, but she had a bit of an otaku streak, so once she got hooked on something, she would stay up all night focusing on it until her enthusiasm died down.
    

    

    
      Things like guns and airships were such cases.
    

    

    
      ‘Efficiency’, ‘relative superiority’, ‘mass producibility’, and so on, which the Order desired.
    

    

    
      She set aside all those realistic aspects and stayed up all night researching to bring to life the absurd ‘romantic notions’ that floated in her head.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that it was meaningless.
    

    

    
      When she entered one of those feverish states, her brain, which normally used only a fraction of its capacity, would operate at 100% output, and in that process, unbelievably innovative technologies were sometimes born.
    

    

    
      …The problem was that since it was all to satisfy her personal desire for romantic notions, it lacked practicality, so the Order had no particular use for the new technologies developed in the process.
    

    

    
      I've never seen it myself, so I don't know for sure, but.
    

    

    
      In the case of the airship incident, I'm sure the Order must have been quite exasperated.
    

    

    
      Even in the process of her making the gun I used right up until my Regression, I know they had tried to intervene quite desperately.
    

    

    
      …Well, considering my enhanced combat power as a result, it probably wasn't a loss for the Order in the end.
    

    

    
      “…It was, without a doubt, the worst. I'm getting off first.”
    

    

    
      Jerry, who hadn't used the restroom for three days because it wasn't properly maintained, got off the airship first.
    

    

    
      “Ugh… Move it, you bastard. I'm first.”
    

    

    
      Next was Tom, who had been constantly vomiting due to his acrophobia, which he had managed to endure for only the first day.
    

    

    
      ‘…Emily.’
    

    

    
      I too got off the airship, thinking of the genius girl who was probably holed up researching in the Magitek city.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “Well, this is our village!”
    

    

    
      Tan had also disembarked from the airship with us.
    

    

    
      His reasoning was that although it was a town where hunters occasionally visited, it still had a closed-off tendency due to its location as a rural outpost, so it would be more convenient in many ways if he accompanied us.
    

    

    
      …Well, even if that wasn't the case, it would have been strange to move separately when we were heading from the same starting point to the same destination anyway.
    

    

    
      As we passed the village entrance, marked by crude wooden posts, wary gazes from between the old buildings turned towards us.
    

    

    
      But the wariness in their eyes soon vanished.
    

    

    
      It was because they had belatedly noticed the presence of Tan walking with us.
    

    

    
      “Look at this. Didn't I say I'd definitely be a help?”
    

    

    
      “…That you are. For sure.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll accompany you on this one lap around and all the way to the Village Chief's place.”
    

    

    
      As if to show the villagers, Tan took us on a lap around the small village and then guided us to the Village Chief's house.
    

    

    
      Knock, knock—
    

    

    
      With his knock, a voice, weak with age, came from inside.
    

    

    

    
      『Who is it?』
    

    

    

    
      “Village Chief, it's me! Tan.”
    

    

    
      Following Tan's answer, a crude, cracked wooden door opened cautiously.
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      “…My boy. How long has it been?”
    

    

    
      “Haha! I know, right? You still look the same, though, Village Chief.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean, the same… I'm just old now.”
    

    

    
      They exchanged the kind of conventional greetings that made it instantly clear they hadn't seen each other in a long time.
    

    

    
      “But who are those behind you….”
    

    

    
      The Village Chief's gaze turned to us standing behind him.
    

    

    
      Tan exclaimed, “Ah!” and introduced us.
    

    

    
      “I met them on the way. They said they're the Beast Hunters who were supposed to come to our village. You heard the news beforehand, right?”
    

    

    
      “Hunters? I haven't heard any news…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Tsk. It seems that Marel fellow must have missed a delivery.”
    

    

    
      The Village Chief, who had tilted his head, clicked his tongue, then looked over our faces one by one and made a suggestion.
    

    

    
      “For now, come on in with this Tan fellow. You've come a long way, so I'll at least offer you a cup of tea.”
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      In the pre-regression timeline, the end of the Beastkin was quite tragic.
    

    

    
      In the end, as the weakest refugees within the Order's territory, most of the Beastkin met the fate of extinction, unable to escape their status as slaves.
    

    

    
      Of course, since the War against Demons was ultimately lost, it was a fate that all races would have eventually faced.
    

    

    
      However, in the case of the Beastkin, their end was all the more contrasting because they had once enjoyed a period of considerable glory.
    

    

    
      The fact that the leader of a neutral nation, which had once held its own between the Order's Allied Forces and the Demon King's Alliance, had been reduced to a 'nation of slaves' before disappearing was a story that would make anyone feel a sense of bitterness.
    

    

    
      Especially.
    

    

    
      Because the last surviving bloodline of the Beastkin royal family, who had hidden their identity and lived as an outsider, had died without anyone knowing.
    

    

    

    
      『…We’re too late.』
    

    

    

    
      I only learned of the existence of ‘Valencia La Bael Tigris’ after she had died.
    

    

    
      At that time, the Order had fallen to the Demon King's invasion, and it was a chaotic period where the nations and factions belonging to the Order's territory were repeatedly forming and breaking alliances every day.
    

    

    
      It was a time when the Suicide Squad's important missions were divided into two: inflicting damage on the Demon King's Army and absorbing the remaining forces.
    

    

    
      Our search for Valencia was part of the latter.
    

    

    
      Although their past glory was long lost and the Beastkin were as weakened as they could be, we thought that if the royal bloodline could reign again and rally them, we could build a useful force to stand against the Demon King.
    

    

    
      It wouldn't be an easy task, but given the Beastkin's characteristic strong loyalty to their king, we judged that if we could just find the royal bloodline, there might be a way.
    

    

    
      As it happened, the ‘Agency’, which had continued its original activities while hiding its identity despite the collapse of the Order's headquarters, had approached the Suicide Squad first and provided information about her.
    

    

    
      Upon learning of her survival and location, Bamboo Hat Mister immediately took me and headed there.
    

    

    

    
      『…Those damn bastards.』
    

    

    
      『I thought this might happen. But at this rate, it seems they already knew. The Demon King’s side, I mean.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      But by the time we reached her, it was already too late.
    

    

    
      Whether by coincidence, or because the Demon King's Army had become aware of her existence and our approach.
    

    

    
      Aileen Village, which had been perfectly fine until the Agency informed us, had been devastated by an invasion from the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      By the time we arrived, the entire Empel Kingdom, to which the village belonged, had been destroyed.
    

    

    
      It was a slightly unapologetic thing to say, but the Empel Kingdom was among the most useless nations within the Order's territory.
    

    

    
      A nation that was, so to speak, a 'side dish'.
    

    

    
      In my mind, I couldn't think of any particular reason why they would need to prioritize invading such a country.
    

    

    

    
      『…Tsk.』
    

    

    

    
      Just in case, as we searched for traces amidst the collapsed ruins, we were able to directly confirm her death.
    

    

    
      A Beastkin resembling a feline race, with a half-black, half-white pattern.
    

    

    
      We recognized her immediately due to her unique features: one blue eye and one gold eye.
    

    

    
      Her corpse was cut in half and hung from a tree, as if for display.
    

    

    
      It seemed that, just as I had guessed, the Demon King's Army had known of her existence through some route.
    

    

    
      …And probably the fact that we were approaching as well.
    

    

    

    
      『Let's go. Time is of the essence.』
    

    

    

    
      It was certainly a sad event, but we had no time to grieve.
    

    

    
      To put it coldly, she was just one of the cards that could have been used to resist the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    

    
      『…Right.』
    

    

    

    
      If a card we had planned to use became unplayable, we had to quickly find another.
    

    

    
      At that time, the Suicide Squad was on borrowed time, not knowing when they would be annihilated if they failed to build up their forces.
    

    

    
      And so, engraving her image in my eyes, I turned away with Bamboo Hat Mister and headed for our next objective.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      Following the Village Chief's guidance, we briefly entered his house.
    

    

    
      Of course, unlike how Tan had introduced us, we had no connection to Beast Hunters whatsoever.
    

    

    
      However, we had no other identity to explain ourselves with, and since this man named ‘Tan’ seemed to have already made up his mind, I judged it would be more convenient to operate under that guise for the time being.
    

    

    
      Well, I had planned to use a similar excuse even if that wasn't the case.
    

    

    
      When I nodded first, indicating my intention to enter, the others also kept their mouths shut and followed me.
    

    

    
      Normally, this would have been the moment for objections to arise, but it seemed they intended to follow my lead for now, probably because of what I had told them beforehand.
    

    

    
      “So, you’re the Beast Hunters sent by the King?”
    

    

    
      “Well… yes. For now.”
    

    

    
      “You hadn't come for a while, so I thought you’d given up… Heh heh. It seems that's not the case.”
    

    

    
      As could be instantly understood from the Village Chief's brief mumble, Aileen Village didn't particularly want the Man-eating Beast to be caught.
    

    

    
      One might think it made no sense, given that people were being killed by a monster of unknown identity, but that was the truth.
    

    

    
      While it was a monster that preyed on people, to be more precise, it was a monster that preyed on ‘those who committed serious crimes’.
    

    

    
      After the Man-eating Beast appeared, serious crimes like robbery, rape, and murder had actually ceased, and the level of public safety in Aileen Village had risen.
    

    

    
      There were even some who called the Man-eating Beast a ‘guardian spirit’, so no one in the village insisted on the need to catch it.
    

    

    
      If anyone did, the very act of making such a claim would be proof that they had done something wrong themselves.
    

    

    
      “…Though I can’t dare to defy the King's word.”
    

    

    
      However, the King's position was a little different.
    

    

    
      From the King's perspective, no matter what positive role it played, the Man-eating Beast was an unidentified monster that killed people.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he was unaware of the unique characteristics of Aileen Village's Man-eating Beast, but from the standpoint of a king who ruled a nation, it was still a monster that threatened his people.
    

    

    
      Although it had played a positive role in the village for a long time, the authority to reveal and judge sin belonged solely to the authority of the state.
    

    

    
      If he were to let the Man-eating Beast be, simply because it had a positive outcome, it could create an undesirable culture in other villages where they would judge their own criminals themselves.
    

    

    
      …In fact, there had been incidents before where communities would ostracize members who were detrimental to them, like in ostracism, and then blame it on the Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from the King's perspective, no matter how positive its effects or influence, he had no choice but to opt to catch the Man-eating Beast to avoid setting a precedent.
    

    

    
      And so, the Beast Hunters hired to catch it had been visiting Aileen Village until now.
    

    

    
      “Well then, is there anything I can help you with?”
    

    

    
      As if he were used to it, the Village Chief posed the question, and I asked a conventional question that all the previous hunters must have asked.
    

    

    
      “I'd like to know some basic information. Like its area of appearance or the time it appears. Or any information that would be useful in finding it.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a question to keep up appearances.
    

    

    
      Although I had Regressed, this was my first time visiting this place at this point in time.
    

    

    
      As I had planned to build up the Beastkin's forces since before my Regression, the core information was already in my head, but I needed to gather some information to identify specific variables.
    

    

    
      Besides, my knowledge of the ‘Man-eating Beast’ was only a rough guess based on reading the situation at the time; I had never obtained any accurately confirmed information.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      Not that I particularly thought my guess would be wrong.
    

    

    
      “It doesn't appear periodically. Unlike the Man-eating Beasts in other villages that cause an explosive number of victims in a short period, its frequency is also very low.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So if you ask about a specific time it appears, I have nothing to tell you, but…”
    

    

    
      The Village Chief trailed off for a moment, then added with a low ‘Hmm…’.
    

    

    
      “If I had to say based on my memory, it was whenever bad rumors were rampant in the village.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “At those times, the Man-eating Beast would always appear.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well… other than that, there were no traces to speak of, not even a footprint, and there’s no special way to lure it out unless you commit a grave crime yourself.”
    

    

    
      Chuckling, the Village Chief muttered self-reproachfully.
    

    

    
      “I said I'd help, but it seems there’s not much I can do.”
    

    

    
      “That’s alright.”
    

    

    
      “My apologies… but it was the same when the other hunters came, so please understand. It's a Man-eating Beast so thorough that we can't really help you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Before you, there were even those who claimed to be the continent's greatest hunters, but they all failed in their hunt and returned.”
    

    

    
      He didn't add anything more, but from the context, his gaze seemed to want to convey that it would be difficult, so it would be better to give up.
    

    

    
      “Well, I'm sorry, but this is all I can do. Providing you with a place to stay here is about all the help I can offer.”
    

    

    
      “That’s more than enough.”
    

    

    
      He nodded and looked at Tan, who was standing silently behind us, and spoke.
    

    

    
      “Tan. If you don't mind, could you guide them? They'll need to unpack their things first, and I have something I need to go out for after this.”
    

    

    
      “Not a problem! I just need to guide them to the annex where the hunters always stay, right?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Please do that. I couldn't prepare it since I wasn't notified in advance, but it should have been managed to some extent, so as long as you get some bedding, there shouldn't be any other problems.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      With that, we left the Village Chief's house and headed for the prepared lodging with Tan as our guide.
    

    

    
      “Should we go right away?”
    

    

    
      “Let’s.”
    

    

    
      “Then I'll explain about the lodging on the way.”
    

    

    
      Step, step—
    

    

    
      Tan, who began to walk ahead of us with his characteristic hearty stride, guided us and explained about the lodging.
    

    

    
      “The place you'll be staying is an annex prepared by the village for hunters. Back in its heyday, hunters visited every month, so the village built it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Well, from what the Village Chief said, it seems it hasn't been used that often recently… but when it was built, it was the best building in our village, so it should be in better shape than most inns.”
    

    

    
      The lodging was not far.
    

    

    
      A location about a five-minute walk from the Village Chief's house.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a dazzling level, but as Tan said, it looked less worn out than the other buildings in the village.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Seeing the way Jerry's brow was wrinkling in real time, it seemed this too was below his expectations.
    

    

    
      “Well, the basic necessities are all provided inside, so there's nothing you need to be particularly careful about. Just know that there's a previous guest already staying there.”
    

    

    
      “…Pardon?”
    

    

    
      At the sudden news, Eliya immediately shot back a question.
    

    

    
      It seemed she didn't quite understand what he meant by 'previous guest'.
    

    

    
      He had clearly said it was a building prepared for hunters, and according to the Village Chief, none had come for a while, so she likely couldn't understand why there would be a previous guest.
    

    

    
      But soon after, at Tan's finger pointing somewhere on the roof of the lodging.
    

    

    
      “There, that fellow is the previous guest.”
    

    

    
      Eliya was able to realize that the previous guest he was talking about was not a person.
    

    

    
      There.
    

    

    
      “…That’s.”
    

    

    
      A cat with black stripes and odd eyes was looking down at them.
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      “There, that fellow is the previous guest.”
    

    

    
      “Oh my.”
    

    

    
      Eliya, turning her gaze to where Tan was pointing, let out an unconscious exclamation.
    

    

    
      “That’s a very distinctive cat. Its eyes, and… I don’t think I’ve ever seen stripes so clearly defined.”
    

    

    
      Black and white stripes, divided in a perfect half-and-half ratio.
    

    

    
      An odd-eye with one blue eye and one gold eye.
    

    

    
      Just as Eliya said, it was a cat with remarkably distinct features.
    

    

    
      “Haha. That one’s been living in this building since I was a kid. It may not look it, but it’s an old cat, at least 20 years old.”
    

    

    
      “It’s that old? It’s so small, I thought it was still a kitten… What’s its name?”
    

    

    
      “Well… it doesn’t really have a set name. Everyone in the village knows it, but it’s not like anyone takes direct care of it. I call it Spotty, but… White Tiger, Blackie, its names are varied. When I was young, I accidentally bumped into that fellow…”
    

    

    
      As if it were his own cat, Tan began to explain proudly, contrary to what he had just said.
    

    

    
      The cat was looking at us, one by one.
    

    

    
      Its expression seemed to be one of observation, surprise, and suspicion all at once.
    

    

    
      …In truth, I wasn’t confident in discerning animal expressions, but that’s how it looked to me.
    

    

    
      Then, it sniffed the air with a twitch of its nose.
    

    

    
      “Nya-.”
    

    

    
      Poof—
    

    

    
      With a single, soft cry, it quickly vanished from sight.
    

    

    
      “So this scar here on the right side of my forehead is what that fellow… huh.”
    

    

    
      Watching it go, Tan stopped mid-sentence and tilted his head.
    

    

    
      “What is it.”
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong? Did it leave because we came?”
    

    

    
      “No… that fellow is one to be territorial, not one to move aside just because someone shows up. It never budged even when hunters openly tried to scare it away…”
    

    

    
      It seemed he found it very strange that it had left on its own accord.
    

    

    
      Tilting his head a few more times as if he couldn't understand no matter how he thought about it, Tan kept muttering, “Strange…,” before finally shaking his head and returning to the main topic.
    

    

    
      “…Anyway. This is your lodging.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Most things are inside, so you shouldn’t need anything… but if you do, come find me at the house with the blue roof in front of here. Since fate brought us together, I’ll help you out while you’re here.”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      “Well then, good luck! I’ll be on my way.”
    

    

    
      Leaving his farewells, Tan turned and walked back the way he came.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go inside.”
    

    

    
      Creeak—
    

    

    
      We too pulled open the door of the lodging we were guided to and cautiously stepped inside.
    

    

    
      And as soon as the door closed.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      “…Partner.”
    

    

    
      Tom and Jerry.
    

    

    
      Both of their gazes turned to me at almost the same time.
    

    

    
      They hadn't added anything more, having only called my name.
    

    

    
      But what they wanted to say was self-evident.
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…It seems that fellow is the one, right?”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    

    
      Tom and Jerry.
    

    

    
      And myself.
    

    

    
      While all of us were thinking the same thing, the only one who couldn't accept it and questioned the words was Eliya.
    

    

    
      “That odd-eyed cat is the king of the Beastkin?”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “Not the king. To be precise, the royal bloodline that can become king. I told you, didn’t I? Valencia la… what was it. Anyway, the princess.”
    

    

    
      At my shrugged reply, she retorted in a tone of utter disbelief.
    

    

    
      “…That’s impossible. From any angle, it was unmistakably a cat… How is that a Beastkin in any way?”
    

    

    
      Of course, it was somewhat natural for Eliya to think that way.
    

    

    
      As the name ‘Beastkin’ itself implied.
    

    

    
      A Beastkin was meant to possess both the characteristics of a beast and a human.
    

    

    
      Cases like Jerry or Tom, who concealed their forms to appear human, could be found quite often, but she would have never seen a Beastkin in the complete form of a beast.
    

    

    
      Unlike the reverse, that case was far, far rarer.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      Even if she had encountered such a Beastkin, it would have been impossible to recognize it anyway.
    

    

    
      “Even if a Beastkin is born with strong beastly characteristics, I’ve never seen one that so perfectly synchronizes with a beast…”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… how should I explain this.”
    

    

    
      But even if it was rare and something she had never experienced, it was certainly possible.
    

    

    
      First of all.
    

    

    
      “Seeing is believing, I suppose.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Thomas.”
    

    

    
      Right here, we had a ‘living witness’.
    

    

    
      When I turned my head to look at Tom, he hesitated for a moment before biting his thumbnail.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      Crack—
    

    

    
      Crrrack—
    

    

    
      Immediately, his muscles swelled, his shirt tore, and his already burly frame twisted into an even more ferocious form.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      With a hair-raising sound, his contorting body became closer to that of a beast. 
    

    

    
      Not just his body, but his face also sharpened, and his already prominent canines grew even sharper.
    

    

    
      About thirty seconds passed.
    

    

    
      “…This is my limit.”
    

    

    
      Except for the fact that he was standing on two feet, Tom, now transformed into the form of a werewolf with almost no human features to be found, announced the end of his transformation.
    

    

    
      “See?”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s face was colored with shock.
    

    

    
      “What in the world is this…”
    

    

    
      “Still don’t get it? Want to see another one? We have a bat-man here, not just a dog.”
    

    

    
      At my joking words, Jerry replied softly.
    

    

    
      “…I can’t do it.”
    

    

    
      “You can. There’s nothing a person can’t do. You can at least bring out a pair of half-sized wings, right?”
    

    

    
      “…But I am a bat.”
    

    

    
      “Still, you’re half-human.”
    

    

    
      “…Let’s just say not right now.”
    

    

    
      Despite my playful joke meant to ease the tension, the shock had yet to fade from Eliya’s face.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Well, I could understand to some extent.
    

    

    
      It wasn't as if she had never seen a Beastkin before, and since becoming a Priest was no easy feat, she must have studied them to some degree.
    

    

    
      Given that the Beastkin's significance in the flow of history was not small, she probably thought she knew a fair amount about them herself.
    

    

    
      She likely had a certain pride in her knowledge.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      She had probably never seen a ‘Transformation’  of this level.
    

    

    
      Excluding Valencia, Tom was likely the Beastkin with the highest Synchronization Rate among all living Beastkin, and even if not limited to the present, Tom's Synchronization Rate would be considered quite high.
    

    

    
      Well, to put it simply, even to my eyes, he looked just like a dog.
    

    

    
      ‘…But, I don’t think he was even this transformed during his Moonlight Syndrome episodes. Is it about 90%?’
    

    

    
      A Synchronization Rate that even I, who had gone through a Regression, was seeing for the first time.
    

    

    
      It seemed that even when his Moonlight Syndrome acted up, he was controlling himself to some extent.
    

    

    
      Honestly, I hadn't expected this level even when I called his name. At this rate, if he went outside and put four paws on the ground, he would undoubtedly be called a dog.
    

    

    
      “…The ‘Transformation’ ability that Beastkin possess isn't really a secret ability. Back when the Beastkin were strong, it was a publicly known ability of our race.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Judging by your reaction, it seems to have been all but lost now.”
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to explain.
    

    

    
      Unable to stand the pause, Tom began to lay out the explanation himself.
    

    

    
      It seemed he wanted to get past the tedious explanation and get straight to the point.
    

    

    
      …As he said, until the time the Beastkin Nation was strong, it was one of the defining abilities of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Ironically, among the currently existing Beastkin, those who could use the ‘Transformation’ ability were so rare you could count them on one hand.
    

    

    
      In the first place, there were almost no Beastkin born with a concentrated bloodline, and even if they met the bloodline condition, most Beastkin had lost the unique traditions passed down through their clans. 
    

    

    
      They would never have received the teachings to handle the ‘Transformation’ ability.
    

    

    
      With most Beastkin being passed around as slaves, such a thing was impossible.
    

    

    
      Eliya's nearly fainting reaction was proof of it, but it was, as Tom said, at a level where you could say it was ‘lost’.
    

    

    
      “Well, of course, even back then it wasn't an ability just anyone could use.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “First, it was an ability that only talented individuals born with a strong Beastkin bloodline could use, and among them, most couldn't even control it at will.”
    

    

    
      Talent and bloodline.
    

    

    
      That was the only way to obtain ‘Transformation’.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the only Beastkin who could freely wield Transformation were the representatives of each clan and those just below them.
    

    

    
      Well, if any old Beastkin could use an ability that pushed their beastly nature to the extreme and maximized their animalistic Intuition, often called a sixth sense, they wouldn't be getting passed around as slaves now.
    

    

    
      “And it goes without saying, but the bloodline among the Beastkin that has best preserved the blood of the ancestors is, without a doubt, the royal bloodline.”
    

    

    
      There was an old saying meant as a lesson not to be defined by limits, asking, ‘Are kings and nobles born of a special seed?’
    

    

    
      But that saying did not apply to the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      For the Beastkin, at least, there was definitely a separate ‘seed for kings and nobles’.
    

    

    
      “Even I cannot achieve a 100% level of Transformation. What I can do is what you see now, and this is my limit. Anything beyond this is a realm I can never reach, no matter how hard I try.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s because my birth and bloodline have set that limit. I know it intuitively, and I can be certain as my Synchronization Rate plateaued a long time ago.”
    

    

    
      Complete Transformation.
    

    

    
      If it was a realm that even the greatest genius of the proud Lycan Clan, the Beastkin's greatest warrior family, could not reach.
    

    

    
      Then the wondrous ability to completely cast off one's human form and turn into a pure beast was permitted to only one bloodline among the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      “The royal bloodline. No one but them can achieve Complete Transformation.”
    

    

    
      Valencia la Bael Tigris.
    

    

    
      The only surviving royal bloodline of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Only she could transform into the form of a perfect beast.
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      A distant memory.
    

    

    
      He couldn't recall the exact year, but it was at least several decades old, from before the fall of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      One afternoon, on his way back to his post after a meal.
    

    

    
      Tom came across the princess climbing over the inner palace wall.
    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      A brief silence.
    

    

    
      The princess, who had been struggling with her small frame to get a grip on the corner of the wall to climb down, fell silent, then muttered with an awkward laugh.
    

    

    

    
      『Ahaha… I’ve been caught.』
    

    

    
      『…What are you doing here, Princess.』
    

    

    
      『…You were taking too long. I was bored waiting for you, Thomas, so I was just going to peek outside for exactly 3 minutes.』
    

    

    

    
      Although things had been calming down little by little since the Vampire Clan’s departure, the atmosphere between the Beastkin Nation and the surrounding neutral nations had not yet fully entered a mood of reconciliation.
    

    

    
      Though she had never caused any particular trouble, for safety reasons, the princess's access to the outside of the inner palace was strictly limited.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…You must not come outside so recklessly, Princess.』
    

    

    
      『I know! But I was so bored…….』
    

    

    
      『As I have told you time and time again. When you leave the palace, you must at least be accompanied by me…….』
    

    

    

    
      She was at an age where she should be running and playing freely.
    

    

    
      While he understood her frustration with her treatment, which was no different from confinement, from Tom's position as her guardian, he had to minimize her departures from the inner palace as much as possible.
    

    

    

    
      『…Oh? There you go again, Thomas. You promised you’d stop nagging me last time.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Are you ignoring the princess's words right now?』
    

    

    
      『That’s not it. It is a measure to prevent any unforeseen circumstances…….』
    

    

    
      『I don't care! You didn't listen to me, so I'm not going to listen to you either.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      As soon as his face colored with panic, the princess, sensing her chance, scrambled up the wall and onto the palace roof.
    

    

    

    
      『Princess Valencia!』
    

    

    

    
      He was already well-acquainted with her tomboyish personality, which could bolt in any direction, but whether it was because of her title as princess or because of their incompatibility, Tom always found it difficult to stop her.
    

    

    

    
      『It’s dangerous. Please come down at once!』
    

    

    
      『Dangerous? What are you talking about! I’m a Beastkin too. This much is a piece of cake.』
    

    

    

    
      Looking down at Tom with a victorious smile, Valencia then transformed her body into the form of a small cat and walked haughtily across the roof.
    

    

    

    
      『Now, do your best to find me, Thomas!』
    

    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Why did that memory suddenly surface?
    

    

    
      Tom asked himself, but in truth, he already knew the answer.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Princess is alive.’
    

    

    
      He had been certain she was dead, but she was alive.
    

    

    
      Honestly, until the airship arrived at this place called ‘Aileen Village’, Tom had not let his guard down.
    

    

    
      He had followed U-jin's words for now, but it had been decades since he had accepted her death and moved on.
    

    

    
      The thought, etched into him over the years, had become quite solid.
    

    

    
      Therefore, while he thought U-jin’s words had credibility, he couldn't help but be half-convinced and half-doubtful.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      After arriving here.
    

    

    
      Or more precisely, the moment he saw those familiar, mysterious eyes in front of the lodging, that feeling vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      It had the unmistakable form of a cat, but he, at least, could be certain.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a vague guess based on her appearance or behavior.
    

    

    
      He knew it as the person who had watched over her more closely than anyone in the Beastkin Nation, even more so than the king himself.
    

    

    
      It was definitely the Princess Valencia he had served.
    

    

    
      ‘…Her eyes have changed.’
    

    

    
      If there was one point of concern, it was that the vitality and liveliness that had always filled her eyes were gone, and the empty pupils that had taken their place weighed on his mind.
    

    

    
      …It didn’t matter.
    

    

    
      Still.
    

    

    
      For Tom, the fact that she was alive was enough.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      On the day the Beastkin Nation fell.
    

    

    
      After finishing his meal as usual, he was heading towards the inner palace when the Vampires' attack occurred.
    

    

    
      Normally, in a sudden attack where the nation's fate hung in the balance, his top priority should have been to rush to protect the princess in the inner palace. 
    

    

    
      But seeing Count Dracula's minions attacking in the direction of his family's home, Tom had unconsciously headed that way.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that he was unaware of his mission, but he had lost his reason, consumed by the thought that his family might be dying before his eyes.
    

    

    
      But even after throwing everything away and rushing there, he was already too late.
    

    

    
      By the time he confirmed the deaths of his family and belatedly headed for the inner palace, the princess was long gone, and only the half-destroyed palace and a blood-drenched bedroom remained.
    

    

    
      Thus, Tom had believed that the princess, the sole bloodline of the Beastkin royalty, had died at the hands of the Vampires because of him, and because of that, the pillar upon which the Beastkin could rebuild had vanished.
    

    

    
      In the end, his sense of responsibility toward the Beastkin all stemmed from his failure to carry out his duty of protecting the princess that day.
    

    

    
      And yet.
    

    

    
      The princess was alive.
    

    

    
      From Tom's perspective, there was nothing more welcome or fortunate.
    

    

    

    
      『The reconstruction of the Beastkin.』
    

    

    

    
      U-jin’s words, which he had thought utterly absurd, no longer sounded empty.
    

    

    
      No, the moment he saw the princess, it was as good as having entered a tangible stage.
    

    

    
      He didn't know about the scale, but if the Beastkin existed and she was there, re-establishing the Beastkin Kingdom was not an impossible task.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      Finishing his thoughts, Tom looked up at U-jin.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He was a completely inscrutable man of unknown identity.
    

    

    
      But now, he felt he could understand one thing.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    
      “…I held my tongue because of what you said earlier, but do you have a plan?”
    

    

    
      That he was quite trustworthy.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “…I held my tongue because of what you said earlier, but do you have a plan?”
    

    

    
      Tom asked me.
    

    

    
      He had released his fiercely transformed state and returned to his original human form.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the man who should have been fired up and needing to move his body about was now much calmer than usual, it seemed he had done some thinking in that brief moment.
    

    

    
      “First. You think it’s her too, right?”
    

    

    
      Putting everything else aside, I first asked about that.
    

    

    
      ‘Do you also think that cat is Valencia la Bael Tigris?’
    

    

    
      Although I had realized that the cat was Valencia from the get-go, his opinion was more important than mine.
    

    

    
      While there were various advantages to my perspective, there was no need to list them all; among us, Tom was the one who had spent the most time with the princess.
    

    

    
      Also, excluding her corpse pre-regression, Thomas was the only one who had actually seen her alive.
    

    

    
      From my position, it was natural that his words carried more weight.
    

    

    
      …And, just as I had expected.
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “…There is no room for doubt.”
    

    

    
      He nodded his head, giving his confirmation.
    

    

    
      If Tom was saying this much, then there was no doubt that the cat we had just seen was the Complete Transformation form of ‘Valencia la Bael Tigris’.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      To be honest, even without his confirmation, the fact that it had been around for over 20 years was absurd in itself.
    

    

    
      That was far beyond a cat’s lifespan, to a degree that couldn't simply be passed off as an ‘old cat’.
    

    

    
      “So that’s how it is……”
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the characteristics I remembered of her from my past life also matched.
    

    

    
      Of course, I had only seen her dead body.
    

    

    
      And what I had just confirmed was not her Beastkin form but her transformed state, so there could be differences from when she was alive.
    

    

    
      But I clearly remembered her blue and gold eyes, which were wide open and unblinking.
    

    

    
      The peculiar feeling her odd-eyes gave off was quite distinctive, so even on an intuitive level, I felt certain it was her.
    

    

    
      ‘Alright, so far so good…….’
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “Partner.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, Jerry raised his hand and called to me.
    

    

    
      “…There’s something I’d like to ask at this point.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      I asked back at his sudden question, and he added.
    

    

    
      “…Then who is the Man-eating Beast?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      …It was a question with quite exquisite timing.
    

    

    
      Unless one was a complete idiot, it was natural to realize by this point that there was a connection between Aileen Village's strange Man-eating Beast and ‘Valencia’.
    

    

    
      Although it was difficult to pinpoint exactly, it wasn't hard to notice the link between the two in an intuitive context.
    

    

    
      Jerry's question was in the same vein.
    

    

    
      Looking at it this way, the connection between Valencia and the Man-eating Beast that hadn't been caught for decades seemed obvious. And yet, there was something I had told him.
    

    

    

    
      『It’s not her.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『…To be precise.』
    

    

    

    
      My assertion that she was not the Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      He probably thought that I was so certain because I knew the Man-eating Beast's true identity.
    

    

    
      Well, that was natural.
    

    

    
      The Man-eating Beast of Aileen Village was unusual from its very existence, and it had long since surpassed the scope of a mere village monster in terms of both time and influence.
    

    

    
      The proof was that there were no other cases where a nation had hired and dispatched hunters for over decades, except for the Man-eating Beast of Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      Therefore, thinking in terms of probability, the conjecture that Valencia, the princess of the Beastkin Nation, and a separate entity with such influence existed simultaneously in this rural village was utterly absurd.
    

    

    
      So, in his mind, even without physical evidence, circumstantially, he couldn't help but naturally link the Man-eating Beast and Valencia.
    

    

    
      The problem was.
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “I don’t know either.”
    

    

    
      “…That sounds highly irresponsible.”
    

    

    
      The problem was that I couldn't give a precise answer to his question either.
    

    

    
      “Then why did you assert it so firmly? If there is no special evidence… I don't think we need to exclude it from our reasoning.”
    

    

    
      “I think it’s probably not her. But I don’t have any accurate information yet.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Of course, as he said, there was no ‘special evidence’.
    

    

    
      However, it wasn't as if I had declared that Valencia wasn't the Man-eating Beast for no reason at all.
    

    

    
      The act of killing villains as if delivering judgment.
    

    

    
      The fact that no traces were left behind despite the numerous murders.
    

    

    
      The unusual details about her I received through ‘The Agency’ pre-regression.
    

    

    
      And other non-visible contexts I knew from experience, and so on.
    

    

    
      Seeing the characteristics that were different from her yet connected, I had a rough idea of what the ‘Man-eating Beast’s’ identity was.
    

    

    
      Of course, if he demanded proof, I had none, and since it was just a guess, I would have to confirm it.
    

    

    
      “…So. We have to start confirming it now.”
    

    

    
      …Strangely, I didn’t feel like my guess would be wrong.
    

    

    
      “Whether my guess is right or wrong.”
    

  
    Chapter 154: Man-eating Beast (2)

    
      In truth, there was no special way to find Valencia.
    

    

    
      This was strictly her home ground, and finding her when she was determined to hide using ‘Complete Transformation’ was practically impossible.
    

    

    
      Therefore, we decided to first wait for her to come to us on her own.
    

    

    
      Here, in the hunters' lodging where she had apparently been staying all this time.
    

    

    
      “…If this was the plan, shouldn’t we have just caught her earlier?”
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      As we were squatting side-by-side in the shadow under the eaves, Eliya suddenly asked.
    

    

    
      “You knew, didn’t you, Hero? That the black and white striped cat was the person we’re looking for, ‘Valencia’.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      Jerry, too, turned his head to look at me, as if agreeing with Eliya’s words.
    

    

    
      And I didn't even need to be the one to answer.
    

    

    
      Tom immediately refuted Eliya’s statement.
    

    

    
      “…We probably would have lost her.”
    

    

    
      “What? There are four of us and only one of her.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      Despite her question, Tom nodded his head firmly.
    

    

    
      “…Even back when I was assigned to protect the Princess, if she was determined to run away, I could never catch up. I always had to chase her until the Princess, having had her fun, reluctantly allowed herself to be caught.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “For your reference, at the time, I had the fastest feet among the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      Eliya tilted her head, still not seeming to understand Tom's explanation.
    

    

    
      “Even though you were the fastest among the Beastkin, you couldn’t catch her? Is that princess person really that fast?”
    

    

    
      “…Rather than being simply fast, she has an exceptional talent for concealment, for hiding her presence. I was faster, but as the one chasing, she would perfectly erase her tracks, which gave me a lot of trouble. It was to the point where even if I saw her right in front of me, I’d get confused whether she went into the left alley or the right one.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And back then, the Princess was still in her youth. So now, finding her is practically impossible.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If we had tried to chase her by force earlier, we wouldn’t have even gotten close and would have only left a bad first impression.”
    

    

    
      Tom’s explanation perfectly matched my own thoughts.
    

    

    
      Of course, from a combat perspective, we could have interfered to prevent her from escaping freely, but that would have been no different from picking a fight.
    

    

    
      We hadn't come here to fight but to persuade her, so forcibly capturing her on the spot would have undoubtedly been the worst of all possible choices.
    

    

    
      “…That said, I don’t think just waiting like this is the right answer either.”
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had been listening silently, once again hit the nail on the head.
    

    

    
      He had a point.
    

    

    
      If she was the type to come to us on her own accord just because we were waiting pitifully, there would have been no need for us to come looking for her in the first place.
    

    

    
      The very fact that a person who had spent her youth receiving all sorts of royal treatment was now living and enduring the discomforts of a shabby, rural outskirts of a kingdom was proof of her will to escape from the secular world.
    

    

    
      Even if she didn't know the exact reason we had come, a person like her would have likely guessed our general purpose the moment she saw Tom and Jerry.
    

    

    
      That was why she had left immediately, and that was why the probability of her returning on her own was extremely low.
    

    

    
      “I guess you’re right.”
    

    

    
      “…Do you have a way?”
    

    

    
      At my low murmur, Tom looked at me and asked.
    

    

    
      From my use of the word ‘guess’, he seemed to have realized that I had anticipated this situation to some extent.
    

    

    
      However, this method wasn't a sure thing either.
    

    

    
      It was a method that could only be used if the conditions were right.
    

    

    
      “This is a method we can use if we assume that the Man-eating Beast and Valencia are definitely related.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “According to the Village Chief, the Man-eating Beast appeared when the rumors became rampant, right?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “That’s right. He said that whenever a Villain appeared in the village, that person would disappear without fail.”
    

    

    
      “We find a Villain. That way, we summon the Man-eating Beast first. Then after that, whether Valencia shows up, or we find out Valencia’s location through the Man-eating Beast, there should be some way forward.”
    

    

    
      A brief silence followed my words.
    

    

    
      “…Uh. So you’re saying we find the Man-eating Beast first?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Then, Eliya cautiously threw out a question.
    

    

    
      “How?”
    

    

    
      “Somehow.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s expression crumpled in an instant, and a shriek burst out.
    

    

    
      “What kind of plan is that?! You irresponsible man!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A Villain isn’t some rock rolling around on the ground. How are we supposed to suddenly find someone like that?”
    

    

    
      It seemed she had expected some concrete, rational method from my claim of having a plan.
    

    

    
      But where would I find something like that?
    

    

    
      It might have been different if it was something I had experienced pre-regression.
    

    

    
      But in this case, it was my first time encountering this situation too.
    

    

    
      I had some ideas for what to do after finding the Man-eating Beast, but until then, even I had no brilliant solution.
    

    

    
      Judging from experience, in situations like this, it was better to use your body than to rack your brain.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      Tom was the first to get up from his spot.
    

    

    
      “…Don’t tell me you’re actually going to look for one right now?”
    

    

    
      Eliya asked, watching Tom stand up.
    

    

    
      And Tom’s reply was.
    

    

    
      “…Is there an alternative?”
    

    

    
      “…No.”
    

    

    
      Quite resolute.
    

    

    
      In the end, Eliya got up from her spot with no other choice.
    

    

    
      Jerry looked up at the glaring sun beating down and let out a sigh.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Murmur, murmur—
    

    

    
      “…How.”
    

    

    
      Contrary to Eliya’s grumbling worries.
    

    

    
      Whether by chance or by fate, we were able to find a Villain quite quickly.
    

    

    
      As we left the lodging and headed toward the village center, the main square was already in an uproar due to the untimely appearance of a Villain.
    

    

    
      In the middle of the square stood a pig-like man with a bundle of luggage slung over his shoulder, looking somewhat out of place.
    

    

    
      The villagers were gathered in small groups, talking to each other about the man.
    

    

    
      “…What’s going on?”
    

    

    
      “Oh. You’re here.”
    

    

    
      Among them was a familiar face, ‘Tan’, so I asked him for a brief summary of the situation.
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing much, just that an outsider suddenly said he wants to stay in our village, and it seems that man is a rather famous criminal in other regions.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The word criminal didn’t seem to fit the pig-like, shabby-looking man.
    

    

    
      But we understood after Tan’s subsequent explanation.
    

    

    
      “It seems he works as a Peddler and also a slave broker. They say he’s a man who goes from village to village, taking orphans and selling them off.”
    

    

    
      “…A creature worse than a dog.”
    

    

    
      After Tom’s low mutter, Eliya asked as if she didn't understand.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t get it. Why on earth would he walk in here on his own two feet? If it were me, I’d go anywhere else but here.”
    

    

    
      It was a valid question.
    

    

    
      By now, the Man-eating Beast of Aileen Village was so infamous that there was no one in the kingdom who didn't know about it.
    

    

    
      Especially a ‘Peddler’, who travels from village to village and hears many rumors, would surely know that this village had a ‘Man-eating Beast that hunts Villains’.
    

    

    
      It was natural not to understand why he would walk in here on his own accord.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the reason Eliya had refuted my claim of ‘finding a Villain’ was due to the common-sense thought that no Villain would be foolish enough to wander into such a region.
    

    

    
      But that, too, was somewhat resolved by Tan’s continued explanation.
    

    

    
      “I’ve never seen a person like that either, so I looked into it a bit. It seems that while working as a Peddler, he caused great harm to a certain criminal organization. It looks like he was chased all the way here by the Human Hunters they hired.”
    

    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    

    
      “He must have thought the Human Hunters wouldn’t follow him here. And in reality, that’s true.”
    

    

    
      Sure enough.
    

    

    
      No sooner had Tan finished his explanation than the pig-like Peddler shouted loudly.
    

    

    
      “To the one who protects me for a month, I will give two gold… no, one gold!! Is there anyone here who knows how to handle a weapon!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I-I’ll give you two gold!!”
    

    

    
      It seemed that simply entering the village wasn't enough to put him at ease.
    

    

    
      Well, anyway.
    

    

    
      Swoosh—
    

    

    
      For us, who were looking for a Villain, it was like a gift.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Khahat. That’s right. I knew there would be people like you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You’re the Beast Hunters who came to hunt the Man-eating Beast?”
    

    

    
      In the end, we decided to stay at the lodging with the pig-like Peddler.
    

    

    
      The Village Chief seemed quite reluctant about a Peddler using the lodging, but after hearing from me that I had a plan, Tan persuaded him, and it was settled.
    

    

    
      “You’re going through a lot. As I said, I’ll be in your care. This is very reassuring.”
    

    

    
      The Peddler, who had been bursting into laughter with satisfaction, suddenly glanced at us and spoke cautiously as he sized us up.
    

    

    
      “Erm.”
    

    

    
      His eyes were greedy.
    

    

    
      “I apologize, but when I said two gold earlier, I was a bit hasty and misspoke. I had to leave in a hurry and left everything behind, so I only have one gold on me right now, so perhaps…”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. We don’t need payment.”
    

    

    
      “Right, so one gold… what?”
    

    

    
      He, who had been nodding silently at my words, asked back with wide eyes.
    

    

    
      “You don’t need payment?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      The corners of his mouth split into a grin he couldn't hold back.
    

    

    
      “Well, why… This is the first time in my life I’ve seen someone refuse money.”
    

    

    
      Why, you ask?
    

    

    
      It’s because we have no intention of protecting you, so we won’t accept payment.
    

    

    
      “Well, whatever. Don’t go back on your word later. You’re the one who said it. I’ll assume there’s no payment.”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      When I nodded, not just the corners of his mouth, but the corners of his eyes tilted up.
    

    

    
      “More importantly.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      At the sudden change of topic, his expression froze.
    

    

    
      “Are you not afraid of the village’s Man-eating Beast?”
    

    

    
      At the question that followed, a hearty laugh erupted.
    

    

    
      Hahahaha!
    

    

    
      “You believe that stuff?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So you guys only know how to use your bodies, but you’re more naive than I thought.”
    

    

    
      There wasn't a hint of doubt on his face.
    

    

    
      “Well, I’m not denying the Man-eating Beast. People have gone missing, so of course, there must be something that takes people, whether it’s a Man-eating Beast or something else.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But where in the world would you find some absurd Man-eating Beast that only preys on Villains? It’s just an excuse the villagers make up to chase away people they don’t like.”
    

    

    
      I had thought so from the start.
    

    

    
      …He seemed to be an even more unsightly human than I thought.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know how long it’s been, but if you’ve come up empty a few times in this village, you should know, shouldn’t you? Dozens of Beast Hunters have come and gone before you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s all a lie. The reason I hired you wasn’t for some absurd Man-eating Beast, but to protect me from those wicked people who disapprove of me.”
    

    

    
      Heh heh!
    

    

    
      “In the first place, do good people even exist? It’s human nature to live with a dark corner hidden in one’s heart. Don’t waste your energy trying to catch a beast, you all should…”
    

    

    
      Though thoughts are free, I just couldn't stand those unpleasant words he spat out, judging people by his own low standards.
    

    

    
      And just as I, unable to bear it any longer, was about to say a word.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Grrrrrr—』
    

    

    

    

    
      …From outside, a cry that sounded like a clap of thunder rang out.
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      『Grrrrrr—!』
    

    

    

    

    
      A colossal roar.
    

    

    
      At first glance, it sounded similar to the characteristic beastly cry Tom had let out until now, but this was… different.
    

    

    
      It felt like it was on a different scale.
    

    

    
      A ferocious and powerful roar that gave the impression that the very limits of its sound were on a different plane from ordinary things.
    

    

    
      It was less the cry of a beast and more akin to the sound of thunder.
    

    

    
      “Don’t waste your energy trying to catch a beast, you all should… Aagh!”
    

    

    
      Along with the thunderous roar, the pig-like Peddler, who had been preaching his pathetic logic, screamed.
    

    

    
      Tap-tap-tap-tap—!
    

    

    
      Without a moment's hesitation, we threw open the door and rushed outside.
    

    

    
      And there, paradoxically contrary to the rumors that it had never once shown itself, we could see the form of the giant Man-eating Beast, positioned as if for all to see.
    

    

    
      “…A tiger.”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s low murmur, which escaped her lips unknowingly, summarized the Man-eating Beast’s appearance.
    

    

    
      But to call it a simple tiger would be an understatement; like its roar, it was on a completely different level.
    

    

    
      On a pure white background were ink-black stripes, painted as if with aggressive brushstrokes.
    

    

    
      A head so massive it made a person’s body look small.
    

    

    
      Piercing eyes that seemed to press down on us, tilted coolly as if they would not permit a single twitch of movement.
    

    

    
      Its appearance alone was enough to inspire awe, so much so that it would not have been out of place to bestow it with the title of ‘Monarch’.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      That wasn’t a word used merely for the sake of expression.
    

    

    
      In reality, the moment they saw the white tiger, what surfaced in Tom and Jerry’s eyes was closer to the reverence that naturally establishes a hierarchy, rather than simple fear or tension.
    

    

    
      However, seeing as no words had yet escaped their lips, it seemed that even Tom and Jerry, being Beastkin, were not entirely certain who it was.
    

    

    
      If they had known its true identity, given what it was, a much more certain and clear reaction would have likely emerged.
    

    

    
      It seemed they were only instinctively guessing that its identity was far from ordinary, following the blood that flowed through their Beastkin veins.
    

    

    
      ‘…As I thought.’
    

    

    
      But ironically.
    

    

    
      I, who was not a Beastkin, was able to be certain the moment I saw its appearance.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something I could feel on an instinctive level like them.
    

    

    
      But even before arriving here, I had been fairly certain of the true nature of Aileen Village’s ‘unidentified Man-eating Beast’.
    

    

    
      Seeing it with my own eyes, I could tell with even greater clarity that my thoughts had not been wrong.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Grrr…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      Soon after, as the beast let out another low, growling cry, a familiar figure revealed itself from behind it.
    

    

    
      “…That’s.”
    

    

    
      The black and white striped kitten we had seen in front of the lodging.
    

    

    
      As if unafraid of the giant white tiger behind it, the kitten walked forward with light steps and, with a blue nimbus of light, revealed its true form.
    

    

    
      Unlike Tom’s rough and rugged transformation, this one was smooth and natural.
    

    

    
      It was a change imbued with a distinctly mystical feeling.
    

    

    
      Shaaaa—!
    

    

    
      Pointed pink ears perked up.
    

    

    
      Hair perfectly split between black and white.
    

    

    
      Contrasting, vivid cerulean and golden eyes.
    

    

    
      Translucent skin that naturally brought the word ‘noble’ to mind.
    

    

    
      Valencia La Bael Tigris.
    

    

    
      “…It’s been a while.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Thomas.”
    

    

    
      …The last of the Beastkin royal bloodline greeted us.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Princess……”
    

    

    
      As Tom, with an expression that was hard to describe, helplessly muttered, she cut straight to the point.
    

    

    
      “Why did you come?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A cold question.
    

    

    
      It was a frigid voice, completely devoid of any lukewarm emotions like the joy of a long-awaited reunion or anger towards Tom.
    

    

    
      Was this a completely different reaction from what Tom had expected?
    

    

    
      Or was it because she was so different from the ‘Valencia’ he remembered from his childhood?
    

    

    
      He bowed his head with an unprecedentedly flustered expression and moved his lips.
    

    

    
      “That is… well…”
    

    

    
      It was a rare sight that anyone who knew Tom’s usual personality wouldn't have believed even if they saw it with their own eyes.
    

    

    
      It was only natural, but the reason he was acting so differently was that, from Tom’s perspective, Valencia was the most difficult person to face among anyone alive.
    

    

    
      It might have been different if they had no connection at all, but in a situation where all his family and relatives had been killed, she was the one he had been closest to.
    

    

    
      The one he had spent the most time with.
    

    

    
      The one he held responsibility for.
    

    

    
      And the person Tom himself had thought he had killed.
    

    

    
      Considering that the guilt he held for the entire Beastkin race stemmed from his failure to protect her.
    

    

    
      The feelings he had for Valencia could not be summed up with a simple ‘sorry’ or ‘difficult’.
    

    

    
      Therefore, for Tom, the current situation was bound to be more difficult than ever.
    

    

    
      Should he apologize first?
    

    

    
      Or should he first answer the question she had asked?
    

    

    
      Or perhaps, was simply turning back the right thing to do for her sake?
    

    

    
      He couldn't be sure of any of it.
    

    

    
      As he agonized, Tom unknowingly turned his head toward U-jin.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      Instead of an answer, U-jin just shrugged his shoulders as if to say, ‘handle it yourself’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Tom, who had kept his head bowed while his lips quivered a few more times, finally raised his head as if he had made a decision.
    

    

    
      And, he was about to speak the words he had organized after much thought, but.
    

    

    
      “To rebuild the Beastkin Nation…”
    

    

    
      Shake, shake—
    

    

    
      Before he could even finish his sentence, she shook her head.
    

    

    
      “No.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you wanted to say that, you should have come a little sooner. Thomas.”
    

    

    
      A firm refusal.
    

    

    
      It was so firm that there was no room for persuasion.
    

    

    
      If she had shown even the slightest opening, he might have tried to say more, but being rejected before he could even finish his sentence, Tom had no idea how to continue.
    

    

    
      “I have no intention of taking on such a position.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So just go back.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The Beastkin Nation is already over.”
    

    

    
      Furthermore, she exquisitely prodded at the guilt Tom held in his heart.
    

    

    
      She wasn't pointing fingers and saying it was his fault. It was just a light comment about what he had been doing all this time, but with the speaker being Valencia, the guilt in Tom's heart was amplified even further.
    

    

    
      “Go. Thomas.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Expressing her refusal once more as if driving a nail, she gestured with her chin as if to say, ‘if you’re done, get out of the way’.
    

    

    
      It wouldn't have been impossible to force a conversation, but Tom still couldn't say a single word.
    

    

    
      The words just wouldn't come out.
    

    

    
      That was the perfect expression.
    

    

    
      Even though he knew what he had to do, and he knew all too well what it meant to return empty-handed.
    

    

    
      He just couldn't bring himself to speak in front of that cold face.
    

    

    
      And, just as Tom was at a loss.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t know about that.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I doubt that position is so trivial.”
    

    

    
      As if he had been waiting, U-jin intervened in the conversation.
    

    

    
      “No matter how I think about it, it doesn't seem like a position you can take just because you want to, or refuse just because you don't.”
    

    

    
      “…Who are you?”
    

    

    
      “Who do you think I am?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Did she just think of me as one of the underlings Tom brought along?
    

    

    
      Slightly knitting her brow with a look of confusion at the sudden intervention, she tilted her head before shaking it once more and muttering.
    

    

    
      “Well, it doesn’t matter who you are.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “After all. My patience ends here.”
    

    

    
      With that low murmur, she closed her left eye.
    

    

    
      As soon as the brilliantly shining golden eye was covered by her eyelid, the giant white tiger roared once more.
    

    

    
      Krrrrrck—
    

    

    
      As if releasing the leash of a hound that had been eagerly waiting, the white tiger tensed its body with the roar and prepared to leap at once.
    

    

    

    
      『Grrrrrr—!』
    

    

    

    
      The moment its paws were about to leave the ground with that thunderous roar.
    

    

    
      “Wow. Isn't this patricide?”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      At U-jin’s exclamation of wonder, Valencia’s left eye opened again.
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      As Valencia’s closed left eye reopened, emitting its golden light, the white tiger’s body froze.
    

    

    
      “…What does that mean?”
    

    

    
      “Why are you asking me? You know better than I do, Valencia.”
    

    

    
      Then, at U-jin’s added words.
    

    

    
      “You should stop your dad if he's about to bite someone.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “As his daughter, you shouldn't be egging him on.”
    

    

    
      Her eyes widened into circles.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      It was so obvious in the context of the situation that there was no need to explain it.
    

    

    
      The giant tiger that appeared before our eyes with Valencia was the true identity of the Man-eating Beast that had devoured countless Villains in Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      Its arrival here now, if my prediction was not wrong, was for the purpose of taking the pig-like Peddler inside.
    

    

    
      The fact that its glaring eyes were fixed not on us, whom it was directly confronting, but on the lodging behind us, proved this.
    

    

    
      And as I looked at the majestic tiger, I became certain of the true nature of the Aileen Village Man-eating Beast, which had remained unidentified despite the visits of numerous Beast Hunters.
    

    

    
      ‘…So it wasn’t inherited.’
    

    

    
      And that certainty stemmed from a document I had seen pre-regression.
    

    

    
      By the time I arrived in Aileen Village pre-regression.
    

    

    
      Of course, by then, Aileen Village had already been destroyed on a kingdom-wide scale and was in ruins, so it wasn’t that I saw the Man-eating Beast myself or heard about it from someone who knew.
    

    

    
      It was because, in the confidential files of the executive agency that had informed the Suicide Squad of Valencia’s existence, there was a brief mention of the Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    

    
      ==
    

    

    
      [UMC-44]
    

    

    
      Alias, Villain Hunter.
    

    

    
      『An unidentified creature controlled by the protection target, ‘Valencia La Bael Tigris’. Its origin and identity are unconfirmed, possessing the characteristic of only hunting Villains and rarely leaving a trace. It has a form, but it is more of a mana-manifested Thought Form than a physical body…….』
    

    

    
      ==
    

    

    

    
      Because they were a group always short-handed due to managing countless other unidentified creatures, it seemed they hadn't taken the time to clearly identify it.
    

    

    
      But the identity that could be specified through the combination of the collected and listed information was quite limited.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from the moment I finished reading that document, I had identified the Man-eating Beast’s true nature with near certainty.
    

    

    
      The trait of hunting Villains.
    

    

    
      The characteristic of leaving no trace.
    

    

    
      A mana-manifested Thought Form.
    

    

    
      And most decisively, the fact that it had a connection with the princess of the Beastkin Nation, ‘Valencia La Bael Tigris’.
    

    

    
      The conclusion that could be drawn from all that was, in the end, only one.
    

    

    
      ‘…The former king.’
    

    

    
      The last king of the fallen Beastkin Nation and the father of ‘Valencia La Bael Tigris’.
    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      That was the true identity of the giant tiger that had been serving as Aileen Village’s Man-eating Beast, its guardian spirit, punishing the Villains.
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      “You should stop your dad if he's about to bite someone.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “As his daughter, you shouldn't be egging him on.”
    

    

    
      As U-jin spoke with a meaningful expression, vaguely revealing the Man-eating Beast’s identity, Eliya asked urgently.
    

    

    
      “…What? His daughter? Hero, what did you just mean by that?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Don't tell me that giant tiger is……”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      “That’s right. It’s what you’re thinking, Africa.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Allen Tigris III. The last king of the Beastkin Nation.”
    

    

    
      U-jin nodded, spelling out the clear truth in two short sentences.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The last king of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      His whereabouts had been secretly managed, and due to the Beastkin tradition of not revealing names before a coming-of-age ceremony, almost no one knew of the existence of his daughter, Princess Valencia.
    

    

    
      But anyone who had even a slight interest in the Beastkin Nation could not have been ignorant of its last king, ‘Allen Tigris III’.
    

    

    
      Partly due to the title of ‘the last king of the Beastkin’, as he was the king overseeing state affairs at the time of its fall, and partly because he was the most widely known of the Beastkin kings, having nearly achieved harmony with the Order Territory through a more inclusive and flexible foreign policy than any king in history.
    

    

    
      However, despite knowing his identity, a look of persistent doubt remained on Eliya’s shocked face, as if there was still something she couldn't understand.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “…But surely. As far as I know, Allen III is supposed to be dead.”
    

    

    
      Befitting the title of ‘the last king of the Beastkin’, he was known to have died at the hands of Count Dracula during the fall of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      Moreover, as far as Eliya knew, he wasn't just treated as missing; an investigator dispatched from the Order had discovered his body.
    

    

    
      She knew that a state funeral had even been held as the Order absorbed the remaining citizens of the Beastkin Nation as refugees.
    

    

    
      For such a deceased person, for whom a funeral had been clearly held, to return alive and well like this.
    

    

    
      It was impossible unless one used a forbidden grimoire possessed by an evil god.
    

    

    
      It was an act that went beyond a simple ‘miracle’ and defied the laws of the world-line.
    

    

    
      But to deny it as simply impossible…
    

    

    
      “Your Majesty……”
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist’s reaction was far too certain.
    

    

    
      While he had maintained a somewhat ambiguous attitude until U-jin’s confirmation, upon hearing U-jin reveal the identity, he had already knelt on one knee, his eyes growing moist.
    

    

    
      For the proud Tom to be the first to kneel, it seemed that, just as U-jin said, the giant tiger was indeed the former king of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      Furthermore.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The fact that Valencia was glaring at U-jin with an expression that was half displeased, half shocked, and the way the tiger’s movements, which had seemed ready to pounce at any moment, had halted.
    

    

    
      The look on U-jin’s face, as if he had hit Valencia right where it hurt, also spoke to the truth of the matter to some extent.
    

    

    
      ‘Allen Tigris III.’
    

    

    
      To think the Man-eating Beast’s identity was the dead former king of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      “…What in the world.”
    

    

    
      The sudden development and paradoxical context.
    

    

    
      In a situation where her head was already spinning, Eliya couldn't grasp how things were unfolding.
    

    

    
      She should have been used to it by now, but since he brought about unbelievable things in a different way every time… even though she had vaguely guessed something like this would happen, she couldn't help but be caught off guard again.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      The confusion that was making her head spin.
    

    

    
      “…A Thought Form.”
    

    

    
      With U-jin’s next muttered word.
    

    

    
      It was resolved in an instant.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      What is thought?
    

    

    
      Going by its dictionary definition, it is ‘the entire process of ideation performed to reach a conclusion on a certain problem,’ an abstract concept that is more of a process than an object with substance.
    

    

    
      It goes without saying that because of this, its power in the real world was bound to be weak.
    

    

    
      As a simple example, in a trial, physical evidence can be adopted as decisive proof to conclude a case, but circumstantial evidence or suspicion cannot.
    

    

    
      A concrete material composition that is visibly present in the real world was bound to be more powerful than an abstract thought inside someone’s head.
    

    

    
      Therefore, in most domains, a concrete substance with a form was bound to have more power than an abstract thought without one.
    

    

    
      If so.
    

    

    
      Is thought merely a hollow process that is entirely conceptual and has no effect on reality?
    

    

    
      ‘…No.’
    

    

    
      To get straight to the point, that was not the case.
    

    

    
      To be more precise.
    

    

    
      …At least, in the realm of handling mana, thought was almost equivalent to something with a physical form.
    

    

    
      It could even exert an influence greater than that.
    

    

    
      The reason could be summarized in one sentence.
    

    

    
      ‘Mana responds to will.’
    

    

    
      That fact alone was enough to assert its importance.
    

    

    
      Mana was the world, and the world was mana.
    

    

    
      Mana was the power to bend the laws of the world.
    

    

    
      And mana made many things possible that were inexplicable in the physical domain.
    

    

    
      And in the process of utilizing such mana.
    

    

    
      Skills, magic, Artifacts, even the rhythm of a poem recited by a mere street bard—the starting point of their effects was a single thread of the user’s thought.
    

    

    
      Thus, in the domain of mana utilization, the meaning of the concept of ‘thought’ could never be overlooked.
    

    

    
      The process of invisible thought, upon meeting mana, manifested as a miracle in reality.
    

    

    
      There were so many examples to explain this that it was unnecessary to list them one by one.
    

    

    
      Using a skill beyond one's usual level in a life-or-death situation.
    

    

    
      The phenomenon of natural objects moving as mana stirs around a person in a state of extreme rage.
    

    

    
      The fact that something desperately wished for actually happens as a miracle.
    

    

    
      These were all examples explaining the influence of thought combined with mana.
    

    

    
      ‘The materialization of thought.’
    

    

    
      As long as mana existed, thought did not simply remain an abstract concept but became a concrete and powerful influence existing in the real world.
    

    

    
      And the concept that exists at the extreme end of such ‘materialization of thought’ was.
    

    

    
      A Thought Form.
    

    

    
      “If it’s a Thought Form……”
    

    

    
      Eliya’s face changed with a low ‘Ah…’ of realization.
    

    

    
      In an instant, many thoughts flashed through her mind, and she seemed to have a piercing epiphany.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      It was only natural.
    

    

    
      The Thought Form was the key to this Aileen Village Man-eating Beast incident.
    

    

    
      It was, so to speak, the ‘final puzzle piece’.
    

    

    
      “This tiger is Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form. Rather than saying he’s a being who came back to life……”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It would be more accurate to say it's the part of him that hasn't died yet.”
    

    

    
      Thought Form.
    

    

    
      A tangible, independent energy formed from a collection of thoughts, will, or desires.
    

    

    
      Just saying ‘Thought Form’ might not bring a clear image to mind, but in truth, a subject that could best explain the concept of a ‘Thought Form’, even if not perfectly analogous, could be found quite close by.
    

    

    
      ‘…An Artifact.’
    

    

    
      While not all Artifacts were like this, many existing Artifacts followed the mechanism where the strong will of the creator or user was imbued in them, allowing their power to remain even when outside the direct sphere of influence.
    

    

    
      The mechanism of such Artifacts itself was practically no different from ‘a Thought Form residing in a material object’.
    

    

    
      In particular, in the case of ‘Holy Relics’, which could be said to be at the pinnacle of that field, the vast majority of them had the lingering thoughts of a transcendent being, imbuing them with divinity.
    

    

    
      From the perspective of someone who had used an Artifact, the term ‘Thought Form’ wasn't all that unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      Even Cheong-yi's Demonic Sword, ‘Chiyou’, was a Holy Relic created with the will of the first Heavenly Demon—that is, a ‘Thought Form’—imbued within it.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      Of course, in that only the thought remained without an Artifact, the case of ‘Allen Tigris III’ was a little different from a typical Artifact.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s not common, though.’
    

    

    
      Cases like Allen Tigris’, where only a Thought Form remained on its own, were not common.
    

    

    
      Since mana itself has the property of convecting and scattering, to maintain a condensed thought for a long time, an object with the gravitational pull to hold that thought was necessary.
    

    

    
      And in most cases, such an object was something used in life.
    

    

    
      That was how Artifacts were created.
    

    

    
      Even the Artifacts created in such a way did not last forever.
    

    

    
      The will left by the user or creator was bound to fade over time, and unless the Artifact's user inherited that will or infused it with a stronger mana influence, it would naturally lose its power as an ‘Artifact’ and be reduced to an ordinary object.
    

    

    
      …If even Artifacts were like that, in the case of a Thought Form without an Artifact as a medium, the speed at which the will would vanish would surely be faster.
    

    

    
      Theoretically speaking, it made no sense for Allen III’s Thought Form to still remain in the present world.
    

    

    
      That was why even I was unsure about the Man-eating Beast’s identity until I arrived in Aileen Village and saw it for myself.
    

    

    

    

    
      ==
    

    

    
      [UMC-44]
    

    

    
      Alias, Villain Hunter.
    

    

    
      『An unidentified creature controlled by the protection target, ‘Valencia La Bael Tigris’. Its origin and identity are unconfirmed, possessing the characteristic of only hunting Villains and rarely leaving a trace. It has a form, but it is more of a mana-manifested Thought Form than a physical body…….』
    

    

    
      ==
    

    

    

    

    
      Of course, when I saw the information provided by the agency, I thought it resembled the characteristics of the royal bloodline, the head of the Beastkin, and it was even clearly written as a Thought Form.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, it was so difficult to be certain that a Thought Form remaining in the world for 100 years without a physical medium was not something one could easily find.
    

    

    
      I had left open the possibility that Valencia might be using a traditional Artifact of the Beastkin royal family to imitate the Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      No, to be honest, I had secretly hoped for it.
    

    

    
      The difference between the Man-eating Beast's identity being ‘Valencia’ and being ‘Allen III’ was, literally, as vast as the difference between heaven and earth.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Inheritance.
    

    

    
      The power passed down through the generations of the Beastkin royal bloodline, which should have been delivered to his heir as soon as the former king died, had not yet been inherited by her because his Thought Form still remained.
    

    

    
      …Her odd-colored eyes, with one still remaining blue, proved this fact.
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      ‘Two suns cannot rise under the same sky.’
    

    

    
      That saying is often used to describe the rivalry between two competitors, but it could be applied just as well to the structure of succession.
    

    

    
      Just as an heir cannot covet the king's throne as long as their father, the king, remains in power—unless they stage a coup and forcibly usurp it.
    

    

    
      The throne was permitted to only one being of the era.
    

    

    
      And in the royal bloodline of the Beastkin Nation, such a tradition was not merely a cultural custom but was engraved in the blood flowing through their bodies and the Mana Circuits settled throughout them.
    

    

    
      That the heir could not inherit the throne until the preceding king died.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      At first glance, one might say this was too harsh a treatment for the heir.
    

    

    
      With this method of succession, it was possible for even the rightful heir to die without ever ascending the throne.
    

    

    
      However, that was only from a human perspective.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin, who boasted the longest lifespan among the demi-human races, mostly died from illness or in war; the concept of a natural death was so faint that it was rare for them to die after living out their full lifespan.
    

    

    
      Moreover, as long as they didn't have major illnesses or injuries, they wouldn't even grow feeble after one or two hundred years passed; rather, they were bound to grow stronger with time.
    

    

    
      Therefore, for the Beastkin, who possessed Traits different from humans, that seemingly harsh culture of succession was not awkward at all and suited them well.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, inheriting the throne in the Beastkin Royal Family was not simply about receiving the position or authority.
    

    

    
      A special power passed down through the bloodline for generations.
    

    

    
      The fact that this special power, permitted only to those who ascended the throne among the countless Beastkin, was inherited.
    

    

    
      That held the greatest meaning in inheriting the throne.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      I didn't know how it was for her, but I needed that power.
    

    

    
      To rally the Beastkin again and for them to form a power of their own, I didn't just need Valencia, but a ‘Valencia who has ascended the throne’.
    

    

    
      …And that was precisely the problem at hand.
    

    

    
      If she had already received the succession from the former king and obtained the right to the throne, it would have been a matter of persuading her and taking her with me.
    

    

    
      But she had not yet inherited the throne from ‘Allen Tigris III’.
    

    

    
      …In truth, it was something that shouldn't have been possible.
    

    

    
      It had been almost a century since Allen Tigris III died, and considering the time that had passed, the succession should have happened long ago.
    

    

    
      However, one of her eyes still remained blue.
    

    

    
      Still, one eye was colored with the symbolic golden hue of the Tigris Royal Family.
    

    

    
      And from the fact that she had previously controlled her father through it, it seemed the process wasn't completely stalled, but at any rate, one blue eye meant she was only halfway there.
    

    

    
      One could not say that the ‘succession was complete’.
    

    

    
      And the reason for it was self-evident.
    

    

    
      Her father, ‘Allen Tigris III’s, body had long been dead, but there was still the guardian deity of Aileen Village and the Man-eating Beast that hunted Villains.
    

    

    
      It was because Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form was still firmly planted on this land.
    

    

    
      I didn't know the exact mechanism… but it was the only thing I could surmise, and even thinking about it briefly, it seemed to be the most rational guess.
    

    

    
      Of course, as if I had known all this beforehand, I had a plan.
    

    

    
      Just as I had separately told that guy Tom before arriving here to prioritize my words on this journey… it wouldn't be an easy task.
    

    

    
      ‘…I have to do it.’
    

    

    
      The plan was simple.
    

    

    
      To kill Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form.
    

    

    
      …That was the plan I had.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      『Oh my. That's a cat with very strong features. Its eyes, too… I don’t think I’ve ever seen stripes so clearly defined…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      When Thomas’s party first arrived in the village.
    

    

    
      Valencia did not panic.
    

    

    
      Even if she didn't know the exact date, she had already guessed that while living here, a Beastkin would eventually come looking for her.
    

    

    
      And that with a high probability, it would be ‘Thomas Lycan Hardist’.
    

    

    
      Rather, she was momentarily surprised because he was much later than she had thought.
    

    

    
      But that was only because the memory had faded in her mind, not because of the fact that he had come.
    

    

    
      There were no symptoms like a racing heart or a muddled mind.
    

    

    
      She thought she had more or less decided what to say if he came looking for her, and she had been practicing her response for decades.
    

    

    
      Stepping away for a moment to clear her head alone was enough to calm her surprised heart.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…It’s been a while.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Thomas.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Although it was faster than she had thought thanks to some fatso who rolled in out of nowhere, even when she revealed herself and confronted him.
    

    

    
      There was no agitation at all.
    

    

    
      Unlike her own guess that she might be a little shaken, she felt nothing even as she looked at Thomas’s devastated expression.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Princess…….』
    

    

    
      『Why did you come?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『That is…… I mean…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『To restore the Beastkin Nation…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      The rejection was not difficult either.
    

    

    

    

    
      『No. If you wanted to say that, you should have come a little earlier. Thomas.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『I have no intention of taking on such a position.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『So just go back. The Beastkin Nation is already over.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Go. Thomas.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Just as she had practiced dozens of times before going to bed.
    

    

    
      She was able to reject his request without any trouble.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I wonder.』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    
      『I doubt that's a position you can take or leave as you please.』
    

    

    

    

    
      As soon as she had completely rejected Thomas's request, the mysterious man spoke up.
    

    

    
      The problem began when the black-haired man, whom she had thought was merely a subordinate Thomas brought along, started to speak.
    

    

    

    

    
      『No matter how I think about it, I don't think it's a position you can take if you want to and not take if you don't.』
    

    

    
      『…Who are you?』
    

    

    
      『What do I look like?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      Despite exuding a nuance that suggested he knew who she was, his expression showed no difficulty at all.
    

    

    
      Even if he was an outsider, he was a man who maintained his own pace to a strangely high degree.
    

    

    
      Still.
    

    

    
      …Still, until then, Valencia was only confused by the sudden intervention.
    

    

    
      Her brow furrowed, but her heart wasn't shaken enough to use words like 'panic' or 'agitation'.
    

    

    
      But the next moment.
    

    

    
      That is.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…It doesn’t matter what it is.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『In any case. My patience ends here.』
    

    

    

    

    
      The moment she judged that he couldn't be a nobody since Thomas had brought him, and was about to release her constraints to avoid him somehow.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Wow. Isn't this patricide?』
    

    

    

    

    
      At the man's muttered words.
    

    

    
      She felt ‘panic’ for the first time.
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    

    

    
      『…What is that supposed to mean?』
    

    

    
      『Why ask me? You know better than anyone. Valencia.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『You should stop your dad if he's about to bite someone.』
    

    

    
      『……!』
    

    

    
      『As his daughter, you shouldn't be egging him on.』
    

    

    

    

    
      …It was something even Thomas had only guessed at, but never been sure of.
    

    

    
      …And that was natural.
    

    

    
      The king of the Beastkin rarely underwent a full transformation to maintain his dignity.
    

    

    
      Her father, ‘Allen Tigris III’, had never once fully transformed during his reign, according to official records.
    

    

    
      Although one could guess it was something related to the royal bloodline from its characteristic appearance and aura, it was practically impossible to immediately identify it as Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      However. This man stated it in a voice full of conviction, as if he had come knowing everything.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Thought Form.』
    

    

    
      『If it’s a Thought Form…….』
    

    

    
      『This tiger is Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form. Rather than saying he’s a being who came back to life……』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『It would be more accurate to say it's the part of him that hasn't died yet.』
    

    

    

    
      He wasn't just spouting nonsense using some shallow knowledge.
    

    

    
      His words were true, and his voice was filled with that much conviction.
    

    

    
      ‘…How in the world.’
    

    

    
      From Valencia’s perspective, who thought she had hidden herself thoroughly until now, she couldn't help but be flustered.
    

    

    
      “You, how did you know that.”
    

    

    
      Valencia asked the man who had casually uttered her father’s identity.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      No answer came back to her question.
    

    

    
      Instead, as if he hadn't even heard her question, he completely ignored it and continued what he was saying.
    

    

    
      “…So, what is a Thought Form?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's a trace left by the deceased from their lifetime, a fragment of their very being. To give an easy example, the most similar existence would be—”
    

    

    
      He trailed off, then looked at Valencia as if to make sure she was listening and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…I suppose it’s similar to an undead, bound to a decaying body.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      At his blatant gaze, Valencia’s expression crumpled.
    

    

    
      Even if it were true.
    

    

    
      ‘…An undead, bound to a decaying body?’
    

    

    
      That was no different from an insult to the being standing right before her eyes.
    

    

    
      Staring at U-jin with her eyes narrowed, she asked in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “…What you just said. What did you mean by that.”
    

    

    
      Shrug—
    

    

    
      “It means exactly what it sounds like. A being that should have died is still alive.”
    

    

    
      “…Should have died?”
    

    

    
      Should have died.
    

    

    
      Even knowing it had a different meaning, Valencia found the expression grating.
    

    

    
      The feeling of panic soon cooled,
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      and sublimated into rage.
    

    

    
      And with that, her yellow eye sharpened.
    

    

    
      Like the gaze of a predator eyeing its prey, her pupil constricted into a slit as she glared at U-jin.
    

    

    
      And though it was only the shape of her pupil that changed.
    

    

    
      Ssssk—
    

    

    
      The change it brought about was not something one could describe as ‘only’.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Grrrrr…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      Along with the change in her pupil, the eyes of the Man-eating Beast, which had been staring only at the inn beyond the party, turned toward U-jin.
    

    

    
      Moreover, even after seeing the pig-like peddler frantically flee before him, it didn't even glance his way and kept staring at U-jin.
    

    

    
      As if its prey had changed.
    

    

    
      And as soon as its deep, low-frequency growl ended.
    

    

    
      A moment of silence flowed.
    

    

    
      Silence—
    

    

    
      Soon, the Man-eating Beast’s form vanished from its spot.
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      The Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form had vanished.
    

    

    
      …Of course, its existence hadn't completely disappeared.
    

    

    
      Because I could clearly feel a gaze staring at me from somewhere in the pitch-black darkness, which was only sparsely illuminated by faint lights.
    

    

    
      There was no visible eye-shine I could confirm, but due to the tension that was subtly suffocating me, I could definitely sense its presence.
    

    

    
      In addition.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Valencia's rage-filled gaze was fixed on me.
    

    

    
      It proved that the current quiet stillness did not mean the situation was over.
    

    

    
      Even though I didn't know the exact mechanism, it seemed that her shining golden eye had the ability to control the Thought Form’s will.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The desolate silence pulled the string of tension even tighter, and the unconscious combat sense I had built up through numerous crises was sounding an alarm in my head.
    

    

    
      Telling me to get away from this spot right now.
    

    

    
      That my life was on the line, even if it wasn't visually apparent.
    

    

    
      But I did not move from my spot.
    

    

    
      Because if I backed down now, I would lose the chance to encounter Valencia again forever.
    

    

    
      Provoking her anger by deliberately adding unnecessary words was for the same reason.
    

    

    
      Because if she had really set her mind to it, it wouldn't have been that difficult for her to hunt the peddler and leave.
    

    

    
      From her perspective, there was no rush, so if push came to shove, she could have just returned and waited until we left.
    

    

    
      If we missed this chance, the probability of us finding her again after she deliberately hid was, as that guy Tom had said, practically close to zero.
    

    

    
      Even meeting her today was only because of the stroke of luck of that pig-like peddler showing up.
    

    

    
      Because from our side, there was no way to pinpoint her location and go find her ourselves.
    

    

    
      ‘…It seems I've succeeded in holding her here for now.’
    

    

    
      It goes without saying, but.
    

    

    
      Dealing with a Thought Form is tricky.
    

    

    
      Just as the Demonic Species were to The Order, Thought Forms were also beings that deviated far from the laws of physics.
    

    

    
      A being made of mana was, in itself, beyond common sense, so all the effects it caused were also bound to deviate from normal laws, even if just a little.
    

    

    
      I knew to some extent that a situation like this would arise, but in truth, I didn't have a clear countermeasure for the ‘part about dealing with the Thought Form’.
    

    

    
      In the first place, a Thought Form existing without a medium is an extremely rare existence in itself.
    

    

    
      Unlike my other bucket list items, for this ‘Valencia’ matter, even though I had a grand plan, I didn't know enough to have all the detailed plans laid out.
    

    

    
      These urgent situations in between were parts I had to handle with improvisation somehow.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      The one I brought to take care of the parts that require brute force was.
    

    

    
      Kwaaaang-!
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…What's the plan?”
    

    

    
      Tom Lycan Hardist.
    

    

    
      This very guy.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The Man-eating Beast’s forepaw lunged from the darkness without any noticeable preparatory motion.
    

    

    
      It was Tom Hardist who blocked the bluish mass of mana rushing toward me.
    

    

    
      A wolf with a silver mane, having undergone a full transformation again at some point.
    

    

    
      The guy, who appeared with an appearance that truly suited the term ‘werewolf’, showed up in front of me, blocking the Man-eating Beast’s attack by raising both his arms.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It was an attack at a speed that was impossible for me to react to as well.
    

    

    
      I could sense the sudden movement of mana, but sensing it and moving my body to dodge it was in a realm of speed that my current body couldn't handle.
    

    

    
      Even if it was a Thought Form, it was once the number one of the Beastkin Nation, which held the position of leader among the neutral nations.
    

    

    
      Even if there were no official records of him participating in battle, the martial strength he possessed was not something that could be overlooked.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, the fact that Tom had to go as far as a full transformation to counter that single blow was proof of the physical power that Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form possessed.
    

    

    
      “Hey…… what's the plan?”
    

    

    
      The guy, who had barely blocked the attack that came straight at him, asked me while keeping his gaze fixed forward.
    

    

    
      “…If I'm right, it seems you anticipated this situation to some extent.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “What do you need me to do?”
    

    

    
      It seemed he was referring to my comment before we left the guild house, that ‘on this journey, you must prioritize my words above all else’.
    

    

    
      Seeing his attitude at the time, I thought he had dismissed it as nonsense and erased it from his mind.
    

    

    
      It seems he had kept the sentence in a corner of his heart.
    

    

    
      That connected to the current situation, leading him to guess that I had anticipated a clash like this to some extent.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Certainly.
    

    

    
      I had guessed that if my predictions were correct, a clash with the Thought Form would happen at some point.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, it wasn't so much a prediction as something that rightfully had to be done to resolve the matter.
    

    

    
      “I'm going to kill it.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      As if that one word blurted out of nowhere was quite shocking.
    

    

    
      The guy's body, which was blocking the attack with both forearms, staggered once.
    

    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    

    
      “No, saying I'll kill it is actually the wrong expression.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Because Allen Tigris III died a long time ago.”
    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form had to be ‘extinguished’.
    

    

    
      Without needing to add any lengthy explanation, its very existence went against the natural flow of things.
    

    

    
      Leaving everything else aside, as long as Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form remained rooted in this land, it was impossible for the Beastkin to rally again and form a power of their own.
    

    

    
      The reason Valencia had been able to abandon her duty and live hidden away in a corner of a rural village like this was also because Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form remained, and the complete succession had not yet taken place.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      As I had told her at the beginning of our conversation, for the Beastkin royal bloodline, ascending the throne was not a matter of 'personal preference' that one could do if they liked it and not do if they didn't.
    

    

    
      It was something that rightfully had to be done, and if Allen Tigris III’s Thought Form hadn't existed, the Beastkin would have gathered around her long ago, and a development different from the current messy state of the Beastkin would have unfolded.
    

    

    
      Of course, from her perspective, it wasn't that I couldn't understand her reluctance to inherit the throne.
    

    

    
      She had lost her father.
    

    

    
      The nation had already fallen.
    

    

    
      And the throne she would inherit was not a position to reign over everyone, but one where she would have to bear all the burdens.
    

    

    
      She couldn't have wanted to wear the weight of a crown that had grown even heavier.
    

    

    
      …However, the miserable state the Beastkin were in now was something that even the deceased Allen Tigris III would not have wanted.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Her father.
    

    

    
      And even her future self would probably not want it.
    

    

    
      For everyone's sake, it was something that had to be set right again.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      The Man-eating Beast’s forepaw, which had been in a power struggle with Tom for a while, was soon withdrawn and disappeared into the darkness.
    

    

    
      “Kill…… His Majesty?”
    

    

    
      That guy Tom, finally turning his head, muttered with a dumbfounded expression.
    

    

    
      I clapped him on the back and rebuked his useless retort.
    

    

    
      “Get a grip. Tom Hardist.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That's not the His Majesty you served. It's just a remnant of mana that hasn't passed on yet.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Valencia can only live if that thing is gone.”
    

    

    
      …That wasn't just a metaphorical expression.
    

    

    
      It didn't seem to have become serious yet, but it was like the severe divine illness that guy Cheong-yi gets when he doesn't inherit the Heavenly Demon's power.
    

    

    
      Because Valencia would also have a risk she incurred by not inheriting her throne.
    

    

    
      “I'll explain everything later. For now, just follow my lead as I said before.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you don't want to lose your precious princess again, just block those attacks for now. I'm not asking you to kill it.”
    

    

    
      …With great power came great responsibility, and those who did not take responsibility were bound to be crushed by its heavy weight.
    

    

    
      Even if it wasn't outwardly apparent yet, for the succession to have been delayed this long, there was bound to be a huge risk, whether mental or physical, though I couldn't be sure.
    

    

    
      “Hero!”
    

    

    
      Soon after, Eliya’s voice called out to me, and as soon as I turned my head, I heard the sound of paper being torn, Bbuuk-.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It seemed there was a Memorize Paper containing a light-emitting spell among the items she had prepared.
    

    

    
      Along with the torn paper, a Magic Circle composed of dozens of overlapping geometric patterns was drawn in mid-air, and a lump of mana shot up into the air like a firework, emitting a brilliant flash of light—*Hwaak*—and the darkness receded.
    

    

    
      With that, the bluish form of the Man-eating Beast was revealed in the darkness.
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      I gave a thumbs-up to the girl who had cast the timely light spell.
    

    

    
      That guy Jerry, who had been scowling at the sudden light spell, soon took out a pair of sunglasses from somewhere and put them on.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Jerry wasn't the only one who frowned at the halo of light.
    

    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    

    
      The light spell had been cast behind where Tom and I stood back-to-back.
    

    

    
      The surroundings had become brightly lit all the same, but Valencia was the only one directly hit by the blinding light.
    

    

    
      As if hit by the high beams of a car from behind, she closed both eyes and shielded them with her right arm.
    

    

    
      And at the same time.
    

    

    
      Paaat-!
    

    

    
      The gaze of the Man-eating Beast, which had still been staring at me, shifted toward the direction of the pig-like peddler who had already disappeared far away.
    

    

    
      ‘……!’
    

    

    
      It was probably meant to light up the pitch-black darkness, and it didn't seem intentional.
    

    

    
      But thanks to Eliya's spell, a brief opportunity had arisen.
    

    

    
      Valencia closing her eyes meant that the strange ability emanating from her golden eye would disappear for a moment.
    

    

    
      Although it was just an instant, it created a perfect opportunity.
    

    

    
      The moment her eyes closed, I kicked off from my spot.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The place I headed for was, without a doubt, in the direction of Valencia, who was covering her eyes.
    

    

    
      She soon made an 'Oh no!' expression and hurriedly opened her closed eyes.
    

    

    
      But it was already too late.
    

    

    
      Before her golden eye was even fully revealed, I had already arrived in front of her.
    

    

    
      And in front of the Man-eating Beast, which belatedly turned its head back toward me, was that guy Tom, who had followed my words.
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      .
    

    

    
      “…Checkmate.”
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      Bringing Valencia into the party was a considerably difficult task for me.
    

    

    
      The others were people I had at least spoken to once before my regression, and I was somewhat confident that I knew about them.
    

    

    
      But as for Valencia, I had only ever witnessed her tragic corpse.
    

    

    
      However, just because I didn't know her well and wasn't confident, I couldn't just back down and move on.
    

    

    
      Even though it had the lowest probability of success and there was no clear-cut brilliant move, in terms of importance, bringing her into our party was more crucial than any other bucket list item so far.
    

    

    
      The core of the third organization I planned to build for the Demon King hunt would likely be the Beastkin faction centered around her.
    

    

    
      Of course, it would take quite some time for the ruined Beastkin faction to transform into a practical fighting force, but in the future, I planned to rely on them for most of our military power, and the existence of ‘Valencia la Bael Tigris’ was an indispensable requirement for uniting the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from the time I entered the Darkest Dungeon to pick up Tom, and all the way here to get her, my mind was constantly devising a plan.
    

    

    
      About how I could persuade her, who had given up everything and gone into hiding, to wear the crown again.
    

    

    
      And after much deliberation, the brilliant move I came up with unexpectedly came from ‘Loxy’s comment’.
    

    

    

    

    
      『So, I’ve met other Demonic Species a few times before…….』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『But this is the first time I’ve seen all the patterns overlap like this.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『It looks like this and like that…… At least, all the impressions I've seen are contained within it. Besides that, it seems many more diverse things are engraved in it as well…….』
    

    

    

    
      Her comment.
    

    

    
      The mana traces of various Demonic Species that appeared in my mana pattern due to the mysterious power of the Source Stone.
    

    

    
      Thinking about those words, a thought suddenly struck me.
    

    

    
      What if, as she said, the mana traces of all Demonic Species were contained in my mana pattern?
    

    

    
      And what if that didn't just mean the mana pattern, but that I could directly borrow the unique abilities used by those Demonic Species?
    

    

    
      Then wouldn't I also be able to use the ability of the ‘Succubus’, one of the Demonic Species?
    

    

    

    
      『…This. Then is the Succubus’s crest here too?』
    

    

    
      『Ah…… Yes, well. It is. Of course.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      …Normally, it would have been impossible.
    

    

    
      The power of the Demonic Species was something even my unique ability, which could imitate any skill given enough understanding and proficiency, could not touch.
    

    

    
      Despite numerous attempts before my regression, I had never been able to steal the abilities of the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Quark's Source Stone had pulled what existed in the realm of impossibility into the realm of possibility.
    

    

    
      Clinging to that single hint I reached at the end of my thoughts, I practiced alone and finally succeeded.
    

    

    

    
      『…So it works.』
    

    

    

    
      By imitating the Succubus skill ‘Nightmare’, I was able to enter the dreams of Loxy, who was sleeping in her room.
    

    

    
      I had gained the ability to forcibly manifest a mental world.
    

    

    
      And with that realization, I thought.
    

    

    
      This.
    

    

    
      This would be the first tool I would use to persuade Valencia.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Saaat-!
    

    

    
      A world of deep purple unfolded.
    

    

    
      “…What is this.”
    

    

    
      Valencia's eyes, tinged with bewilderment, scanned the changed surroundings before landing on me.
    

    

    
      From the looks of it, even if she didn't know exactly what this ability was, she seemed to have intuited that it was not an ordinary or common power.
    

    

    
      To her, who was exuding a sense of both bewilderment and discomfort, I offered a brief explanation.
    

    

    
      “I’ve prepared a little space for us.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “There’s something I want to talk about, and I figured you’d just run away if I didn’t do something like this.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “The time that flows here is different from the outside.”
    

    

    
      I didn't bother adding that it was the ability of a Succubus.
    

    

    
      In a situation where I was already disliked, I felt there was no need to reveal that it was a demon's ability.
    

    

    
      Well, since the experience of entering a mental world like this wasn't very common, if she had experienced it even once, she probably would have realized it the moment she entered.
    

    

    
      But seeing the bewilderment in her eyes, I figured that wasn't the case.
    

    

    
      Rather than dragging out the conversation, I got straight to the point.
    

    

    
      “You know, don't you?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “That there’s a risk when the Beastkin royal family doesn't inherit the throne.”
    

    

    
      To tell the truth, I didn't know exactly how that risk manifested either.
    

    

    
      The case with that guy Cheong-yi was similar, and I had a fair amount of experience with similar phenomena, but at the time when I was making a name for myself, the Beastkin were in an even more miserable state than they were now.
    

    

    
      All I knew was the general knowledge of that time, plus a few facts that guy Jerry had discovered through his secondary research before my regression.
    

    

    
      …The risk incurred by refusing the succession was also something I learned from those records.
    

    

    
      That guy, who had been tracing the history of the Beastkin, had also found records about the succession of the royal bloodline.
    

    

    
      He had discovered in the mostly damaged ancient records of the Beastkin that a royal heir who refused the succession had died showing symptoms similar to a divine illness, and.
    

    

    
      I remembered him telling me about it in passing.
    

    

    
      “…Why should I tell you that?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Who do you think you are?”
    

    

    
      As expected, Valencia was not very cooperative in the conversation.
    

    

    
      Unlike in Loxy's mental world before, I hadn't bound or restricted her, but it seemed to be even more so because I had forcibly dragged her into another place.
    

    

    
      …Well, strictly speaking, it was her mental world, so it was hard to call it an unfamiliar space.
    

    

    
      But it was probably her first time consciously entering this space.
    

    

    
      “Because I won't let you out if you don't talk?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      It was a light joke meant to ease the atmosphere, but she just shrank back further instead of answering.
    

    

    
      …It seemed a normal conversation would be difficult.
    

    

    
      “…Just kidding. For now, just listen. I’ll give you the gist of what I want to talk about.”
    

    

    
      So, I decided to lay out the story first.
    

    

    
      It wasn't my preferred method, nor did I think it was efficient, but if a two-way conversation wasn't possible, I had to at least try one-way communication.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that there were no other methods, but changing her mind through persuasion was the first approach I had to take.
    

    

    
      “It goes without saying, but we didn't come here to harm you. We came to set things right.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I’ve gathered quite a few Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      With a brief introduction I had thought of in my head, I began my explanation.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Well, of course, if you consider the entire Beastkin population scattered throughout The Order’s territory, it’s probably not even 5%. But by my standards, it's quite a lot.”
    

    

    
      Snap-!
    

    

    
      I snapped my fingers and materialized an image of that guy Jerry's face in the empty air to my right.
    

    

    
      “You saw him earlier, right?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Jerry Dracula Junior. This guy used his own funds to buy up Beastkin who were being passed around the slave markets. It's a long story, but just know that he's pretty much the last of the Vampire Clan.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that she wasn't surprised at all by the words ‘last of the vampires’, it seemed she had known about that guy Jerry's identity from the start.
    

    

    
      Whether it was because Beastkin could distinguish each other like Demonic Species do, or if she already knew of Jerry's existence.
    

    

    
      Or if there was another mechanism I didn't know about, I couldn't be sure.
    

    

    
      But despite hearing the rather rare story of the last vampire, I couldn't find any trace of agitation on her face.
    

    

    
      …Rather.
    

    

    
      “To get to the point, my goal is to re-establish the Beastkin Nation with these gathered Beastkin. To revive the Beastkin faction that once served as the leader of the neutral forces.”
    

    

    
      It was at this next part that she, who had been listening in silence, was unknowingly stirred and opened her mouth.
    

    

    
      “…Hah. Don't be ridiculous.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The revival of the Beastkin faction? Why would the likes of a human do that?”
    

    

    
      The exact same response Tom had given in the Darkest Dungeon.
    

    

    
      Just as in my conversation with him, it seemed she hated outsiders interfering in the affairs of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was even more so because I was a human.
    

    

    
      The look of contempt she gave me was exactly the same.
    

    

    
      “You must have some scheme you’re cooking up behind my back without revealing it. All humans are like that.”
    

    

    
      “…You’re not wrong.”
    

    

    
      To Valencia's words, I simply nodded my head rather than denying them.
    

    

    
      “In the end, it’s true that I’m gathering the Beastkin for my own personal needs.”
    

    

    
      “…I knew it.”
    

    

    
      A look of disgust bloomed on her face as if to say ‘I knew it’, and she soon added.
    

    

    
      “I’ll say it again, I have no intention of becoming something like the queen of the Beastkin. No matter what you say, my mind won't change. It’s a decision I made almost a hundred years ago. So stop this useless act and let me out of here right now…….”
    

    

    
      “Demon King hunt.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Her golden eyes widened distinctly.
    

    

    
      It seemed the words ‘Demon King hunt’ sounded quite foreign to her as well.
    

    

    
      …Well, it was only natural, as I was probably the only one who used the term ‘Demon King hunt’.
    

    

    
      “I’m going to hunt the Demon King. By building a third faction that belongs to neither The Order nor the Demon King.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And for that, I want the Beastkin faction to join in. For that to happen, you must inevitably take the throne.”
    

    

    
      “…Why should I do that?”
    

    

    
      The conversation had returned to square one.
    

    

    
      However, unlike at the beginning, there was a slight waver on her face.
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “I told you. That's what setting things right is.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You of all people should know best. That the position of king isn't something that ends just because you refuse it.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “This is for your own good. And it's for the good of the entire Beastkin race.”
    

    

    
      Valencia then lowered her head with a *puk-*.
    

    

    
      She looked down and muttered softly.
    

    

    
      “Don't be ridiculous……”
    

    

    
      And once more.
    

    

    
      “Don't be ridiculous……”
    

    

    
      And one last time.
    

    

    
      “I said don't be ridiculous……!”
    

    

    
      With her shout, the purple world trembled.
    

    

    
      Chwaaak-!
    

    

    
      Her narrowed golden eyes turned to me, and the empty air in front of me was torn diagonally as the Man-eating Beast appeared.
    

    

    
      The Man-eating Beast, which tore through the air and thrust its head out first, opened its bluish maw and rushed toward me.
    

    

    
      I was in a defenseless state.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Smirk-
    

    

    
      “…So, is Plan A a failure?”
    

    

    
      Its sudden appearance and attack were not particularly surprising or threatening to me.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Taaak-!
    

    

    
      …It might be a different story outside.
    

    

    
      But this place was my home ground.
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      Plan A was, of course, persuasion.
    

    

    
      After all, the most ideal way to resolve conflict was through dialogue.
    

    

    
      However, I didn't think the probability of success was high.
    

    

    
      As she herself said, it had been nearly 100 years since she had postponed inheriting the succession, and her will was so firm that she had even rebuffed the request of Tom Hardist, who could be called the closest person to her among the living.
    

    

    
      The thought that I, an outsider, could persuade her was far too optimistic.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I had prepared the next plan.
    

    

    
      Plan B, set up in case Plan A failed.
    

    

    
      It was to directly annihilate the Thought Form.
    

    

    
      Kwadeudeudeuk-!
    

    

    
      “…This is too much. Trying to have someone who wants to talk bitten to death.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I bound the maw of the Thought Form that appeared by tearing through the air with Mana Chains.
    

    

    
      Normally, this would have been impossible.
    

    

    
      Even though it was a Thought Form that could be called a fragment of the main body, the essence of that Thought Form was ‘Allen Tigris III’, the king of the Beastkin Nation, which was once the leading nation of the neutral zone.
    

    

    
      Among those who accompanied me, there was no one who could stand against him except for maybe ‘Tom Hardist’.
    

    

    
      It would have been impossible for me to restrain him at my level, both in terms of physical strength and the amount of mana.
    

    

    
      However, the reason this was possible was that this place was not the real, physical world, but a ‘mental world’ made of lingering thoughts.
    

    

    
      The reason I could confidently tell that guy Tom, ‘I’m not asking you to catch it yourself,’ despite him being the only one who could face the Thought Form, stemmed from this very fact.
    

    

    
      It was impossible in the physical world where an overwhelming power difference existed, but since I was quite successful in my prime, I was confident I could overwhelm him in the mental world.
    

    

    
      Of course, this too was not something I could be 100% certain about.
    

    

    
      I had never tried to summon a Thought Form into the mental world before.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      I saw a possibility based on the fact that a Thought Form, while being a tangible entity with a form, is an ambiguous existence that straddles both the visible and invisible realms.
    

    

    
      Here, it seemed possible to fight against the Thought Form, and annihilating it didn't seem impossible either.
    

    

    
      ‘…It should be possible.’
    

    

    
      Of course, death in the mental world did not mean death in the physical world.
    

    

    
      A prime example was that it was common on the battlefield for Succubi to kill their targets repeatedly dozens of times in the dream world.
    

    

    
      No matter how many times you cut down a Succubus in a dream, the Succubus could restore its body at will.
    

    

    
      Death in a dream was literally death in a dream.
    

    

    
      It could cause pain by inflicting fear, anxiety, and mental damage, but that was the extent of it.
    

    

    
      It couldn't cause the annihilation of an actual existence.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      I thought it might apply a little differently to a Thought Form, even if not to other beings.
    

    

    
      For a human, a lingering thought might be just a single thread of thought, a mere part of what constitutes them.
    

    

    
      But as the name suggested, for a Thought Form, that lingering thought was everything.
    

    

    
      Kwaaaaak-!
    

    

    
      “…How!”
    

    

    
      The Man-eating Beast was bound and restrained by hundreds of chains.
    

    

    
      Valencia's eyes widened as she saw it.
    

    

    
      It seemed the development was very different from what she had expected.
    

    

    
      Given the Beastkin's exceptional senses, she must have made a meaningful estimation of my combat level, even if there was some margin of error.
    

    

    
      And she probably thought that at my level, the Man-eating Beast would have no trouble defeating me.
    

    

    
      “…Well, this place is my home ground, after all.”
    

    

    
      “…Kuhk……”
    

    

    
      She tried to get up from her spot and go to the bound Man-eating Beast, but.
    

    

    
      I formed another chain and bound her as well.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      A slight sense of complexity swirled within me.
    

    

    
      After all, the plan to go straight from persuasion to annihilation felt a bit radical.
    

    

    
      Even if it was a Thought Form, it was the lingering thought of her father, who had protected her for the past 100 years, even picking off villains around her.
    

    

    
      For her, who had always been alone, that Thought Form must have been her only pillar of support.
    

    

    
      Whatever the reason, the act of cutting it down was something that could not receive a positive feedback from her.
    

    

    
      But it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      There was no other way.
    

    

    
      Even if I incurred her wrath, I had to annihilate that Thought Form.
    

    

    
      Even if it was a little harsh, if I could just annihilate it, the 'Succession' that had been abnormally postponed until now would likely proceed properly.
    

    

    
      If that happened, she wouldn't be able to ignore the throne any longer.
    

    

    
      Even if it meant postponing the emotional fallout.
    

    

    
      Sreung-
    

    

    
      Thus, I created a common sword in the empty air, grasped it, and approached the Thought Form.
    

    

    
      Teobeok teobeok-
    

    

    
      Tak-
    

    

    
      “No!!!!”
    

    

    
      With Valencia's sharp scream, I plunged the sword into the heart of the giant tiger, and with that.
    

    

    
      Kkureureuk-
    

    

    
      “…Huh.”
    

    

    
      I witnessed a bundle of numerous unpleasant-looking tentacles extending from its body.
    

    

    
      The bundle of tentacles immediately expanded, inflating itself.
    

    

    
      The protruding tentacles instantly outgrew the size of the wound and took on a volume almost equal to Allen's main body.
    

    

    
      Things.
    

    

    
      “…This wasn't in the plan.”
    

    

    
      Had gone a little sideways.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      With the situation becoming unexpectedly serious, U-jin immediately terminated the skill ‘Nightmare’.
    

    

    
      Saaat-!
    

    

    
      The purple curtain lifted in an instant, and his consciousness, which had been submerged as if fallen into an abyss, rose to the surface.
    

    

    
      He had returned to the physical world.
    

    

    
      But nothing had changed.
    

    

    
      The Thought Form was still expanding into a bundle of tentacles.
    

    

    
      Reminiscent of a cordyceps fungus, the bundle of tentacles that sprouted from its waist formed a grotesque shape, creating a horrific scene.
    

    

    
      “…Hero!!! What in the world is this.”
    

    

    
      “…That thing is.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At the sudden development, U-jin's companions were horrified in their own ways.
    

    

    
      U-jin, too, was watching the scene with a grave expression.
    

    

    
      And Valencia.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      She had a somewhat dazed expression.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      In fact.
    

    

    
      She had known.
    

    

    
      The throbbing headaches that came from time to time, and the bizarre shadow of Allen Tigris III that appeared with them.
    

    

    
      The image she had unknowingly imagined while looking at that shadow and the grotesque scene now appearing before her eyes were strikingly similar.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      So, she knew that what the man who came to persuade her had said was not wrong.
    

    

    
      That this wasn't its true nature.
    

    

    
      She was well aware that something was wrong, and how nonsensical it was for a lingering thought to exist for over a hundred years without a medium.
    

    

    
      But he was still her father, and she didn't dwell on it, thinking that if he too left, she would be truly alone.
    

    

    
      Whether it was good or bad, right or wrong.
    

    

    
      The option of eliminating her only pillar of support in this land with her own hands did not exist for her.
    

    

    
      Taktaktaktak-!
    

    

    
      Clutching her head with her hands due to the nauseating headache that was rising again, she tried to slip away from her spot while everyone's attention was diverted.
    

    

    
      It was the first time the bundle of tentacles had appeared so directly, but when the shadow had tilted bizarrely, it had always returned to normal after enough time had passed and the headache subsided.
    

    

    
      She was a little concerned about U-jin trying to kill her father, given his track record, and the situation was slightly different since it had manifested directly, but she thought it would be similar this time.
    

    

    
      …Well, there was also the fact that she wanted to get away from the spot because of her complicated mind and headache.
    

    

    
      Chwareureuk-
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      Dalgeurak-
    

    

    
      Perhaps one person had kept their eyes on her.
    

    

    
      A Mana Chain, looking exactly like the one she had seen in the mental world, shot out and wrapped around her ankle.
    

    

    
      Paeng-!
    

    

    
      As the chain pulled taut, she felt the Mana Circuit flowing through her body being tightly blocked.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s weaker than I thought.’
    

    

    
      It was the same situation she had experienced in the mental world, but this was the physical world.
    

    

    
      Unlike in the mental world where she couldn't move an inch, Valencia had a gut feeling that she could escape even while bound by the Mana Chain.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Paaat-
    

    

    
      Her intuition became reality.
    

    

    
      It was impossible to use mana due to the strange effect that sealed the operation of her Mana Circuit, but she was able to overcome the restraint of the Mana Chain with pure physical strength alone.
    

    

    
      In the distance, she saw U-jin's body teeter and then hurriedly extend the length of the Mana Chain.
    

    

    
      Thus, with the chain of mana attached to her ankle, she left the spot and crouched behind a nearby wall, scratching at the chain with her fingernails.
    

    

    
      Sageok sageok sageok-
    

    

    
      It was partly to escape the throbbing headache that felt stronger when she stayed still.
    

    

    
      And it was also for the literal purpose of trying to undo the bound chain.
    

    

    
      Sageok sageok-
    

    

    
      As she scratched at it a few times, suddenly.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    

    
      『And for that, I want the Beastkin faction to join in. For that to happen, you must inevitably take the throne.』
    

    

    

    
      The words U-jin had said in the mental world came to Valencia's mind.
    

    

    
      In the end, what Tom Hardist and he had said was the same.
    

    

    
      To sum it up in one phrase: ‘Become the King’.
    

    

    
      She didn't know why they would seek out someone who was living well in a corner and say such things, but from her perspective, she couldn't understand U-jin, who came at her like this even after she had refused.
    

    

    
      No, she didn't want to understand.
    

    

    
      King?
    

    

    
      She had never even thought of such a thing.
    

    

    
      A position that bears all responsibility.
    

    

    
      She didn't want to do it, nor could she.
    

    

    
      In her distant memories, her father reigning as king was certainly cool, but.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      What had become of him now?
    

    

    
      He was only remembered as the last king of a fallen kingdom.
    

    

    
      She didn't even know what exactly a king was, but Valencia just liked the way things were now.
    

    

    
      Living alone without any worries in a quiet, secluded country village.
    

    

    
      A leisurely life where she ate when hungry and slept when sleepy.
    

    

    
      Strictly speaking, it couldn't be called her father, but it was his Thought Form, where the nostalgia of her father remained.
    

    

    
      …That was enough.
    

    

    
      “…Why won't this thing break.”
    

    

    
      Sageok sageok-
    

    

    
      Just as she had cut through about half of the chain.
    

    

    
      Kwaaang-!
    

    

    
      Suddenly, the wall in front of her collapsed with a deafening roar.
    

    

    
      Fragments of the broken wall scattered in all directions, as if they had flown from afar.
    

    

    
      When she, who had instinctively dodged and covered her face with her right arm, moved her arm away.
    

    

    
      In that spot.
    

    

    
      “…You didn't go far. Valencia.”
    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    
      U-jin, who was slammed into the wall while coughing up a lot of blood, was waving his hand.
    

    

    
      His miserable state was quite a difficult sight to behold, but.
    

    

    
      Strangely, U-jin's face wore a smile.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a forced smile put on while greeting her.
    

    

    
      It was a smile like that of someone who has found a breakthrough.
    

    

    
      A smile that felt hopeful.
    

    

    
      “…Good timing, I just found something I wanted to show you.”
    

    

    
      …In his right hand was half of a broken sword.
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      Chwareureureuk-
    

    

    
      Hurriedly releasing the Mana Chain from Valencia who was trying to leave, U-jin examined the state of the Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Kkumul kkumul-
    

    

    
      The stab wound from the mental world was still there, and the bundle of tentacles that had pushed its way out was squirming and proliferating endlessly.
    

    

    
      Grotesque movements.
    

    

    
      An ominous atmosphere.
    

    

    
      Even an aura as if looking at something unholy.
    

    

    
      Its identity had to be *that*.
    

    

    
      ‘…A Primordial Demonic Beast.’
    

    

    
      Of course, it couldn't be said to be the thing itself, but U-jin was certain that it was at least a fragment of one.
    

    

    
      U-jin had seen all sorts of things during his time with the suicide squad before his Regression, but.
    

    

    
      Even in a situation where ruin was imminent, the only things he had seen that gave off such a peculiar grotesque movement and ominous feeling were of that kind.
    

    

    
      “…Damn it.”
    

    

    
      No wonder it felt strange.
    

    

    
      The part that had remained hazy even after the puzzle pieces had roughly fallen into place now made sense to U-jin.
    

    

    
      ‘…It didn't make sense for a Thought Form without a medium to last for 100 years.’
    

    

    
      Most Thought Forms existed in the form of Artifacts bound to a medium, and the few medium-less Thought Forms were bound to perish without leaving their presence behind for long.
    

    

    
      Mana had the property of circulating, and if it gathered, it naturally had the property of dispersing.
    

    

    
      Even holy relics, which could be said to be the pinnacle of Artifacts, would leave their divine will not in the empty air but in an object or a target.
    

    

    
      For the will of a mere mortal to remain for so long without a medium was something that didn't make sense.
    

    

    
      That was also why U-jin had been uncertain until he arrived at Aileen Village, even though he was somewhat convinced that the Man-eating Beast's identity was Allen Tigris.
    

    

    
      The conclusion drawn from putting all the other pieces together was clearly that the Man-eating Beast was Allen Tigris's Thought Form, but the question regarding the duration had not been resolved at all.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      ‘…This makes sense.’
    

    

    
      It made sense if he thought of it not as existing without a medium, but as hiding a medium—a fragment of a Primordial Demonic Beast—within it.
    

    

    
      Although it was a monstrous substance of unknown identity, it was still a substance that clearly existed in this world.
    

    

    
      …Instead, having spent such a long time with its roots in a Primordial Demonic Beast… it was difficult to see that thing as a Thought Form anymore.
    

    

    
      Rather, it was more correct to see it as a grotesque chimera closer to a Primordial Demonic Beast itself.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      He hadn't turned it inside out and looked himself, but U-jin was certain.
    

    

    
      Although its appearance was that of a large and gallant white tiger, its insides must have already been more than half devoured by the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      No, half would be fortunate.
    

    

    
      Considering the duration, it was correct to assume that the appearance of Allen Tigris III was now nothing more than a shell.
    

    

    
      He didn't know how it had managed to maintain itself without showing any signs until now, but at this point, it must have been festering for a very long time.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It seemed the reason Aileen Village, which he had visited before his Regression, had been destroyed wasn't simply because it was attacked by the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      At this level, something must have happened around that time.
    

    

    
      The thought that perhaps the reason the Demon King's Army went out of its way to attack that country village was related in some way—whether to use or eliminate this Primordial Demonic Beast—flashed through his mind.
    

    

    
      “Hero!!!”
    

    

    
      Eliya's urgent voice, suddenly bursting out, broke U-jin from his thoughts.
    

    

    
      “How……”
    

    

    
      Jerry, with his brow deeply furrowed, and Tom, biting his lip hard, were also looking at U-jin.
    

    

    
      He knew without them having to say a word.
    

    

    
      That they wanted an explanation of the current situation or some kind of instruction from U-jin.
    

    

    
      …However, it was difficult for U-jin to give them an immediate answer.
    

    

    
      ‘…This wasn't in the plan.’
    

    

    
      He had considered almost every possible situation, but even he hadn't thought of a scenario where a ‘Primordial Demonic Beast’ would be involved.
    

    

    
      Primordial Demonic Beasts were fundamentally impossible to annihilate.
    

    

    
      …At least, as far as U-jin knew.
    

    

    
      He had never once seen the fundamental annihilation of a Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      Of course, he had seen a fragment of one being sealed before his Regression, but.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something he had experienced firsthand, and even that was no easy task.
    

    

    
      It wasn't something so trivial that he could just try whatever came to mind in a situation where none of the conditions were met.
    

    

    
      ‘…What should I do.’
    

    

    
      Just as U-jin was contemplating the unexpected situation.
    

    

    
      He felt a strange sensation from somewhere.
    

    

    
      Woooong-
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      It wasn't an unfamiliar feeling.
    

    

    
      A feeling he had definitely experienced once before.
    

    

    
      However, it felt a little stronger than last time.
    

    

    
      The Sword's Cry.
    

    

    
      The half-sword hilt he had taken out along with the Demonic Sword in the Shandong Peninsula was letting out a cry.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      U-jin wondered why it had suddenly let out an untimely cry in such an urgent situation, but.
    

    

    
      Something faintly came to his mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…Come to think of it.’
    

    

    
      The first time this half-sword hilt had let out a cry before.
    

    

    
      That was definitely when he first encountered ‘Tom Hardist’.
    

    

    
      Since it was the first time and only a single cry, he hadn't been able to gauge what conditions needed to be met for it to sound its cry.
    

    

    
      If he were to force a commonality between that situation and the current one.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Beastkin.’
    

    

    
      The Beastkin.
    

    

    
      And not just any Beastkin, but those who had inherited a strong bloodline. 
    

    

    
      This sword was crying out to them.
    

    

    
      Thinking it might be a possibility, U-jin took out the sword hilt and aimed it at Allen Tigris's Thought Form, which was completely covered in the bundle of tentacles.
    

    

    
      And soon after.
    

    

    
      Tiring-!
    

    

    
      [The ‘Fragment of the Nameless Sword’ is reacting strongly to an unknown power.]
    

    

    
      The system window's notification sound informed him that his guess was correct.
    

    

    
      Woooooong-!
    

    

    
      A much stronger Sword's Cry.
    

    

    
      He was certain.
    

    

    
      Even if he couldn't pinpoint exactly what it was, this sword hilt was asserting its presence in relation to the Beastkin.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Meanwhile.
    

    

    
      Kwaaak-!
    

    

    
      Perhaps unable to wait any longer for U-jin, who was just waving the broken sword hilt around without any noticeable reaction.
    

    

    
      Tom jumped onto the Thought Form's back and began cutting the bundle of tentacles from its body.
    

    

    
      As someone who had once been a royal guard of the Beastkin and served the king, he couldn't bring himself to attack the king directly, but his actions stemmed from the thought that he had to do *something*.
    

    

    
      …It was obvious, but his attack, swung without any real basis, was meaningless.
    

    

    
      His claws, extended to their limit, sliced through the bundle of tentacles dozens of times, but.
    

    

    
      The severed tentacles crawled back and reattached themselves, and from the cut places, even more tentacles sprouted, now trying to swallow Tom as well.
    

    

    
      As it was on a different level from ordinary Magical Beasts, it was impossible to resolve the current situation with mere physical damage.
    

    

    
      …Well.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that Tom didn't know this.
    

    

    
      He too could intuitively tell that these tentacles possessed a strange and unpleasant essence, different from ordinary things, but he had moved his body because he couldn't bear to watch his monarch be defiled before his eyes.
    

    

    
      It was a purely emotional attack.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Watching Tom, U-jin quietly raised the corner of his mouth.
    

    

    
      Psik-
    

    

    
      A hopeless situation with no answer in sight.
    

    

    
      It was a situation he never wanted to face again after having gone through Regression, but ironically, it was the kind of situation he felt most familiar with.
    

    

    
      Before his Regression, every situation he encountered felt like this.
    

    

    
      ‘…Let's do this.’
    

    

    
      He didn't know what the right answer to this situation was, but there was no problem in the world without an answer.
    

    

    
      It just hadn't been found yet.
    

    

    
      Having organized his thoughts, U-jin looked at Tom, who was flustered and running around in confusion, and readjusted his grip on the sword hilt.
    

    

    
      “…Tom! Get out of there!”
    

    

    
      He shouted at him.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Even if he couldn't figure out exactly what it was, the fact that this sword hilt had suddenly made a sound must mean there was some kind of solution.
    

    

    
      He didn't know how, but it seemed the Fragment of the Nameless Sword could play some role in breaking through this situation.
    

    

    
      ‘…First, let's try stabbing it.’
    

    

    
      Taktaktak-!
    

    

    
      Paaat.
    

    

    
      Kicking off the ground, U-jin took a few running steps and then leaped to where Tom had been.
    

    

    
      He crossed paths with Tom as if passing a baton and plunged the Nameless Sword between the tentacles.
    

    

    
      Puuuk-!
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      No change occurred.
    

    

    
      The disgusting tentacles were still proliferating, and the Thought Form remained unharmed, not even flinching.
    

    

    
      To the point that its previous signals seemed meaningless, the Nameless Sword had no effect on the Thought Form.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      There was one thing that had changed.
    

    

    
      *Woooong-! Wooooong-!
    

    

    
      The vibration of the Nameless Sword, which until then had felt like a mere tremor—
    

    

    
      Was now shaking as if in an earthquake, sending out an insane Sword's Cry.
    

    

    
      Puuk-
    

    

    
      U-jin raised a hollow smile, intuitively knowing that his current attempt had failed as the Thought Form showed no significant change even after being stabbed again.
    

    

    
      ‘…It definitely feels like this is the right direction, though.’
    

    

    
      As he muttered inwardly.
    

    

    
      The Thought Form's tail swung as if to shake something off.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who was hit while defenseless.
    

    

    
      Kwaak-!
    

    

    
      Was sent flying with a powerful crack.
    

    

    
      And, the moment he was slammed into the wall with a *Kwang!*
    

    

    
      He heard a strange voice pierce his eardrums.
    

    

    
      『…Between the eyes.』
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      『Strike between the eyes. Child.』
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Kwaaang-!
    

    

    
      Whether by coincidence or fate.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      At the spot where U-jin was slammed with a deafening roar, Valencia was hiding, trying to break the Mana Chain bound to her ankle.
    

    

    
      Clutching her head with one hand, she stared at the flying U-jin with wide eyes.
    

    

    
      “…You didn't go far. Valencia.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Cough-
    

    

    
      From Valencia's perspective, it was an appearance that made her flinch involuntarily.
    

    

    
      U-jin, who had coughed up a lot of blood, was waving his hand while lying on the ground.
    

    

    
      Valencia unknowingly grimaced at the miserable sight.
    

    

    
      But strangely, U-jin, the one in question, had a smile on his face.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a forced smile put on while greeting her.
    

    

    
      “…Good timing, I just found something I wanted to show you.”
    

    

    
      Like someone who has found a breakthrough.
    

    

    
      A smile that felt hopeful.
    

    

    
      “…Between the eyes, huh.”
    

    

    
      Smiling like that, U-jin muttered something nonsensical and staggered to his feet.
    

    

    
      “…So it's between the eyes.”
    

    

    
      Then, he stroked the sword hilt in his right hand once and turned his gaze forward.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Paat-!
    

    

    
      He leaped once more and rushed towards the Thought Form.
    

    

    
      And the moment the broken sword hilt plunged into the space between its eyes—the very spot he had just mentioned—
    

    

    
      …a change occurred.
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      Puuuk-!
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The moment the broken sword hilt plunged into the space between its eyes, just as U-jin had foretold.
    

    

    
      A change occurred.
    

    

    
      Paaat-!
    

    

    
      First, a deep blue light shone out.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the common color seen when uncontrolled Mana lingers.
    

    

    
      This was true both in terms of its appearance and the qualitatively different aura it exuded.
    

    

    
      It was a vivid blue, clearer and more distinct than that.
    

    

    
      It was the light of the azure sea, like the color of one of Valencia's eyes.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The change that occurred with the brilliant blue light was astonishing.
    

    

    
      First, the bundle of tentacles, which had been uncontrollably proliferating and growing in size, stopped moving.
    

    

    
      The bundle of tentacles, which had been growing exponentially in a short time, had already reached the size of a high-rise building and was still continuing to expand as if that wasn't enough, but.
    

    

    
      The moment U-jin plunged the sword into the space between its eyes, all its movements ceased in an instant.
    

    

    
      …That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      The tentacles, which U-jin had named the ‘Fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast’, stopped proliferating and soon after began to shrink.
    

    

    
      As if an unraveled skein of yarn was being rewound, they instantly tangled together and reduced their size.
    

    

    
      It was truly a surprising event.
    

    

    
      After all, this was the bundle of tentacles that had continued to grow as if unfazed even when the great Tom Hardist had sliced it dozens of times.
    

    

    
      He hadn't been holding back either; he, who possessed combat abilities conservatively estimated at the baron level, had struggled against it. For a mere half-broken sword hilt to cause such a thing was something that couldn't be explained by its appearance alone.
    

    

    
      “…Hero!”
    

    

    
      Sure enough.
    

    

    
      Eliya called out to U-jin, her voice like an exclamation at the astonishing situation.
    

    

    
      Although she didn't say it outright, her voice contained a question demanding an explanation of the situation.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had been silently watching the situation, and Tom, who was shaking off the tentacles clinging to his hands, were also staring at U-jin as if they couldn't believe what was happening.
    

    

    
      However, despite being aware of the gazes demanding an explanation, U-jin couldn't give them a proper answer.
    

    

    
      It was true that U-jin had created the situation, but he didn't fully understand it himself.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, unlike the others, U-jin at least had a guess.
    

    

    
      『…Between the eyes.』
    

    

    
      『Strike between the eyes. Child.』
    

    

    
      Through the continuous Sword's Cry and the voice he heard when he was slammed into the wall, he knew that the current situation was caused by some kind of interaction between the Fragment of the Nameless Sword he was holding and the trait of being a Beastkin.
    

    

    
      But that was the extent of it.
    

    

    
      In reality, all he had done was follow the voice of unknown origin and stab the sword between the white tiger's eyes.
    

    

    
      Just as the sword hilt, obtained in the process of acquiring the Demonic Sword Chiyou, had not been part of his plan, the current situation was also outside of U-jin's plans.
    

    

    
      He had carried it around because he felt something was unusual about it, but U-jin had no idea it would be helpful in this way.
    

    

    
      Therefore, if anything, U-jin was the one who wanted to ask how this was possible.
    

    

    
      Kkumul kkumul-
    

    

    
      Soon, all the grotesquely spread tentacles subsided.
    

    

    
      The stab wound that U-jin had inflicted on the white tiger's body in the mental world also squirmed and healed.
    

    

    
      The white tiger that returned had a much more intense presence.
    

    

    
      Its eyes, which had been empty and dead-like, were now filled with a brilliant golden light.
    

    

    
      An appearance that perfectly suited the name White Tiger.
    

    

    
      It was such a powerful image that for a moment, one would forget it was a ‘Thought Form’.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      『…It has been a long time.』
    

    

    
      As its filled eyes took on a vibrant life, a clear voice was heard.
    

    

    
      『Valencia.』
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      A clear voice came from the Thought Form.
    

    

    
      U-jin realized it was the same voice that had spoken to him earlier, telling him to strike between the eyes.
    

    

    
      ‘…I thought it was the sword.’
    

    

    
      At first, he had thought it was a lingering thought within the sword speaking to him, as had been the case with the Demonic Sword Chiyou.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was already extremely rare for a lingering thought in a complete Holy Relic to speak, so it was nonsensical to think that an incomplete fragment could speak directly through its thought, but.
    

    

    
      Since it was the sword pointed out by the Demonic Sword ‘Chiyou’, he had known from the start that it was no ordinary sword, and because of the strong Sword's Cry he had heard earlier, he couldn't think of any other possibility.
    

    

    
      But that wasn't it after all.
    

    

    
      He didn't know the exact method, but it wasn't the sword; Allen Tigris III's Thought Form itself had spoken to him, telling him to strike its brow.
    

    

    
      The voice of the Thought Form, which had regained its form, was identical to the one U-jin had heard when he was slammed into the wall.
    

    

    
      『…It has been a long time, Valencia.』
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Although the image of her father greeted her, Valencia couldn't answer.
    

    

    
      …Of course, it wasn't because she didn't want to answer.
    

    

    
      It was simply that she couldn't open her mouth, unable to believe the current situation.
    

    

    
      She had succeeded in breaking U-jin's Mana Chain that she had been trying to sever, and her father's voice, which had been practically erased from her mind, was now speaking to her right before her eyes, but.
    

    

    
      Her eyes were wide and her mouth agape with a look of utter disbelief.
    

    

    
      No sound came out, but her mouth, continuously opening and closing like a fish, proved her bewilderment.
    

    

    
      Had she been given more time, Valencia would have suppressed her overwhelming emotions and reacted somehow, but.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      She was not given any more time.
    

    

    
      After leaving a quiet word for Valencia, he almost immediately turned his head towards U-jin.
    

    

    
      And then.
    

    

    
      Jiiing-!
    

    

    
      Fixing his golden eyes on U-jin, he lightly pawed the ground once.
    

    

    
      And at the same time, a message appeared in the system window.
    

    

    
      [Warning! An unknown power is encroaching upon your mind and body.]
    

    

    
      [You are being forcibly drawn into the domain of <Inherent Barrier: ???>.]
    

    

    
      Before he could even finish reading the sentences, the world tilted—kiwootung—and twisted diagonally.
    

    

    
      All the background and objects in his vision vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, within a grayish-white space, only the distinctive golden eyes of Allen Tigris III and U-jin himself remained.
    

    

    
      ‘This is…….’
    

    

    
      An Inherent Barrier.
    

    

    
      …It was a rare space.
    

    

    
      U-jin could pride himself on his experience being second to none, having even gone through Regression, but.
    

    

    
      He had entered an Inherent Barrier less than ten times in total, including all his experiences before Regression.
    

    

    
      It was especially difficult for a being other than a Constellation to possess a unique domain in this world.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Frozen time.
    

    

    
      A space that can be altered at the caster's will, and so on.
    

    

    
      The characteristic aspects were, in fact, not much different from a mental world.
    

    

    
      However, an Inherent Barrier was on a different level from a mental world, which could be entered simply through a Succubus's ability.
    

    

    
      If a mental world was literally a ‘space of imagination’, this was a space that actually existed in the physical realm.
    

    

    
      Of course, unless one was a Constellation, it usually existed not in the visible physical realm but in a distorted, invisible plane that couldn't be entered by normal means.
    

    

    
      While the effects in a mental world were limited to the mental domain, all experiences here were applied to reality.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, in a mental world, one could only inflict the ‘experience’ of having an arm cut off, but here, if an arm was cut off, it was ‘actually’ cut off.
    

    

    
      Therefore, U-jin could not let his guard down.
    

    

    
      He had a hunch that something had changed due to the Nameless Sword's effect, but he still didn't know why Allen Tigris III had drawn him into this place.
    

    

    
      『…So it was you. The one who held the Sword of the Son of Heaven.』
    

    

    
      The golden eyes spoke to U-jin.
    

    

    
      ‘…Sword of the Son of Heaven?’
    

    

    
      It was a name he had never heard before, despite his numerous experiences before Regression.
    

    

    
      But it was obvious what it was referring to.
    

    

    
      “…Are you talking about this?”
    

    

    
      As U-jin asked, lifting the broken sword hilt, the being exhaled softly and replied.
    

    

    
      『…Heh.』
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      『So you swung that sword without even knowing what it was, child?』
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “You told me to. Allen Tigris III.”
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      “What was I supposed to do when there was no other way? I had to do as I was told. I couldn't just stand by and do nothing in that situation.”
    

    

    
      …It was absurd, but he wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      From U-jin's perspective, that was certainly the case.
    

    

    
      The eyes blinked twice, as if at a loss for words.
    

    

    
      Soon, he revealed his form from the darkness, shook his massive head twice, and muttered.
    

    

    
      『…Then what on earth made you trust my words and follow them? What would you have done if the situation had worsened?』
    

    

    
      His appearance, just as seen outside, featured distinct golden eyes.
    

    

    
      However, there was one peculiar thing.
    

    

    
      The blue particles that formed his body were scattering.
    

    

    
      Very slowly, but little by little.
    

    

    
      They were flaking away like a rock eroding in the wind and rain.
    

    

    
      Watching this sight, U-jin skipped the pleasantries and got straight to the point.
    

    

    
      “…Let's skip the introduction. It seems you're back to your senses, so why don't you explain things, Allen Tigris III.”
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      “…It doesn't look like you have much time.”
    

    

    
      He wasn't certain, but from the figure's appearance revealed in the darkness, U-jin could roughly guess the current development.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      He didn't have much time left.
    

    

    
      The particles flaking off his body could have been a meaningless effect, but if that were the case, there would have been no need to deploy an Inherent Barrier.
    

    

    
      They were falling away slowly now, but in terms of outside time, the process of annihilation was likely happening so fast it could be called ‘instantaneous’.
    

    

    
      He figured that was also why only he had been called.
    

    

    
      Bringing multiple people into the Inherent Barrier would require more power, and the more power consumed, the faster that process would become.
    

    

    
      After all, U-jin was the one who had directly performed the process akin to ‘purification (淨化)’ that occurred when he plunged the sword between its eyes.
    

    

    
      …Sure enough.
    

    

    
      『…What an audacious fellow.』
    

    

    
      After leaving this brief, incredulous comment for U-jin, he said.
    

    

    
      『…Listen well, child. It will be of help to you once you hear it.』
    

    

    
      He began to tell the truth.
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      『It was not my intention to kill from the beginning.』
    

    

    

    
      His first words, spoken calmly, were an explanation of ‘himself as the Man-eating Beast’.
    

    

    

    
      『…I was merely a lingering thought that remained here to protect my daughter.』
    

    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III, who had lost his life during the fall of the Beastkin Nation, held a powerful will to protect his lone daughter even at the moment of his death.
    

    

    
      Thus, even after his life ended, his Thought Form remained here, a lingering thought solely for the purpose of protecting his daughter…
    

    

    
      …Valencia Tigris.
    

    

    
      A Thought Form, its existence sustained by a powerful will, would exert its influence on the world by expressing that will in some way.
    

    

    
      If there were 100 Thought Forms, they would exert their influence in 100 different ways, and Allen Tigris III's Thought Form influenced the world by singling out the wicked around her.
    

    

    
      …The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      It was what he was most confident in and best at.
    

    

    
      The bloodline of the Tigris family, which had ruled the Beastkin monarchy for generations, possessed eyes that could see through the essence of things.
    

    

    
      The human heart was a confusing thing, as the saying goes, it is easier to know the depth of ten fathoms of water than the heart of one person, but the White Tiger clan possessed the ability to see through it.
    

    

    
      That was ultimately why they could clearly distinguish between the good and the evil among countless humans.
    

    

    
      Their eyes, which could see through essence, possessed an intuition that penetrated the invisible plane beyond the visible.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the fact that the Beastkin Nation had been able to stand firm and survive as the leader of the neutral forces amidst the stormy continental situation, where factions were divided between The Order and the Demon King, was partly due to this ability.
    

    

    
      Its effectiveness was something that went without saying.
    

    

    

    
      『In fact, at first, I didn't even go as far as killing. I merely instilled fear in them and chased them out of the village.』
    

    

    

    
      I had thought so too.
    

    

    
      If the Man-eating Beast was indeed the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III as I suspected, the assumption that he wouldn't have resorted to killing was one of the factors that made it difficult to clearly identify him.
    

    

    
      Leaving aside Allen Tigris III's personal will, the Tigris family was fundamentally magnanimous in nature.
    

    

    
      …No, in truth, it was closer to a disposition they were born with.
    

    

    
      They knew instinctively that if they did something as extreme as taking a life, their eyes that saw through essence would become clouded.
    

    

    

    
      『…The problem arose when some time had passed, and my existence began to fade.』
    

    

    

    
      ‘…As I thought.’
    

    

    
      It was the natural course of events.
    

    

    
      No matter how strong the will of a lingering thought without a medium was, it was difficult for it to last more than 10 years.
    

    

    
      Let alone 100 years, which was literally ‘unheard of’.
    

    

    
      It was not a very rational assumption to think that something that had likely never happened in the near-eternal history of the Upper Plane would be possible only at this time.
    

    

    

    

    
      『And then, a human came to find me, somehow knowing about me.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Human.
    

    

    
      That was the only clue that came from his mouth.
    

    

    
      But in that moment, one person immediately came to my mind.
    

    

    
      A human who possessed information related to the Primordial Demonic Beast, knew of Allen Tigris's existence, and was eccentric enough to shove a fragment of it into a Thought Form's body.
    

    

    
      Looking across the entire Upper Plane, there was only one such person.
    

    

    

    
      『…Isaac Einstein.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    

    
      『That's the name he said he uses.』
    

    

    

    

    
      A hint of regret colored his eyes.
    

    

    
      “So you were forcibly injected with it?”
    

    

    
      He shook his head.
    

    

    
      Dori dori-
    

    

    

    
      『No. I made the choice. It wasn't something that could be done by force in the first place.』
    

    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『A Thought Form vanishes the moment its will disappears. If that human named Isaac had tried to do it by force, it would have ended with my annihilation.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『…I was the one who made the choice. For me, it was an offer I couldn't refuse.』
    

    

    

    
      From Isaac's perspective, it must have been some kind of experiment.
    

    

    
      All the things he always perpetrated in his residence, the White House, were of this nature.
    

    

    
      The only difference between what happened inside there and this was that it had been released into an uncontrolled, external situation.
    

    

    

    
      『…By the time I felt regret, it was already too late.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『After that squirming thing encroached upon my consciousness, this body was left as an ambiguous existence, neither a Thought Form nor not a Thought Form.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『I don't know exactly what substance it is, but as it filled my body, it gave rise to a murderous intent. In that process, all I could do was use my remaining will to turn that murderous intent towards the wicked.』
    

    

    

    
      It seemed the puzzle pieces were more or less falling into place.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Of course, that probably wasn't the right thing to do. But if I hadn't done at least that, it might have affected those around me or…….』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『Perhaps it might have even touched Valencia. It was an impulse beyond my control from the start.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    

    
      『It probably would have been dangerous if you had been even a little later in awakening your power as a Sacred Beast with the Sword of the Son of Heaven. Until just before, I was literally holding on by a thread.』
    

    

    

    
      Sword of the Son of Heaven.
    

    

    
      There it was again.
    

    

    
      From here on, it was a story I knew nothing about.
    

    

    
      “…What is this Sword of the Son of Heaven? All I know is that it reacts to the Beastkin.”
    

    

    

    
      『…It seems you truly know nothing.』
    

    

    

    
      Shaking his head once, he gave a brief, summarized explanation of this broken fragment of the Nameless Sword.
    

    

    

    
      『In a word, it is a sword that awakens the power of the Four Gods.』
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The Four Gods.
    

    

    
      The four auspicious animals that rule the directions of east, west, south, and north.
    

    

    
      It was a myth that held such a large place in the Eastern legends of the lower planes that I was very familiar with it.
    

    

    
      Even so, for U-jin, it was a story that was a little difficult to accept.
    

    

    
      …The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      While their names were well-known in the lower planes, in the Upper Plane he had experienced before his Regression, the ‘Four Directional Gods’ were as good as defunct.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Azure Dragon, White Tiger, Vermilion Bird, Black Tortoise. They are also called the Four Directional Gods or Sacred Beasts, a term that collectively refers to the four divine beasts.』
    

    

    

    
      It wasn't that I didn't know the content.
    

    

    
      Taking a cue from the fact that the royal bloodline of the then-ruined Beastkin Nation had the appearance of a ‘white tiger’.
    

    

    
      I, U-jin, had once wandered around searching for whether the legend of the Four Directional Gods existed in the Upper Plane, hoping they could become a military asset.
    

    

    
      However, after using my forces to search for information and scouring the continent, the conclusion I ultimately reached was that the Four Directional Gods did not exist.
    

    

    
      Except for the ‘Tigris family’, the royal bloodline of the Beastkin, I couldn't find any other traces of the other Sacred Beasts.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a conclusion I had reached lightly.
    

    

    
      At the time, my forces had searched for their traces in earnest, and even after confirming the death of ‘Valencia Tigris’, I had deployed a considerable number of personnel to investigate and search for any sign of the Four Directional Gods.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      “The Four Directional Gods existed? For real?”
    

    

    

    
      『…What do you mean, existed? They all exist even now, in the present.』
    

    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III's words that followed were even more difficult to believe.
    

    

    
      To think they exist even now.
    

    

    

    
      『Take me, for instance, right before you. I am clearly a being born of the bloodline of a Sacred Beast.』
    

    

    

    
      From U-jin's perspective, it was such an absurd story that it was hard to believe even though he had heard it directly.
    

    

    

    
      『It's not generally known to the public, but the royal family clearly recognizes us as one of the Four Sacred Beasts.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『Of course, I too have not reached that true power…….』
    

    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't hard to believe that the Tigris family, who had been the kings of the Beastkin, possessed power identical to the White Tiger from the legends.
    

    

    
      They also had the commonality of possessing ‘eyes that see through essence’.
    

    

    
      In the first place, the significant clue that had made me suspect and search for the existence of the Four Directional Gods before my Regression was the existence of their bloodline.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The problematic part was every other aspect.
    

    

    
      Excluding the Tigris family, known as the royal bloodline of the Beastkin, I had failed to find any other trace that the ‘Four Directional Gods’ actually existed, despite all my efforts before the Regression.
    

    

    
      Even.
    

    

    
      “…The Azure Dragon too?”
    

    

    

    
      『…Of course. They have existed in every era.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      The ‘dragons’ he spoke of were known to have gone extinct long ago.
    

    

    
      ‘…No way.’
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Thinking simply, it wasn't as if there had never been cases where a being believed to be extinct actually existed.
    

    

    
      Jerry himself was a member of the Vampire Clan, which was said to have been annihilated, yet he was alive and well by my side.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The case of the Dragon race was not on a scale that could be compared to Jerry's.
    

    

    
      The Vampire Clan was merely one of the Beastkin tribes, and it had been less than 100 years since they were said to have gone extinct.
    

    

    
      In terms of scale and time, it was ridiculously small and short in comparison.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      Objectively speaking, it might be laughable to describe the Vampire Clan, which had once held the rank of count in the Demon King's Army, in such a way, but.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      A dragon was a dragon.
    

    

    
      The Dragon race was a race with such a strong presence that it was difficult to describe them as a single race.
    

    

    
      In the primordial era of the distant past, a time so ancient that not even accurate records remain to guess the exact period, the strongest race that was said to have ruled both the sky and the earth of this world was the ‘dragons’.
    

    

    
      Even in this Upper Plane, where all sorts of imaginary beings live and breathe, the Dragon race was treated as a ‘being of imagination’.
    

    

    
      Although they had completely lost their dominance and been wiped out with the appearance of the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      The Dragon race was a being from the distant past that boasted an overwhelming presence and majesty.
    

    

    
      The meaning and presence carried by the name ‘Dragon race’ were too great and powerful to be simply compared to the extinction of the vampires.
    

    

    
      …That's why it was all the more difficult for U-jin to accept.
    

    

    
      He thought that if a being with such a presence was still alive, it should have been known to the world long ago.
    

    

    
      Moreover, this was not an era of peace where they could live in hiding, but a continent that had become an arena of war where The Order and the Demon King's Army fought over territory every day.
    

    

    
      U-jin found it hard to believe that such a being could remain hidden in the midst of such turmoil.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    

    
      『…It is the undeniable truth.』
    

    

    

    
      For those eyes, which did not speak falsehoods and revealed the essence of things, to be telling a lie.
    

    

    
      That, too, made no sense.
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      “…….”
    

    

    
      U-jin fell silent, looking down at the half-sword hilt in his hand.
    

    

    
      ‘…I did think it wasn't an ordinary sword.’
    

    

    
      Considering the place where he found it and the one who had told him of its existence, the idea that it was an ordinary item was completely out of the question.
    

    

    
      In the first place, if it were some common artifact that could be picked up or bought somewhere, U-jin would have had no reason to bother carrying around such a cumbersome item that wasn't of any immediate help to his fighting strength.
    

    

    
      He had done so because he believed it possessed an extraordinary power, even if he didn't know exactly what it was.
    

    

    
      And indeed, just as U-jin had predicted, the sword proved its worth by reacting to Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      Although he couldn't pinpoint the exact reason, U-jin had guessed then.
    

    

    
      That this sword was somehow related to the power of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    

    
      『…I am also bewildered that the Sword of the Son of Heaven, which had not appeared for eons, has suddenly shown up… but it is an undeniable fact. In the first place, that sword is designed to lose its power if your Sacred Beast does not exist.』
    

    

    

    
      If what this Thought Form of Allen Tigris III before him was saying was true, then it seemed to possess a far greater power than he had imagined.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Four Gods.’
    

    

    
      It wasn't just limited to the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      The Black Tortoise, the Vermilion Bird, the Azure Dragon, the White Tiger.
    

    

    
      It seemed to be an item related to the imaginary beings he had failed to find even after turning the continent upside down before his Regression.
    

    

    
      In particular, while he didn't know about the actual existence of the Black Tortoise or the Vermilion Bird, the fact that dragons still existed was truly astonishing to U-jin.
    

    

    
      It couldn't be called a clear fact since it was a story from the primordial era, for which no accurate records remain.
    

    

    
      However, based on the information Jerry had obtained through adventurers before the Regression, dragons were known to have been a race with power greater than any other living creature that had existed on this land.
    

    

    
      …That is, if one excluded the Primordial Demonic Beast, which was a bit difficult to cram into the category of a ‘living creature’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In any case, although he didn't know the exact method yet, if he could obtain their power, it was self-evident that it would be a great help in the ‘Demon King Hunt’.
    

    

    
      For U-jin, who cherished every single bit of fighting strength, there was no reason to refuse.
    

    

    
      It was literally an ‘unexpected stroke of luck’.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      That didn't mean there were no unsettling aspects to the current situation.
    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III's brief explanation had raised too many questions.
    

    

    
      Especially.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Sword of the Son of Heaven.’
    

    

    
      Why he had never known about a Holy Relic of such influence.
    

    

    
      That was the part he understood the least.
    

    

    
      As with any war, the War against Demons could not be explained solely by the category of ‘fighting’.
    

    

    
      Of course, invading each other's territories with weapons and fighting for them constituted the lion's share of the war, but there was always competition in other areas as well.
    

    

    
      And among the competitive aspects other than the direct territorial disputes where they pointed swords at each other, two were most prominent.
    

    

    
      Recruiting talent, and securing supplies.
    

    

    
      And the most active part of securing supplies was the excavation of artifacts and Holy Relics that had been scattered and buried across the continent since ancient times.
    

    

    
      In other words, at any point during the War against Demons, the search for artifacts was continuously ongoing.
    

    

    
      Both The Order and the Demon King invested considerable resources and manpower into the excavation of artifacts.
    

    

    
      Therefore, by the end of the War against Demons, most of the artifacts that could be found on the continent had already been excavated.
    

    

    
      This was especially true for items of high influence and grade.
    

    

    
      U-jin couldn't understand why a Holy Relic of this magnitude, one that could command the Four Gods, had neither been discovered nor become known before his Regression.
    

    

    
      No matter how hard he thought, he had never once heard the name ‘Sword of the Son of Heaven’.
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    
      ‘…It must have seen the light of day.’
    

    

    
      The place where this artifact existed was the underground cave on the peninsula, protected by the bloodline of the Heavenly Demon for generations.
    

    

    
      It was a space U-jin had personally visited with the old man in the bamboo hat before his Regression.
    

    

    
      U-jin was certain that this half-sword hilt had not been there at that time.
    

    

    
      At U-jin's level back then, it might have been possible for him to be unaware of the sword's existence while retrieving the Demonic Sword, Cheoyun.
    

    

    
      But he believed it was impossible for the old man in the bamboo hat at that time, who showed such mastery at finding things that the word ‘prodigy’ felt inadequate, to have missed the existence of such an item.
    

    

    
      That meant that before they had visited, someone else had come to that place and taken the sword.
    

    

    
      How they were able to visit a space known only to the Heavenly Demon's bloodline, who it was.
    

    

    
      Also, where the other half was, why they had taken it and left the Demonic Sword behind at that time—there were many unexplained things.
    

    

    
      But setting all that aside, he could be certain of one thing: this sword had come out into the world before his Regression.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      That's why he understood it even less.
    

    

    
      Why the person who took such an item hadn't even used it.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    

    
      『…Hmm. It seems the name is unfamiliar to you.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    

    
      『Then, would you know it if I called it the ‘Xuanyuan Sword’?』
    

    

    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    
      U-jin's train of thought was forced to a halt by Allen Tigris III's addition.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      The Xuanyuan Sword.
    

    

    
      While the words ‘Sword of the Son of Heaven’ had brought nothing to mind for U-jin.
    

    

    
      The name Xuanyuan Sword was not something he was unfamiliar with.
    

    

    
      No.
    

    

    
      It was impossible not to know it.
    

    

    
      Before his Regression, the name of the weapon used by the leader of the Murim Empire, one of the largest factions within The Order's territory, who had been annihilated along with three legions of the Demon King's Army led by a Duke-class general at the end of the War against Demons, was the ‘Xuanyuan Sword’.
    

    

    
      Of course, he hadn't been on the scene at the time, so all U-jin knew was what he had heard.
    

    

    
      But he clearly remembered that the name of the brilliant white sword that person had used was the ‘Xuanyuan Sword’.
    

    

    
      ‘…Then the “Son of Heaven” must be…’
    

    

    
      U-jin finally realized what Allen meant by ‘Son of Heaven’.
    

    

    
      “The Emperor.”
    

    

    

    
      『…Come to think of it, I believe humans did call him by such a name.』
    

    

    

    
      The last emperor of the Murim Empire, ‘Gongsun Zan’.
    

    

    
      The name of the sword he used was the Xuanyuan Sword.
    

    

    
      ‘…This makes sense.’
    

    

    
      The fog of questions that had clouded his mind vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      He had no knowledge of the unfamiliar name ‘Sword of the Son of Heaven’.
    

    

    
      But ‘Gongsun Zan’ was certainly a figure who had possessed presence and influence in his past life, and if it was a Holy Relic he had used, there was no need to doubt its power.
    

    

    
      One peculiar point was that only its name was known; there was no mention of it controlling Sacred Beasts, as Allen had said, nor were any other abilities known. 
    

    

    
      This was a bit puzzling, but it was still an acceptable level of understanding.
    

    

    
      At least it wasn't a question as incomprehensible as a completely ‘unfamiliar Holy Relic’.
    

    

    

    
      『Well, anyway. It seems you're convinced now.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『…May we move on to the next topic? There isn't much time.』
    

    

    

    
      Nod.
    

    

    
      As U-jin nodded his head.
    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III bowed his large head, expressing his thanks.
    

    

    

    
      『First, I offer my thanks. Because you stabbed me with the Sword of the Son of Heaven at the right moment, I was able to regain control of this body.』
    

    

    

    
      “…I did it to save myself, too. Don't thank me, it's embarrassing.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't an empty platitude; it was the truth.
    

    

    
      For U-jin, the appearance of the Primordial Demonic Beast was a situation for which he had no plan or countermeasure.
    

    

    
      He didn't know for sure, but if he hadn't found a solution and failed to stop the expansion of the Primordial Demonic Beast trying to burst out of the Thought Form, it would have surely become an uncontrollable situation.
    

    

    
      It was also self-evident that U-jin and his companions, who were in close proximity, would not have been able to escape its influence.
    

    

    
      In fact, from U-jin's perspective, he was the one who had been helped by Allen's intervention.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was because U-jin had the Xuanyuan Sword, but Allen had provided the precise instruction to stab between the eyebrows, so it could be said to be a win-win situation where they both played their parts and benefited.
    

    

    

    
      『…Anyway. Although I have not reached the complete mind and body of the White Tiger, the Sword of the Son of Heaven has the ability to draw out the power of the Sacred Beasts. That is why I can, for a brief moment, suppress that wicked thing and take control of this body.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『…It goes without saying. Not for long.』
    

    

    

    
      Even without an explanation, U-jin already knew.
    

    

    
      He had already guessed from the blue particles scattering from his body, and the fact that their number and size were increasing was proof of the little time he had left.
    

    

    

    
      『As you can see, once I disappear naturally, only that wicked thing will remain.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『That situation must be prevented at all costs.』
    

    

    

    
      U-jin nodded his head before he knew it.
    

    

    
      He had experienced it countless times.
    

    

    
      In the timeline before his Regression, not a single person who had been directly involved with a Primordial Demonic Beast had survived.
    

    

    
      Anyone involved, even indirectly, was bound to walk a path of ruin, physically or at least mentally.
    

    

    
      Of course, the current mass was lacking in many ways to be clearly defined as a ‘complete Primordial Demonic Beast’.
    

    

    
      But, just as U-jin had thought upon first seeing it, it was an absolutely undeniable fact that it was a ‘fragment’ possessing the same properties.
    

    

    
      Just as Allen said, U-jin also believed that the fragment bursting out into the world had to be stopped.
    

    

    

    
      『…I know best. If that thing comes out into the world, it will be uncontrollable.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『It's not something you can just get rid of. It's something alien, different from a living creature.』
    

    

    

    
      Before his Regression, even before the bizarre entity was known to be connected to the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      There were many words to define it.
    

    

    
      An Aberrant Being.
    

    

    
      An Irregular.
    

    

    
      An Unidentified Creature.
    

    

    
      Etc.
    

    

    
      There were a great many names, but the common meaning they all shared was exactly what he had just said: ‘it's difficult to categorize it as a living being’.
    

    

    
      Most people had instinctively sensed it.
    

    

    
      That it was something strange, not something that would simply die if you cut off its head and it bled.
    

    

    
      “…So?”
    

    

    
      U-jin asked.
    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      After a brief silence.
    

    

    

    
      『…I will take it down with me.』
    

    

    

    
      Allen Tigris III replied softly.
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      Mutual Destruction.
    

    

    
      In other words, taking them down with you.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, this method, which could be humorously described with the single phrase, ‘You die, I die,’ was a kind of ‘cliché’ tactic seen countless times in the highlight scenes of movies and novels.
    

    

    
      …And, also like a cliché, taking someone down with you usually didn't lead to a good outcome.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      It wasn't because it was a bad method, but rather because by the time one resolved to take their enemy down with them, the situation had already hit rock bottom.
    

    

    
      When the power difference with the enemy was so great that nothing could be done, or when pushed into an extreme situation.
    

    

    
      To disregard one's own life, which had been the top priority until now, and die with the opponent was not something that could be done with an ordinary resolve.
    

    

    
      A person's intuition tends to be accurate at least when it comes to their own life, so for one to resolve to die, even in an extreme situation, was proof that things had gone as far as they could go.
    

    

    
      When even the hope of preserving one's life and escaping the situation had vanished.
    

    

    
      That final moment was the point at which one resolved to take their enemy down with them.
    

    

    

    
      『Is there any other way?』
    

    

    

    
      And U-jin had already known, even before he spoke.
    

    

    
      That to resolve the issue of the Primordial Demonic Beast's fragment lodged in his body, he would inevitably have to choose mutual destruction.
    

    

    
      That no other method existed.
    

    

    
      Shake, shake—
    

    

    
      “…There can’t be.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't simply hiding within the Thought Form.
    

    

    
      The time they had already coexisted was proof enough, but because that period had been so long, the Thought Form and the Primordial Demonic Beast had become entangled.
    

    

    
      They were no longer of a nature that could be separated.
    

    

    
      In fact, the very reason Allen Tigris III's Thought Form, which should have long since vanished, still existed was because it was using the Primordial Demonic Beast's fragment as a medium.
    

    

    
      Since they were already inseparable, the only option in this situation was to eliminate the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast along with Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      ‘…Is it even possible?’
    

    

    
      Of course, even that was hard to be certain about.
    

    

    
      Eliminating a fragment of a Primordial Demonic Beast, which was close to an Irregular, was not possible through conventional means.
    

    

    
      A prime example was the Primordial Demonic Beast from the Shandong region where he had met Cheong-yi.
    

    

    
      Even the strongest of the ancient era, the Heavenly Demon, had failed to completely eliminate it, managing only to seal his own lingering thoughts into the sword.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was an incomparable gap between the main body and a fragment.
    

    

    
      But no matter how small a fragment, it would surely possess that indestructible nature.
    

    

    
      Physical methods like burning it with fire or drowning it in water would certainly not work.
    

    

    
      However, U-jin did not immediately object.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The fact that Allen Tigris III himself, who was experiencing its nature more than anyone else in their shared body, had proposed it first made him think there might be a way.
    

    

    
      If there were no possibility, he wouldn't have gone to the trouble of consuming his energy to create such a bounded field.
    

    

    
      As U-jin saw it, this seemed to be the main point.
    

    

    
      …And just as he thought.
    

    

    

    
      『…I'm not certain if it's possible since it's not the whole thing, but mutual destruction should be feasible.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『…The Sword of the Son of Heaven possesses the power to purify evil.』
    

    

    

    
      Allen's low voice added a brief explanation.
    

    

    
      The scattering particles became a little rougher.
    

    

    

    
      『…The method is the same. Stab me between the eyebrows with that sword once more.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『However, this time, it must not end with a single strike. You must maintain the stabbed state for some time. Only then can I suppress that wicked thing until the Sword of the Son of Heaven unleashes its power.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『It is a method of having the Sword of the Son of Heaven absorb the divine power and lingering thoughts I possess. Since the sword's original essence is to control the Sacred Beasts… if they are absorbed simultaneously, the sword will then choose to annihilate them on its own.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Needless to say, it wouldn't be easy.
    

    

    
      It was no exaggeration to say that the difference in difficulty between a single strike and maintaining the stabbed state was like heaven and earth.
    

    

    
      Seeing his conviction, it seemed the method's chance of success was somewhat trustworthy.
    

    

    
      But U-jin wondered if he himself was capable of carrying it out.
    

    

    
      “…Is it possible? If I stab you again, I think your daughter will try to kill me this time.”
    

    

    
      …If he were to stab him between the eyebrows again, the Primordial Demonic Beast likely wouldn't be the only one interfering this time.
    

    

    

    
      『…That is your role.』
    

    

    

    
      Allen shifted the responsibility to U-jin with a single short phrase.
    

    

    

    
      『If you want to live, you must succeed.』
    

    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      He wasn't wrong.
    

    

    
      In fact, from Allen Tigris's perspective, the annihilation of his Thought Form was certain whether the plan succeeded or failed. 
    

    

    
      So, if one had to be picky, resolving the issue of the Primordial Demonic Beast's fragment was more important to U-jin than it was to him.
    

    

    
      After some thought, U-jin proposed an alternative.
    

    

    
      “…Can't Tom do it instead of me?”
    

    

    
      That is, having someone else wield this fragment of the nameless sword.
    

    

    
      In other words, having Tom Hardist perform the role instead.
    

    

    
      Compared to U-jin, who had yet to draw out all of his pre-Regression abilities, Tom Hardist possessed a fighting strength similar to his past self and had the most powerful combat ability on U-jin's team.
    

    

    
      He had brought him along for this kind of physical work in the first place, and with Tom Hardist's physical abilities, which far surpassed that of a 3-star Hero, he seemed more than capable of performing the role.
    

    

    
      But Allen immediately shook his head, expressing his refusal.
    

    

    

    
      『Impossible.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『The Sword of the Son of Heaven cannot be used by the Beastkin. Only humans can use it, and if there is even a sliver of a wicked heart within them, its power cannot be brought forth.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『If you had been such a person, you would not have even heard my voice.』
    

    

    

    
      He didn't know what exactly a wicked heart meant.
    

    

    
      But to sum it up, it seemed certain that only U-jin himself could perform the role.
    

    

    
      “…Ha.”
    

    

    
      Realizing that subcontracting was impossible, U-jin shrugged with a short sigh.
    

    

    
      He looked up at Allen's face and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…Well, if I have to, I have to.”
    

    

    
      And with that brief mumble, the greyish-white world shattered.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…Succeed.』
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “Hero!”
    

    

    
      As the world shattered, Eliya's sharp cry was the first thing to pierce his ears.
    

    

    
      U-jin and Allen had shared a rather long conversation, but it had all taken place within Allen's Inherent Barrier.
    

    

    
      From the outside, it would have looked as if U-jin had simply spaced out for a fleeting moment.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      There was too much to explain, and not enough time to do so.
    

    

    
      Instead of answering Eliya's voice, U-jin raised his head and looked at Allen's form again.
    

    

    
      As if to prove that time in the real world had not flowed.
    

    

    
      He was in the same spot he had been before entering the Inherent Barrier.
    

    

    
      He was right there, close enough to meet U-jin's gaze.
    

    

    
      But ironically, the flow of time was clearly evident on his body.
    

    

    
      The particles that had been scattering inside the Inherent Barrier were now dispersing even more violently and in larger clumps, and his once clear golden eyes had become slightly hazy.
    

    

    
      The stab wound on his side, which had been sealed in an instant, had now reopened, and from within, the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast was squirming, pushing out its tentacles, trying once again to bring its body out into the world.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It seemed that, just as he had said, there wasn't much time.
    

    

    
      His consciousness surging due to the urgency of the situation, U-jin shouted towards Tom Hardist behind him.
    

    

    
      “Tom!”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Take care of your princess for me.”
    

    

    
      There was no real explanation, and it was more of a one-way command than a request.
    

    

    
      But Tom nodded immediately at U-jin's words without question.
    

    

    
      …U-jin's actions up to now served as an explanation.
    

    

    
      And the urgency unfolding before their eyes proved there was no time for such leisure.
    

    

    
      He didn't know exactly what U-jin was trying to do, but the conviction in his voice proved that he had a solution to break through this situation.
    

    

    
      While Tom turned his gaze to Valencia as U-jin had said.
    

    

    
      U-jin once again leaped from his spot.
    

    

    
      His destination was, of course, Allen Tigris III's head.
    

    

    
      Whoosh—
    

    

    
      A tentacle flew towards the spot where U-jin was leaping.
    

    

    
      Having somewhat grasped its trajectory, U-jin used a mana chain extending from his right to exquisitely evade the path of the swinging tentacle.
    

    

    
      Unlike the bundle of tentacles that showed aggression and vigilance towards U-jin, Allen Tigris III's main body did not move from its spot.
    

    

    
      In reality, moving the main body would have been a much greater hindrance than just swinging tentacles.
    

    

    
      The reason it didn't was simple.
    

    

    
      Even at this very moment, they were competing for control of the Thought Form.
    

    

    
      Seeing how quiet he was despite having just had a conversation, it seemed there was no room for even that much spare thought.
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      With the cooperation of the unmoving Allen, U-jin landed on his head without difficulty and immediately aimed the fragment of the nameless sword at his brow.
    

    

    
      Just as before, he plunged the half-blade in without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Puk—
    

    

    
      With the sound of flesh being pierced, the blade successfully dug in.
    

    

    
      As if to prove what he had explained inside the Inherent Barrier, the energy of the Thought Form surged strongly once again.
    

    

    
      But this time, it didn't stop at simply drawing out the power of the Sacred Beast.
    

    

    
      Saaaaaaah—!
    

    

    
      A vortex of mana erupted with the brow as its center, and the form of the Thought Form was shaken.
    

    

    
      Then, it began to twist into a spiral shape as mana was swept up through the blade.
    

    

    
      Just as he had said beforehand, the fragment of the nameless sword was absorbing the power of the Sacred Beast.
    

    

    
      The bundle of tentacles clinging to it was no exception.
    

    

    
      As if it knew the situation it was in, the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast desperately stretched its tentacles in the opposite direction of the swirling pull.
    

    

    
      But a powerful gravity was already at work, one that could not be escaped by mere physical movements.
    

    

    
      Krrrrrk—
    

    

    
      The bundle of tentacles stretched out, making a sound like a scream.
    

    

    
      U-jin was letting out a sigh of relief as he watched the grotesque movement.
    

    

    
      ‘……?’
    

    

    
      And at that moment, suddenly.
    

    

    
      An ingenious idea popped into U-jin's head.
    

    

    
      ‘…Perhaps.’
    

    

    
      An ingenious idea to eliminate the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast without annihilating the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III.
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      Valencia gritted her teeth.
    

    

    
      It was because of a headache that squeezed her temples as if they would shatter.
    

    

    
      Nausea churned in her stomach, and the information from her dizzying vision became even more painful.
    

    

    
      She was in a state of utter confusion.
    

    

    
      Although Valencia had experienced headaches many times before, this was the first time she had felt pain so intense it seemed to paralyze all five of her senses.
    

    

    
      And it was self-evident where this unprecedented level of pain originated from.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      The Thought Form of Allen Tigris III, which was breaking apart and scattering into countless particles.
    

    

    
      The moment U-jin had plunged the sword into his brow, her headache had vanished for an instant and he had regained his complete form, but after a momentary flicker, he was returning to his previous state.
    

    

    
      No, to be precise, it was more accurate to say his appearance was even worse than before.
    

    

    
      It was the same in that a bundle of tentacles extended from the stab wound on his side and his eyes were cloudy and vacant.
    

    

    
      But at least before this, his very existence hadn't shown signs of scattering.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s different.’
    

    

    
      Clutching her throbbing head with one hand, Valencia knew intuitively.
    

    

    
      That this headache was of a different nature than the ones before, which would pass if she just endured them.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      The end she had so desperately wanted to avoid was approaching.
    

    

    
      If asked for proof, she had none to offer. 
    

    

    
      But if she had to give one reason, it was the form of Allen Tigris III's Thought Form visible before her eyes.
    

    

    
      The Thought Form clearly had a single shape, but in Valencia's eyes, its appearance seemed to overlap.
    

    

    
      One was a grotesque mass of tangled, reddish-brown tentacles; the other was the form of the Thought Form, rapidly scattering and diminishing its presence.
    

    

    
      Neither was the conclusion she desired.
    

    

    
      ‘…No.’
    

    

    
      The father who had been the only one to stay by her side…
    

    

    
      …was disappearing.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      Realizing the gravity of the situation, Valencia stood up despite the head-splitting pain.
    

    

    
      She didn't know what she had to do, but she felt she had to do something.
    

    

    

    
      — …Ah!
    

    

    
      — Al…….
    

    

    

    
      She heard something loud, but.
    

    

    
      Valencia's five senses were already in a state of paralysis from the intense pain.
    

    

    
      Sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch.
    

    

    
      All five senses were jumbled, providing a mess of information, and Valencia was no longer in a mental state to distinguish between them.
    

    

    
      Having risen to her feet, Valencia began to trudge forward, her feet dragging in the direction of U-jin.
    

    

    
      Even if she couldn't understand the specifics.
    

    

    
      She knew for certain that the current situation had all stemmed from that man.
    

    

    
      Honestly, events had unfolded so quickly that Valencia hadn't grasped anything, but the Thought Form's existence had begun to fade right after that man had plunged the sword into its brow.
    

    

    
      Because her mind had cleared for a moment, she didn't know exactly what effect it was having, but even so, stopping that man was the only method Valencia could think of at that moment.
    

    

    
      Trudge, trudge—
    

    

    
      Thud—
    

    

    
      But as Valencia moved, her hazy vision faintly tracking U-jin's form, her steps came to a halt before she had even taken ten paces.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Something had hit her head.
    

    

    
      Something that had appeared suddenly had physically blocked her head.
    

    

    
      “…Princess.”
    

    

    
      Then, a low voice muttered.
    

    

    
      It was a familiar voice.
    

    

    
      Thomas Lycan Hardist.
    

    

    
      He was the one blocking her path.
    

    

    
      “…Move. Thomas.”
    

    

    
      Valencia commanded without even looking up, but Thomas did not comply with her order.
    

    

    
      “…I cannot.”
    

    

    
      The reply came back immediately.
    

    

    
      …It was the first time.
    

    

    
      The first time he had ever disobeyed Valencia's command.
    

    

    
      Back when he was in charge of the Royal Guard, Thomas had never been able to disobey any of her mischievous orders.
    

    

    
      No matter how absurd or ridiculous the task she gave him, Thomas had always ended up pretending to give in and following her words.
    

    

    
      He had never once refused her command so promptly.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the current situation was on a completely different level from the silly orders she used to give out of childish whims.
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist was the one among the Beastkin who could understand her feelings better than anyone.
    

    

    
      There was no way he hadn't realized how much sincerity her command held.
    

    

    
      That meant he was blocking her path fully aware of how serious she was.
    

    

    
      “…I said, move.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Even when she spoke again, Tom remained motionless.
    

    

    
      Ssk—
    

    

    
      This time, Valencia pulled her head away from Tom's chest, which was blocking her path, and looked up at his face.
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      The moment her golden eyes met his, Tom Hardist's body trembled for an instant.
    

    

    
      “Move.”
    

    

    
      The moment she met Tom's eyes and uttered the word again.
    

    

    
      A strange thing happened.
    

    

    
      Thunk—
    

    

    
      Tom, who had been holding his ground, ignoring her command to move, stepped aside on his own accord, following her words.
    

    

    
      However, the strange thing was.
    

    

    
      The movement of his body was extremely unnatural, like a robot's, and an expression of unwillingness was fixed on his face.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      As if resisting an unwanted movement, Tom's body trembled faintly, his muscles tensing tightly.
    

    

    
      “…Keuk.”
    

    

    
      With a small groan, Tom tried to tense his muscles once more, but.
    

    

    
      It was no use.
    

    

    
      His body, having stepped aside, only managed to bulge its muscles without performing any other meaningful action.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, Tom's body was being completely controlled by Valencia.
    

    

    
      This strange, sudden event was based on a power granted only to the Beastkin royal bloodline.
    

    

    
      The Master of All Species.
    

    

    
      An authority that exerted powerful control over all bloodlines of the Beastkin, it was the fundamental reason why the royal lineage, which had continued for well over several hundred years, had been maintained without a single coup d'état.
    

    

    
      Of course, the ‘Eyes that Pierce Through Essence’ granted to the White Tiger bloodline had also contributed significantly to the succession of the throne and the maintenance of royal authority, but power alone does not always guarantee that authority is maintained.
    

    

    
      As the Beastkin forces grew in size, various powerful individuals emerged, and the reason they remained loyal to the Beastkin royal family was not simply because the king possessed a strong ability.
    

    

    
      Fundamentally, the fact that no powerful Beastkin who had ever appeared could defy an order from the royal bloodline was the reason its absolute authority had been maintained for so long.
    

    

    
      Even so.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      The power Valencia had just manifested was only half of its true potential.
    

    

    
      The succession, which should have been completed long ago, had not been properly carried out due to the existence of Allen Tigris III's Thought Form.
    

    

    
      Thus, only half of the ability had been transferred.
    

    

    
      Originally, it was an ability that held such powerful control that it could sway not only the body but also the mind.
    

    

    
      No matter how strong Tom Hardist's physical strength was, he shouldn't have been allowed to show even this slight sign of resistance.
    

    

    
      Proof of this was the expression on Valencia's face; despite Tom having moved aside, she was frowning, looking somewhat dissatisfied.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      …And.
    

    

    
      That incomplete ability brought about another variable.
    

    

    
      Throb—
    

    

    
      “Keuk……”
    

    

    
      As a throbbing headache once again squeezed her head, Valencia closed her eyes, and in that instant, the power restraining Tom's body weakened.
    

    

    
      It was only for the brief moment that Valencia couldn't concentrate, but Tom, who had been trying desperately to break free, found his body could momentarily move as he wished, as if a rope that had bound him had been untied.
    

    

    
      Realizing he had regained control, however briefly, Tom rushed toward Valencia without a moment's hesitation.
    

    

    
      He wasn't daring to attack her.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      ‘…As far away as possible.’
    

    

    
      It was to make the best choice he could at this moment.
    

    

    
      Attacking Valencia was out of the question, and simply standing in front of her to block her with his body was meaningless, as he had just done.
    

    

    
      He didn't know how long the headache would last, but he was sure that the moment it ended and she came to her senses, Valencia would regain her ability, and his body would once again lose control.
    

    

    
      In that case, the most appropriate thing he could do during this fleeting moment of freedom was to take her and move as far away as possible.
    

    

    
      It was a short time that could literally be called a fleeting moment, but for him, that was enough time.
    

    

    
      “…I apologize, Princess.”
    

    

    
      Muttering softly as he swept her into his arms, Tom Hardist bent his knees once.
    

    

    
      Simultaneously, the ground caved in deeply.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      KABOOM—!
    

    

    
      With his characteristic sonic boom, Tom Hardist leaped from his spot and vanished in an instant.
    

    

    
      SWOOOOSH—
    

    

    
      The sound of parting wind filled the air.
    

    

    
      In that noisy silence, Tom looked down at Valencia and thought.
    

    

    
      ‘…For the Princess's sake.’
    

    

    
      Given the guilt he felt towards Valencia, confronting her like this was excruciatingly painful for him.
    

    

    
      After all, Tom believed he was the cause of the situation escalating to such an extreme.
    

    

    
      Because he had been powerless back then.
    

    

    
      If, on the day of Count Dracula's attack, he hadn't lost his senses and run home.
    

    

    
      If he had gone to the palace.
    

    

    
      He might have been able to save his lord, Allen Tigris III, and Valencia might not have been left all alone.
    

    

    
      He might have even been able to prevent the fall of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      …He could not let the events of that day repeat themselves.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’ll trust him.’
    

    

    
      Honestly, Tom couldn't guess what solution U-jin had, what its chances of success were, or what kind of result it would bring.
    

    

    
      But even though U-jin wasn't kind enough to explain everything, he had at least never deceived him.
    

    

    
      He didn't know the specifics of the current circumstances, but he had a feeling that U-jin would produce a decent result.
    

    

    
      He didn't know for sure, but he knew at least this much: Valencia was a necessary person for him as well.
    

    

    
      Above all.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The bundle of tentacles that had appeared through the stab wound on the Thought Form was certainly something beyond Tom's ability to handle.
    

    

    
      …It was a powerless situation, just like 100 years ago when the Beastkin Nation fell.
    

    

    
      The only thing he could do now was to trust U-jin.
    

    

    
      Krrrr-krak—
    

    

    
      KABOOM—!
    

    

    
      Covering an immense distance in a single leap, Tom landed on the ground once more, readjusted his hold on Valencia's body, and leaped far away again.
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      A faint memory surfaced in her darkening vision.
    

    

    
      From a time when the world as Valencia knew it still existed intact.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      A time Valencia herself didn't remember, when the Beastkin Nation had solidified its position as the leader of the Neutral Zone and stood firm in its place.
    

    

    

    
      『Dad!!』
    

    

    

    
      A young Valencia suddenly appeared, shouting in an innocent voice.
    

    

    

    
      『Ahem.』
    

    

    

    
      A man who exuded such dignity that anyone could tell he was no ordinary person.
    

    

    
      His reply was a stern reprimand of her words and actions.
    

    

    

    
      『…Did I not tell you not to use that title carelessly?』
    

    

    

    
      However, the expression on his face did not exactly suggest a strict or frightening father.
    

    

    

    
      『You must call me Your Majesty now. Valencia.』
    

    

    

    
      While the content of his words was certainly scolding her, the unconcealable affection in his voice was the very picture of a doting father.
    

    

    

    
      『Ah, my mistake.』
    

    

    

    
      At Valencia's short and cheeky reply, Allen Tigris III shook his head and urged her once more.
    

    

    

    
      『It happens too often to be a mistake.』
    

    

    
      『Haha…….』
    

    

    
      『There are many watchful eyes outside your palace, so try to restrain yourself as much as possible. Even if it seems we are alone, the world is wide, and there are many listening ears.』
    

    

    

    
      At the time, she didn't understand what he meant.
    

    

    
      After all, the world Valencia had experienced was not that wide.
    

    

    
      Her father, Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      Her bodyguard, Thomas Lycan Hardist.
    

    

    
      And a few servants whose names she could no longer recall clearly.
    

    

    
      The alleyways of the Beastkin Nation, which she saw on her occasional trips outside the palace.
    

    

    
      That was the entirety of the world Valencia knew and had experienced.
    

    

    
      So it was only natural that she couldn't understand her father's words about the world being wide.
    

    

    

    
      『I’ve heard rumors that you’ve been going outside the palace more frequently these days.』
    

    

    
      『…That Thomas.』
    

    

    
      『Restrain yourself. It’s not that I don’t know of your frustration. But the times are not good right now.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    
      『Follow Thomas’s words. I have seen many men of the Lycan Family, but I have never seen one as loyal as he.』
    

    

    

    

    
      Of course, regardless of whether it was big or small.
    

    

    
      Valencia was happy.
    

    

    
      Though the world inside the small palace was a bit suffocating, it was enough to occasionally slip away from Thomas and run.
    

    

    
      Just running through the alleyways for a few minutes would quickly relieve the pent-up frustration from the palace.
    

    

    
      That brief escape was enough for the young Valencia.
    

    

    
      Rather.
    

    

    
      It was when that small world shattered.
    

    

    
      When.
    

    

    
      Dracula attacked the Beastkin Nation, and the entire country collapsed.
    

    

    
      When she came face to face with the ‘wide world’ her father had spoken of, the world that unfolded before her was overwhelmingly vast and merciless.
    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      In an instant, everything vanished.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a metaphor; in the most literal sense, the entire world that had surrounded her was destroyed.
    

    

    
      The palace that protected her had crumbled, Thomas who was always by her side was gone, and her steadfast father was slumped on the throne.
    

    

    
      Flames and the debris of collapsed buildings filled the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      Acrid smoke and hazy dust rose chaotically, filling the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Her vision was obscured, and the alleyways of the Beastkin Nation, once filled with her laughter, now echoed with piercing screams.
    

    

    
      A scene of utter pandemonium.
    

    

    
      It was so terrifying and dizzying that the horror could not be described with words.
    

    

    
      In that moment, Valencia instinctively realized the role she had to play.
    

    

    
      It was less a process of thought and more of an intuition sensed in the realm of the unconscious, something akin to an instinct flowing through her DNA.
    

    

    
      For a princess who had grown up in a palace without even reaching the Yakgwan age of twenty to feel the immense responsibility to ‘lead the Beastkin Nation’ the moment she witnessed the raw reality of the world.
    

    

    
      It was not something that could be explained by common sense, at least.
    

    

    
      Valencia at that time, no matter how optimistically one looked at it, was nothing more than a newly hatched chick.
    

    

    
      This wasn't a metaphor; considering the relatively long lifespan of the Beastkin, it was literally true.
    

    

    
      This was even more so given that a Beastkin who had not yet reached the Yakgwan age and had not undergone a coming-of-age ceremony could not hold any position of responsibility in the nation.
    

    

    
      …Was that why?
    

    

    
      Even though Valencia knew what her duty was, she turned away from it and ran.
    

    

    
      Witnessing the raw horror of the world's underbelly was more than the young Valencia of that time could bear.
    

    

    
      And so, Valencia fled the scene as if escaping.
    

    

    
      Of course, no one could blame her.
    

    

    
      It was not only physically difficult for her, who had not even had her coming-of-age ceremony, to immediately succeed the throne in place of the deceased Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      Even if she had succeeded him, the situation was not one that could have been resolved.
    

    

    
      Thus, leaving the Beastkin Nation behind, Valencia began to wander from place to place.
    

    

    
      There were numerous threats.
    

    

    
      She was nearly captured by slave hunters, and there were times she came to her senses in the den of a Magical Beast without knowing how she got there.
    

    

    
      She was even falsely accused of being a witch in some country and nearly burned at the stake.
    

    

    
      After going through all sorts of experiences while wandering, Valencia arrived at a quiet village.
    

    

    
      And that place was ‘Aileen Village’, where she had been staying ever since.
    

    

    
      She hadn't originally intended to stay there.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that she had a plan; rather, at the time, her mind and body were utterly exhausted, and the only instinct left in her head was to run as far away from the Beastkin Nation as possible.
    

    

    
      The reason she, who had been constantly moving to distant places, stopped in that village was because of the actions of one person who suddenly appeared before her.
    

    

    

    
      『Have we always had a stray cat like this in our village?』
    

    

    

    
      It was a trivial encounter.
    

    

    
      She had been walking unconsciously when she sensed a presence and instinctively changed her form.
    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      …She was still not used to completely transforming into a human to hide the signs of being a Beastkin.
    

    

    
      If anything, the Complete Metamorphosis she had learned unknowingly while running from Thomas was more familiar to her body.
    

    

    
      Therefore, at the sudden presence, Valencia had used her transformation without thinking, and with her perfect cat-like appearance, the person didn't even suspect a thing and was convinced she was a stray.
    

    

    

    

    
      『Hmm… I don’t think I’ve ever seen one with such a unique appearance. You must be a stray.』
    

    

    

    
      Then, noticing her poor condition from not having eaten for days.
    

    

    

    
      『…You look like you’ve been starving for a while.』
    

    

    
      『…Nya.』
    

    

    
      『Wait here. I’ll go get you something to eat and drink.』
    

    

    

    
      The person gave Valencia some water and a little food.
    

    

    
      It was nothing grand.
    

    

    
      A small help, just once, when she needed it most.
    

    

    
      …Because of that trivial encounter.
    

    

    
      Valencia ended up settling in Aileen Village before she knew it.
    

    

    

    
      『Whitey! Have some tuna.』
    

    

    
      『Blackie!』
    

    

    
      『White Tiger~!』
    

    

    

    
      It was quite comical how everyone called her by a different name.
    

    

    
      The people treated Valencia quite well.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just about being well-fed; in Aileen Village, she experienced a friendly affection she had rarely felt before due to her status as a ‘princess’.
    

    

    
      For Valencia, who had lost everything and run away, Aileen Village became a new home.
    

    

    
      Of course, compared to her life in the palace where servants took care of everything, there were many things she had to do herself and many relative inconveniences.
    

    

    
      But it wasn't all bad.
    

    

    
      To Valencia, the inconvenience came as a new experience, and she actually felt a sense of pride without realizing it each time she accomplished something on her own.
    

    

    
      It was like learning how to live, one thing at a time.
    

    

    
      And through those experiences, Valencia realized.
    

    

    
      That the things she had taken for granted were not so granted after all.
    

    

    
      And so, how much time had passed in peace?
    

    

    
      At some point, after she had grown accustomed to the people's affection and gained some confidence in her life as a stray cat.
    

    

    
      Valencia suddenly felt she needed to do something to repay them.
    

    

    
      Just as the conveniences provided to her as a princess of the Beastkin Nation were not actually a given.
    

    

    
      She had come to realize that the peace that had been so natural in the Beastkin Nation was no longer a given.
    

    

    
      She wanted to repay them in any way she could, while she could.
    

    

    
      She didn't think it would happen, but.
    

    

    
      If by some chance her current peaceful daily life were to be shattered again, she felt she would be left with regrets.
    

    

    

    
      『…What should I do?』
    

    

    

    
      And what caught the eye of the pondering Valencia was none other than a Villain.
    

    

    
      A vile Villain hiding his dark intentions, mingling among the crowd.
    

    

    
      Valencia realized that among the many people living in the village, reading their inner thoughts and exposing the villains was something only she could do.
    

    

    
      …Of course, as is true of all humans, there was no one who was completely devoid of evil intent.
    

    

    
      Everyone had a little bit of wickedness in their hearts and was bound to make mistakes.
    

    

    
      Valencia was not unaware of this either.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the people she clearly defined as villains had to meet several conditions.
    

    

    
      A wicked person whose every thought was heinous, who had already committed a crime, and who showed not the slightest sign of remorse or reflection for the crime committed.
    

    

    
      She decided to define only those who met all three conditions as villains and deal with them.
    

    

    
      That was the beginning of the ‘unidentified Man-eating Beast’ that appeared in Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      A power that manifested without her realizing it as she made the decision to deal with the villains.
    

    

    
      The Master of All Species.
    

    

    
      One of her golden eyes sparkled, and at that moment, her father's Thought Form appeared from somewhere.
    

    

    
      As if it had been waiting, the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III appeared, glowing with a blue light, and dealt with the villain just from her resolve alone. 
    

    

    
      This was not a one-time event but was repeated several times thereafter.
    

    

    
      The repeated disappearance of villains.
    

    

    
      At first, the people were afraid, saying a man-eating beast had appeared, but as the evil deeds of the disappeared people came to light, they began to change their minds one by one, and eventually, they came to trust her father's Thought Form so much that they called it a ‘Guardian Deity’.
    

    

    
      Valencia's small world, found again.
    

    

    
      This was comfortable and good.
    

    

    
      Her father was gone, but his will remained as the Guardian Deity of Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      Thomas, who used to guard her, was gone, but there was also no one who would go out of their way to come here and attack her.
    

    

    
      The servants who had assisted her were gone, but she had learned to do things on her own.
    

    

    
      In the palace, she had been frustrated by her ignorance of the outside world, but now, it no longer felt frustrating.
    

    

    
      It might not be large, but.
    

    

    
      It was a happy, small world of her own.
    

    

    
      ……That was enough.
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      Thud.
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist’s feet landed lightly on the ground.
    

    

    
      A soft landing, contrasting with the thunderous roars his leaps had made until now.
    

    

    
      But regardless of the lightness of his landing, a heavy expression settled on his face.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Valencia.
    

    

    
      The princess of the Beastkin Nation in his arms wore a very unwell expression.
    

    

    
      At first, she had tried to move her body to get away from him, but at some point, she had stopped resisting and was just staring blankly into the air.
    

    

    
      Empty, dead-fish eyes.
    

    

    
      It would be disrespectful to utter such a phrase, but Valencia's expression was so wretched that the thought even crossed the mind of Tom, whose loyalty to the Royal Family was ingrained in his body and soul.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that Tom didn't know the reason.
    

    

    
      ‘…His Majesty.’
    

    

    
      While he couldn't know the exact cause and effect, he had intuited from the timing of her headache that it was somehow related to Allen Tigris III's Thought Form.
    

    

    
      It was just a vague guess based on outward appearances, but the fact that she had clutched her head the moment U-jin clashed with the Thought Form gave him a faint sense of certainty.
    

    

    
      And according to Tom's line of thinking, the fact that she, who had been writhing in pain until his first leap, was no longer complaining of a headache meant that the matter over there had been concluded in some way.
    

    

    
      The blank expression Valencia was wearing now seemed to stem from that.
    

    

    
      If his guess was correct, there was a high probability that the conclusion was not a very welcome one from Valencia's perspective.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Given the circumstances, and since he wasn't entirely unrelated to the matter, Tom thought it would be best to say something.
    

    

    
      But the words wouldn't come out easily.
    

    

    
      It was a different kind of difficulty from when he first met her.
    

    

    
      Back then, it felt like he couldn't bring himself to touch a cold sheet of ice.
    

    

    
      Now, how should he put it? 
    

    

    
      Her expression looked as if it would shatter into a million pieces with a *clang* if he touched it wrong.
    

    

    
      Although it was embarrassing to be proud of it now, as someone who had once served Valencia closer than anyone, he could tell.
    

    

    
      Valencia's current expression looked more dangerous and precarious than ever before.
    

    

    
      And just as he suspected, Tom's intuition became reality.
    

    

    
      “…Why.”
    

    

    
      A single tear suddenly fell from the corner of Valencia's eye as she wore a blank expression.
    

    

    
      “…Just why.”
    

    

    
      For tears to fall from the eyes of that innocent princess was, in itself, quite a surprising event.
    

    

    
      Even Tom, who had looked after her for a very long time, for her entire childhood, had no memory of seeing her cry.
    

    

    
      But ironically, that was only the beginning.
    

    

    
      Like raindrops falling one by one turning into a downpour.
    

    

    
      Her crying, which started with a single drop, erupted into a torrent of deep-seated sorrow.
    

    

    
      “…All you do is take.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Just why!!”
    

    

    
      She cried, pounding on Tom’s chest with her clumsily clenched fists.
    

    

    
      Tom's ears twitched, and an unconcealable bewilderment covered his face.
    

    

    
      “…I lost everything. I’ve already lost everything.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “So why are you trying to take more from me…...”
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't that Valencia didn't know her own destiny.
    

    

    
      As U-jin had first said, the throne of the Beastkin Nation was not something one could inherit just by wanting to, nor was it something one could refuse just by not wanting to.
    

    

    
      Her father.
    

    

    
      Her grandfather.
    

    

    
      Her great-grandfather.
    

    

    
      The ancestors before them.
    

    

    
      Fulfilling the duty of the Royal Family, passed down from generation to generation for a very long time, was not something maintained merely by a sense of mission or responsibility.
    

    

    
      If it had been carried on haphazardly by such things, it would have been broken long ago.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a matter of someone like Valencia appearing who didn't want to inherit the duty.
    

    

    
      The history of the Beastkin was long, and there had been more than one or two heroes who had appeared with a powerful presence.
    

    

    
      Each and every one of them could exert a powerful influence.
    

    

    
      Normally, the emergence of a hero with great influence was in itself a shake-up to the existing power structure.
    

    

    
      The reason the Beastkin Royal Family had continued without being overthrown once, despite the appearance of so many heroes, was because of a powerful covenant.
    

    

    
      A covenant sustained by blood.
    

    

    
      Only those who inherited the bloodline could inherit the power of the White Tiger (白虎) and fulfill the duty of the king who leads the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      And she was well aware that in this day and age, she was the only one who inherited that bloodline, and that she had to do it.
    

    

    
      “…I know.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't that she didn't know.
    

    

    
      Her father. The fact that the Thought Form left by Allen Tigris III was in itself a paradoxical existence.
    

    

    
      No matter how great a person was, it was impossible to leave behind such a vestige without a proper medium, and even a being with divinity could not leave their mark forever.
    

    

    
      Let alone a mortal who had already lost his life, far from having divinity.
    

    

    
      Therefore, she was also well aware that his Thought Form, which had existed for over a hundred years, was an existence that defied the natural order.
    

    

    
      “…I know.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't that she didn't know.
    

    

    
      That the peace she was enjoying in Aileen Village was only temporary.
    

    

    
      Although she had enjoyed it for longer than she thought, her very presence here was what would shatter that peace.
    

    

    
      That this place she had fled to was not a paradise, but a home riddled with lies.
    

    

    
      She knew very well that if she were to reveal her identity as the heir to the Beastkin Royal Family, not just some stray cat, everything she had enjoyed until now could turn to dust in an instant.
    

    

    
      Her golden eye had been showing her such things for a long time.
    

    

    
      “But… I don’t want to.”
    

    

    
      But knowing something and accepting it were two completely different things.
    

    

    
      Valencia knew this better than anyone.
    

    

    
      Despite knowing the irreversible nature of that destiny better than anyone, Valencia thought.
    

    

    
      That she didn't care if it was a lie... even if it was a lie, she wanted to somehow keep living in this Aileen Village she had protected until now.
    

    

    
      Having already run away once, what meaning did truth or lies hold?
    

    

    
      She just wanted to deny it.
    

    

    
      Valencia had already experienced losing everything once, so she knew all too well how excruciating and painful the agony of losing everything was.
    

    

    
      She had long since thrown away things like logic or reason.
    

    

    
      She thought it would be fine even if it was just a puppet show riddled with deception.
    

    

    
      Because it was enjoyable, peaceful, and in its own way, happy.
    

    

    
      To once again shoulder all the responsibility and mission, to return to the throne she had fled from, was something she didn't even want to imagine, let alone decide to do.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      That too was now over.
    

    

    
      Because that unidentifiable man who had suddenly appeared with Thomas had ended everything.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was impossible to blame the man for everything.
    

    

    
      She, too, as the heir who inherited the blood of the White Tiger.
    

    

    
      Knew very well what the truth and the essence of the matter were.
    

    

    
      Even before he arrived in Aileen Village, Valencia had sensed the end was approaching as she watched her headaches grow stronger and the shadow of the Thought Form become more grotesque.
    

    

    
      Seo U-jin had merely been the trigger for it.
    

    

    
      The deceptive puppet show, already becoming more and more tangled, was hurtling towards a messy end.
    

    

    
      She herself knew it best.
    

    

    
      That things would have likely blown up soon, even if it hadn't been him.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      There was one thing that even she, who knew everything, had not anticipated.
    

    

    
      That the man was Seo U-jin.
    

    

    
      That he was the person who, since coming to the Upper Plane, had pulled everything that was called impossible into the realm of possibility.
    

    

    
      That he was about to cause some kind of anomaly this time as well.
    

    

    
      She did not know.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      ‘…Perhaps.’
    

    

    
      The brilliant move U-jin came up with was this.
    

    

    
      Separating the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast from the Thought Form was impossible.
    

    

    
      The Thought Form and the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast were already so entangled that they could no longer be called separate entities.
    

    

    
      The length of time was one factor.
    

    

    
      In fact, they had entered an inseparable state that went beyond mere parasitism.
    

    

    
      Therefore, it was difficult to separate the Thought Form's original power from that wicked mass using conventional methods.
    

    

    
      Simply put, it was something that couldn't be done unless one used a power that reached the realm of the gods.
    

    

    
      …Yes.
    

    

    
      A power that reached the realm of a god.
    

    

    
      The moment he recalled that phrase, something came to U-jin's mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…The power of a god.’
    

    

    
      Of course, using the power of a Constellation was impossible.
    

    

    
      U-jin didn't possess such power, and the Constellations were all already using their power to protect their own domains.
    

    

    
      As the War against Demons continued, the power of the Constellations was being used in their respective sanctuaries with none to spare.
    

    

    
      With everyone stretched thin, there were no benevolent Constellations who would lend their power for such a trivial matter.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the ‘power that reached the realm of a god’ U-jin was talking about wasn't some mere fragment that a Constellation might bestow upon a Hero they contracted with, as if giving alms.
    

    

    
      The power of a Constellation's main body directly descending upon the mortal world.
    

    

    
      Or the power wielded directly by an existing being who had reached divinity through their own strength.
    

    

    
      Unless it was something that sacred, there was no way it could separate the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      So, what was it that U-jin had thought of?
    

    

    
      ‘…The power of a different god.’
    

    

    
      It was to use the power of a god other than a Constellation.
    

    

    
      It was a case of 'a chicken instead of a pheasant'.
    

    

    
      If not one of our gods, then he could just borrow the power of an Outer God.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was a ridiculous idea that an ordinary person would never think of.
    

    

    
      But U-jin was different.
    

    

    
      …Because he already had experience borrowing such power.
    

    

    
      Having finished his train of thought, U-jin took his hand off his sword.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      In truth, the chances of success were not very high.
    

    

    
      It was something he had never tried before, and it was merely an idea that had flashed in his mind for a moment.
    

    

    
      …However.
    

    

    
      There seemed to be no need to hesitate.
    

    

    
      After all, it was something where he wouldn't know the result without trying.
    

    

    
      …And he had plenty of experience betting his life on such possibilities.
    

    

    
      Plunge—
    

    

    
      Thrusting his hand into the writhing bundle of tentacles, U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s give it a try.”
    

    

    
      Began to absorb the tentacles into his own body.
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      U-jin's incomprehensible action.
    

    

    
      An unknown change that occurred in an instant.
    

    

    
      And the result.
    

    

    
      Krrrrk—
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Watching the incomprehensible scene unfold before her eyes, Eliya retraced the sequence of events that had led to the current situation.
    

    

    
      …No, to be honest, there wasn't much of a sequence to speak of.
    

    

    
      All U-jin had done was let go of the sword he had deliberately thrust between the Thought Form's brows and push his hand in its place.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The change that occurred after that was certainly shocking and difficult to explain.
    

    

    
      “…What in the world is that.”
    

    

    
      The moment U-jin took his hand off the sword and placed it on the Thought Form's brow instead, the bundle of tentacles filling the Thought Form's interior instantly flowed into U-jin's hand as if being sucked in. 
    

    

    
      Then, as if that wasn't enough, they expanded in a flash, tangling around U-jin's body. 
    

    

    
      The tangled mass formed a spherical shape, creating a strange cocoon.
    

    

    
      The description was crude, but it couldn't be helped.
    

    

    
      Eliya, who considered herself to have acquired a wide range of knowledge and considerable experience during her priest training, was experiencing such an unapproachably strange development for the first time.
    

    

    
      …She didn't know what it was, but it was utterly unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      “…Did you see that?”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “It feels like he changed his stance at the last moment.”
    

    

    
      Jerry muttered softly, and Eliya nodded.
    

    

    
      She had clearly seen it too.
    

    

    
      The moment he took his hand off the sword, the corner of U-jin's mouth had twisted, and a tension that hadn't been there before had appeared on his face.
    

    

    
      She didn't know what it was exactly, but it was the expression of someone making a gamble on a sudden change of heart, rather than executing a plan.
    

    

    
      “…Did it go wrong?”
    

    

    
      She couldn't tell.
    

    

    
      Whether it had gone well or gone wrong.
    

    

    
      No, to be honest, it was hard to think that ending up with such an unpleasant appearance was a good thing.
    

    

    
      But, although she didn't know what U-jin was aiming for, seeing as the cocoon was continuously pulsating, it seemed the situation wasn't over yet.
    

    

    
      It was a situation with too little information to make any rash judgments.
    

    

    
      Ba-dump, ba-dump—
    

    

    
      Staring blankly at the cocoon, Eliya slowly approached it, thinking 'just in case'.
    

    

    
      In truth, it was something she would never have done normally.
    

    

    
      Approaching an object of unfamiliar appearance when the exact circumstances weren't even clear was an extremely dangerous act in itself, and Eliya was the type who detested taking such unnecessary risks.
    

    

    
      But, how to put it.
    

    

    
      Despite that, she felt like she had to.
    

    

    
      It was hard to explain in words, but this very un-Eliya-like action felt natural in this moment.
    

    

    
      Squish—
    

    

    
      With each step she took, the cocoon pulsed as if in time with her footsteps, and following that pulse, Eliya eventually arrived in front of it.
    

    

    
      And having reached the immediate vicinity of the cocoon, Eliya realized one thing.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      …It wasn't unfamiliar.
    

    

    

    
      『…An egg?』
    

    

    

    
      It was a fragment of an unpleasant memory.
    

    

    
      A terrible memory she never wanted to recall, one she had buried deep in her heart.
    

    

    
      But Eliya was certain that at some point in the distant past.
    

    

    
      She had seen something very similar to this.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Eliya was an orphan.
    

    

    
      Not from the beginning; she was a war orphan, created when her village was devastated during the war with the Demon King's Army.
    

    

    
      It wasn't particularly unusual.
    

    

    
      A considerable number of priests belonging to the Order were originally war orphans from the War against Demons, and even now, countless war orphans were being created in the battlefields adjacent to the war front.
    

    

    
      Despite the difficulty of training priests, due to the nature of their upbringing—requiring arduous training and isolation from the secular world from a young age—the source that allowed the Order to produce so many was the constant supply of war orphans.
    

    

    
      …The fact that they had no other home to rely on likely played a part in the high completion rate of their training.
    

    

    
      The cause of war orphans is summed up in one phrase, 'the War against Demons'.
    

    

    
      But strictly speaking, they could be divided into two types.
    

    

    
      One was becoming an orphan by being directly caught up in the battlefields of the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      The other was becoming an orphan after relatives were murdered by an invading Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      Between these two, the proportion who became priests was overwhelmingly higher for the former, and the reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Species were usually dispatched to the Order Territory on infiltration missions, and thus inevitably had to hide their identities.
    

    

    
      No matter how easy it was for a Demonic Species to wring the neck of a human who couldn't handle a single wisp of mana, they couldn't commit a massacre in the middle of the Order Territory.
    

    

    
      Even if they caused an incident, it was usually limited to a one-off or small-scale event so that they wouldn't be traced later.
    

    

    
      Therefore, even if the parents who directly raised a child were killed, it was not uncommon for the child to be cared for by the community in villages that practiced a form of communal child-rearing.
    

    

    
      In these cases, since they had a place to lean on, they didn't necessarily become priests just because they had become orphans.
    

    

    
      …Eliya belonged to the latter category.
    

    

    
      And a very unusual case at that, one who had no choice but to become a priest despite being in the latter category.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Although it was something considered extremely unlikely to happen.
    

    

    
      Eliya was almost the sole survivor of a 'village annihilated by a Demonic Species'.
    

    

    

    
      『…Did you see it, Robinson? That strange squirming thing at the bottom of the stream.』
    

    

    

    
      At first, it was just a mystery on the outskirts of the village.
    

    

    
      A wriggling cocoon that had suddenly appeared and settled in the village stream one day.
    

    

    
      Most of the villagers found it bizarre but thought nothing of it.
    

    

    
      Although its appearance looked a bit unique, they thought it was a clump of frog spawn or rice straw.
    

    

    
      Its size was only slightly larger than an egg, so they didn't find it particularly strange.
    

    

    

    
      『…Shouldn't we get rid of it soon? It looks rather ominous…』
    

    

    

    
      The villagers, who had thought little of it, began to feel something was off one by one after it suddenly grew in size one day.
    

    

    
      In truth, the cocoon had been growing little by little even before that, but on a certain day after a month had passed, it swelled to nearly double its size.
    

    

    
      From the villagers' perspective, the mysterious cocoon that had been merely the size of an egg was now the size of an ostrich egg.
    

    

    
      Around that time, the village tried to take some measures.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that they felt any particular inconvenience or had discovered any clear bad omens, but everyone commonly felt an inexplicable sense of foreboding from its appearance.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…It's not cutting?』
    

    

    
      『Huh? Isn't that a sword you're holding?』
    

    

    
      『It is…』
    

    

    
      『Then why won't it cut, you fool. You probably didn't sharpen the blade properly.』
    

    

    
      『That's strange… I'm sure I sharpened it thoroughly.』
    

    

    

    
      The problem was that even when they tried their best, the villagers lacked the ability to dispose of the cocoon.
    

    

    
      At first, they tried to cut it down with a roughly sharpened rusty sword, but perhaps due to its squishy nature, the rusty blade couldn't sever the cocoon's tentacle-like stem.
    

    

    
      Realizing it was difficult with a sword, the villagers found another alternative.
    

    

    

    
      『There. Will this do? The main body couldn't be broken even with the axe blade.』
    

    

    
      『Wow. A woodcutter is really something else.』
    

    

    
      『Well, I've done nothing but this my whole life.』
    

    

    
      『This should do it. It seemed to be absorbing nutrients from the stem stuck in the ground, so it should wither and die without us having to cut the main body.』
    

    

    

    
      In the end, they were able to sever the stem with the woodcutter's axe.
    

    

    
      The strange thing was that even with the strength of a lifelong woodcutter and his well-honed axe, sharpened daily, the main body of the cocoon could not be broken.
    

    

    
      But the people didn't mind.
    

    

    
      They thought that without a continuous supply of nutrients, the cocoon would surely shrink or wither and die.
    

    

    
      However, the villagers' expectations were shattered the very next day.
    

    

    

    
      『…Huh. Why is that…』
    

    

    
      『Hey, Ivan. Didn't you say you cut it yesterday?』
    

    

    
      『Yes, Village Chief… I'm sure we cut it with Hans's axe…』
    

    

    

    
      Because not only had the severed stem reattached itself, but the cocoon had grown another size larger.
    

    

    
      The cocoon, which had begun to gradually shrink from its ostrich-egg size, had now grown to the size of a child of about eight.
    

    

    
      Only then did the villagers realize something strange was happening and that this was not something they could handle on their own.
    

    

    
      They decided to report the matter to the Order, which was a long way from their remote village.
    

    

    
      However, because the Order was inherently slow to act due to its principled nature, and because Eliya's village was located in such a remote area, an investigation team was not dispatched immediately on the day they made their decision.
    

    

    
      In the meantime, the cocoon continued to grow larger.
    

    

    
      The cocoon, which grew gradually every day as if breathing, and then would suddenly shoot up in size as if leveling up… in an instant, it surpassed the size of a grown man and swelled to the size of a huge beast.
    

    

    

    
      『…When in the world is the Order going to get here.』
    

    

    
      『…Did the message even get through? I'm not even sure if that fellow Ivan made it there properly.』
    

    

    
      『We should have reported it as soon as we found it… I thought something was strange from the moment I first saw it.』
    

    

    
      『What's the use of saying that now, it's all in the past. For now, let's wait. The Order will surely take some action.』
    

    

    
      『I'm so worried I can't even work…』
    

    

    

    

    
      By that point, everyone was feeling an inexplicable fear from the cocoon.
    

    

    
      What happened next was a clichéd, trite development.
    

    

    
      The cocoon, which had been growing endlessly, suddenly split in half one day without any warning—*crack*—and spewed out what was inside.
    

    

    
      What emerged from inside the cocoon was a Demonic Species of a corresponding size.
    

    

    
      But even by then, the Order's investigation team had not been dispatched to Eliya's village, and without any particular reason or understandable explanation, the Demonic Species began its massacre.
    

    

    
      In a scene where everyone was fleeing for their lives, the Demonic Species began hunting humans one by one.
    

    

    
      The moment Eliya, who was hiding in her house's storeroom with her parents' help, was about to be the last one hunted by the Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      A woman arrived in the village alone and barely managed to save Eliya.
    

    

    
      Thus, Eliya became the village's sole survivor.
    

    

    
      In other words, she became a war orphan, entrusted herself to a convent, and became a priest.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      …And in Eliya's mind.
    

    

    
      The faint appearance of the cocoon she had seen in her village back then.
    

    

    
      Seemed to be an exact match for the appearance of the cocoon now enveloping U-jin.
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      “…….”
    

    

    
      Looking at the pulsating cocoon right in front of her, Eliya was certain.
    

    

    
      She hadn't been able to tell from a distance, and it was only a faint impression from up close.
    

    

    
      But seeing it right before her nose, she was sure.
    

    

    
      This was, back then.
    

    

    

    
      『…Are you alright?』
    

    

    
      『……!』
    

    

    
      『It’s going to be okay now.』
    

    

    

    
      It was the same as the ‘Demon's Egg’ that had birthed the Demonic Species in her village.
    

    

    
      There was no need for a second explanation; its appearance and the thick sense of foreboding were enough to bring back the memories of the past she had buried deep in her subconscious… There was no room for doubt.
    

    

    
      This cocoon gave off the exact same feeling as that one.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      A terrible memory.
    

    

    
      A memory she didn't want to recall, so much so that the word ‘terrible’ couldn't fully express it.
    

    

    
      For Eliya, it was the experience of her entire world collapsing.
    

    

    
      And even from an objective standpoint, there were few things as horrifying as an entire village being annihilated by the appearance of a Demonic Species without being able to put up any resistance.
    

    

    
      Her face became visibly more grave.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Its meaning had changed from something unfamiliar to something she had experienced before.
    

    

    
      But ironically, that change didn't provide Eliya with any solution.
    

    

    
      Compared to the young Eliya of that time, who could only watch as the adults instructed, the current Eliya was far more developed in both ability and experience.
    

    

    
      Yet she was still helpless against this inexplicable, unknown power.
    

    

    
      Just as the young Eliya could only watch the situation unfold, barely surviving with the help of the Saintess.
    

    

    
      Even in the current situation, no clear countermeasure she could implement with her own knowledge or abilities came to mind.
    

    

    
      Stab—
    

    

    
      Suddenly, from who knows where.
    

    

    
      Jerry, wearing white gloves, tried to thrust a rusty iron skewer into the cocoon, but despite grabbing it with both hands and pushing with all his might, the skewer couldn't penetrate more than 5cm before being blocked.
    

    

    
      Even that small hole was immediately sealed up with a squirming motion.
    

    

    
      “…Thought I'd give it a try, just in case.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “As expected, it’s no use.”
    

    

    
      Jerry muttered, dusting the rust off his gloves.
    

    

    
      A situation with no clear answer.
    

    

    
      No, beyond an answer, they couldn't even accurately guess what the problem was.
    

    

    
      Normally, U-jin would have given some hint to provide a general direction, but now, in his absence, they didn't have a single clue.
    

    

    
      It was a situation where they could neither move forward nor back.
    

    

    
      A sense of anxiety welled up from somewhere, and Eliya's peculiar habit emerged.
    

    

    
      Click—
    

    

    
      Squatting on the spot, Eliya brought a thumb to her mouth and bit her nail as she racked her brain.
    

    

    
      “…There has to be a way.”
    

    

    
      It didn't seem like an answer would just pop up, but no matter how helpless the situation was, she couldn't just stand by and do nothing.
    

    

    
      She felt she had to do something.
    

    

    
      “…How.”
    

    

    
      Jerry, who had been watching her silently, suddenly spoke.
    

    

    
      “…I don't trust people.”
    

    

    
      It was an abrupt statement.
    

    

    
      In the current situation, what did it matter whether he trusted people or not?
    

    

    
      It wasn't related to the situation, nor was it important.
    

    

    
      If she had to guess its meaning, although it didn't quite fit, it sounded as if he was saying he didn't trust U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…Excuse me?”
    

    

    
      Because of that, Eliya furrowed her brow and asked back without realizing it.
    

    

    
      If that was truly what he meant in this situation, Jerry's words sounded no different from suggesting they abandon U-jin and flee.
    

    

    
      However, despite Eliya's displeased expression, Jerry paid it no mind and continued.
    

    

    
      “As the saying goes, you can fathom ten fathoms of water but never a man's heart. People will pledge their very hearts one moment and then change their minds as easily as flipping their palms.”
    

    

    
      “…What does that have to do with anything right now?”
    

    

    
      “…That's why I don't trust people. I trust my experience.”
    

    

    
      The situation, not the person.
    

    

    
      Even with his added words, she couldn't exactly understand what he was trying to say.
    

    

    
      “A person's heart is light enough to change in an instant, but the data I've accumulated by experiencing countless people is far more reliable and strong.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “It's a kind of probability. Calculating the highest possibility.”
    

    

    
      But with Jerry's final addition, Eliya could faintly guess what he was trying to say.
    

    

    
      “And I still don't know that man well, but.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “…Probabilistically.”
    

    

    
      Jerry muttered with his characteristic habit of touching his eyebrow.
    

    

    
      “Based on my experience so far, the probability of Seo U-jin's plan failing is 0%.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      Meanwhile. At that moment.
    

    

    
      Inside the cocoon, U-jin was once again looking at the giant eye.
    

    

    

    
      【…Contractor.】
    

    

    

    
      At the awe-inspiring voice he heard once more, U-jin raised a hand as if he were now used to it and offered a greeting.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      As if dumbfounded by the greeting.
    

    

    
      The giant eye, after a brief pause, replied in a voice thick with disbelief.
    

    

    

    
      【…I believe… it has not been long since I warned you… not to act so rashly.】
    

    

    

    
      “Ahaha. Did you?”
    

    

    
      U-jin feigned ignorance, scratching the back of his head.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was absurd to say he truly didn't know; U-jin himself was well aware of how reckless and rash his recent actions had been.
    

    

    
      …As expected.
    

    

    
      【…Overusing it will be your loss. The opportunity given to you this time is the last.】
    

    

    

    
      The eye's voice spoke, emphasizing its point with a stronger tone.
    

    

    
      As if it were advice for U-jin's sake, rather than its own.
    

    

    
      “I know.”
    

    

    
      At those words, U-jin shrugged with a bitter smile.
    

    

    

    
      【…What is your reason?】
    

    

    

    
      It was a question about why he had absorbed the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast.
    

    

    
      Normally, it would have asked about the situation first, but as it resided in U-jin's psyche, it already had a rough idea of the circumstances without needing an explanation.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the eye asked U-jin for his reason.
    

    

    
      And U-jin's answer to that was.
    

    

    
      “…I thought it would be better to keep it alive.”
    

    

    
      Quite simple.
    

    

    

    
      【…I see.】
    

    

    

    
      However, even at that simple answer, the eye replied as if it understood and added.
    

    

    
      ‘…If nothing else, borrowing the power of the dragon will certainly be helpful.’
    

    

    
      It went without saying, but the subject U-jin thought would be better to keep alive was the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      More precisely, the knowledge he possessed.
    

    

    

    
      【…I hope you were not simply swayed by a momentary emotion.】
    

    

    

    
      “Don't worry. I've done the calculations.”
    

    

    
      In truth, if all he needed was the White Tiger's bloodline, there would have been no need to use his ‘second time’ and expend this power.
    

    

    
      Even without Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      Though she might be lacking, Valencia Tigris could have served as a substitute for that role.
    

    

    
      That was why he had come here in the first place.
    

    

    
      Moreover, to be blunt, this was only a Thought Form, not the real Allen Tigris, which could make the decision even more incomprehensible.
    

    

    
      But what U-jin had focused on in the current situation was not the White Tiger's bloodline.
    

    

    
      Of course, Valencia's role would be absolutely crucial for the revival of the Beastkin forces, but he had discovered something just as important.
    

    

    
      ‘…The trace of a dragon.’
    

    

    
      That was what was important.
    

    

    
      It seemed that ‘Allen Tigris III’ knew that dragons, which no one in the pre-regression world had discovered, actually existed.
    

    

    
      They hadn't spoken for long, so they hadn't discussed specifics, but there were things U-jin had to hear more about on that topic.
    

    

    
      That part was not something that could be simply replaced by the White Tiger's bloodline.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, he wasn't expecting much.
    

    

    
      Even if he had heard they were alive, they were the dragons of legend.
    

    

    
      They likely wouldn't be able to form the grand army of the absolute ruler who reigned over the Upper Plane in ancient times, known as the king of the sky.
    

    

    
      Their inherent abilities, once called transcendent, might have even waned.
    

    

    
      No, it wouldn't be strange if the ‘Azure Dragon’ Allen spoke of was the last remaining dragon in this world, let alone simply weakened.
    

    

    
      Dragons were already known to be extinct, and he hadn't found any traces of them when he had searched various places pre-regression.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      It was still a dragon.
    

    

    
      That was enough.
    

    

    
      Especially.
    

    

    
      ‘The Azure Dragon.’
    

    

    
      If U-jin remembered correctly, there was a legend that the Azure Dragon was a special dragon among its kind with the authority to control the climate.
    

    

    
      Most legends spread in the Lower-Dimensional Plane were truths from the Upper Plane passed down through oral tradition.
    

    

    
      If that legend wasn't just a rumor or a dramatized fabrication, the Azure Dragon that Allen Tigris III spoke of could be of great help to U-jin's plans.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      Although he didn't know what specific abilities they had, according to Allen Tigris III, all four divine beasts had to be present for the Xuanyuan Sword to work.
    

    

    
      This implied that the other two divine beasts, the Black Tortoise and the Vermilion Bird, also existed.
    

    

    
      Those auspicious animals, which had never once shown themselves before or after the regression, were also subjects of U-jin's interest.
    

    

    
      The title of Four Divine Beasts itself implied that the four possessed somewhat equal abilities.
    

    

    
      Assuming he could bring those two divine beasts into his forces, what U-jin gained by saving the second one wasn't just information about the Azure Dragon.
    

    

    
      And finally.
    

    

    
      ‘…It will probably be much smoother.’
    

    

    
      It seemed it would also be helpful in the process of making Valencia the leader of the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Frankly, U-jin's party held no responsibility for the current situation, but human emotions didn't operate so logically.
    

    

    
      They would surely hold at least a sliver of hatred.
    

    

    
      And if Allen's Thought Form remained, he thought that sliver of hatred might be manageable.
    

    

    
      ‘…Three birds with one stone.’
    

    

    
      With this, U-jin would gain three benefits.
    

    

    
      As mentioned before, it was an action he took because he had made his own calculations.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a simple emotional whim.
    

    

    
      …If there was one concern, it was whether the succession would proceed properly with the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III still remaining.
    

    

    
      ‘…It should work.’
    

    

    
      He had a potential solution for that part.
    

    

    
      Of course, if the succession didn't go properly, that would be a failure in its own right.
    

    

    
      But from U-jin's perspective, the allure of the word ‘dragon’ placed right before him was too great to ignore.
    

    

    

    
      【…Will you have no regrets?】
    

    

    

    
      At the eye's question, U-jin shrugged and replied.
    

    

    
      “…Probably?”
    

    

    

    
      【…I understand.】
    

    

    

    
      With that final word, U-jin's vision flickered, and—
    

    

    
      Krrack—
    

    

    
      The egg that had been enveloping his surroundings shattered.
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      “How long do you think we have to wait?”
    

    

    
      “…I do not know.”
    

    

    
      “I know that. That you don't know.”
    

    

    
      “…Then why do you ask me?”
    

    

    
      “I’m just talking. You’re the only one here next to me.”
    

    

    
      Having decided to trust U-jin and wait, the two exchanged idle chatter.
    

    

    
      Though it was less of an exchange and more of a one-sided attempt at conversation by a nervous Eliya, met with curt, dismissive replies from Jerry.
    

    

    
      In any case, that was how it was.
    

    

    
      “You’re so inflexible for a person.”
    

    

    
      “…I am closer to a Vampire than a person.”
    

    

    
      “Still, half of you is human, isn't it? Whether it's your lower half or upper half, shouldn't you have some flexibility?”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Still feeling anxious, it seemed.
    

    

    
      Eliya, who was biting her thumbnail while glancing between the cocoon and the distance, suddenly asked Jerry.
    

    

    
      “What do you think the situation is over there? That person, Tom…”
    

    

    
      “…He is likely not in a position to resolve anything. The best Tom can do is probably to hold her back so they don't interfere.”
    

    

    
      “…So all we can do is wait.”
    

    

    
      It was then.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      The atmosphere of the cocoon changed.
    

    

    
      She wasn't sure if 'atmosphere' was the correct term for an object that couldn't be clearly identified as living or non-living.
    

    

    
      But in any case, Eliya and Jerry suddenly noticed that the feeling it gave off had changed.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just the atmosphere that had changed.
    

    

    
      The cocoon, which had been squirming and pulsating in all directions as if it were alive, suddenly stopped its throbbing.
    

    

    
      They couldn't explain exactly what it was, but the unusual feeling made Eliya and Jerry focus their gazes, tense.
    

    

    
      Soon after.
    

    

    
      Crisp—
    

    

    
      The squirming outer surface hardened, and a sound like stepping on dry, fallen leaves could be heard.
    

    

    
      Then, in an instant, its dark color changed to a grayish-white.
    

    

    
      Rustle—
    

    

    
      And that small rustling sound.
    

    

    
      Crack—
    

    

    
      It transformed into the sound of something hard splitting, along with a single line that cut horizontally across the cocoon.
    

    

    
      And from the ring that split open with that sound.
    

    

    
      U-jin revealed himself.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Eliya and Jerry showed expressions of shock at the same time.
    

    

    
      Even Jerry, who hadn't shown any particular agitation during the chaotic events so far, widened his eyes in alarm.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      U-jin's appearance had changed.
    

    

    
      And to a considerable degree at that.
    

    

    
      He looked distinctly different from before he entered the cocoon.
    

    

    
      Black horns had sprouted from both sides of his head, the space surrounding his body was filled with a black aura, and he exuded a much rougher atmosphere.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      ‘…Black Wings?’
    

    

    
      Black Wings.
    

    

    
      If what Eliya knew was correct.
    

    

    
      The black wings extending from U-jin's back were undoubtedly Black Wings.
    

    

    
      A symbol of authority permitted only to the Demon King's direct bloodline, the Demonic Species, among the Magical Beasts belonging to the Demon King's allied forces, and,
    

    

    
      A special organ that served as another criterion to distinguish Demonic Species from other Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      In other words, something that should have been attached to a Demonic Species was attached to U-jin.
    

    

    
      She couldn't understand why on earth U-jin had those wings.
    

    

    
      But from Eliya's perspective, having experienced it once before, something did come to mind in the current situation.
    

    

    
      ‘…A demon.’
    

    

    
      What had emerged from the cocoon she saw in her childhood was certainly a demon, and U-jin's current appearance was also…
    

    

    
      From head to toe, he had the very image of a ‘demon’.
    

    

    
      Just as tension began to rise within Eliya, who didn't know exactly what this all was or what it meant.
    

    

    
      She was soon able to shake off the tension that had welled up inside her.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see.”
    

    

    
      Because as U-jin raised his hand with his characteristic, anytime-anywhere greeting, his form returned to normal.
    

    

    
      With that one playful remark as he raised the corners of his mouth, the changes to his physical appearance quietly subsided.
    

    

    
      “Hoo…”
    

    

    
      Letting out a deep sigh, Eliya plopped down on the spot.
    

    

    
      Jerry, who was in a slightly better state, performed his characteristic gesture of touching his eyebrow and asked the question she had wanted to ask on her behalf.
    

    

    
      “…I'm asking because I'm still not sure how the situation is unfolding, but.”
    

    

    
      Rub, rub—
    

    

    
      “Was it a success?”
    

    

    
      U-jin shrugged once and looked down at the half-sword in his hand before answering.
    

    

    
      “Well… for now, it seems so.”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      It went without saying, but the first place U-jin sought after breaking out of the cocoon was where Valencia was.
    

    

    
      When he led Eliya and Jerry in the direction where traces of Tom Hardist remained, it seemed the other side had also realized that things here were finished, as they were able to meet around the halfway point.
    

    

    
      “Long time no see, Tom.”
    

    

    
      “…Is it over?”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering Tom’s question, U-jin nodded.
    

    

    
      Tom’s eyes scanned the area behind U-jin a couple of times, then he lowered his head with a bitter expression.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Valencia's eyes were empty.
    

    

    
      As if she were a person who felt no emotions at all.
    

    

    
      From U-jin's perspective, it was somewhat understandable.
    

    

    
      His encounter with her in his past life was only after her death, so it was an overstatement to say he knew her well.
    

    

    
      But considering the general context and circumstances, he could roughly guess what Allen Tigris III's Thought Form meant to her.
    

    

    
      Above all.
    

    

    
      ‘…I’ve seen it a lot.’
    

    

    
      He had seen it countless times before the regression.
    

    

    
      People with eyes like that.
    

    

    
      The eyes of someone who has lost a loved one.
    

    

    
      Or, the eyes of someone who has lost everything.
    

    

    
      In U-jin's memory, all those who had such eyes delivered news of their passing not long after.
    

    

    
      Regardless of whether they were strong or weak, a person whose spirit was broken could not hold on for long.
    

    

    
      As U-jin stepped forward and made a gesture to say something.
    

    

    
      “That…”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine.”
    

    

    
      She cut him off before he could say anything.
    

    

    
      It was clearly directed at U-jin, but her eyes were not looking at him, but rather staring into the empty space as they had from the beginning.
    

    

    
      “There’s no need for an apology.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “I knew he couldn't last much longer anyway.”
    

    

    
      …She was talking about the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      “It would have been the same even if you hadn't come.”
    

    

    
      Indeed, as she herself said, Valencia had an inkling that his state was not normal.
    

    

    
      No, in fact, she was more than just suspicious; she was quite certain.
    

    

    
      It was impossible for his state to be maintained for so long, and it was even more impossible for that impossible state to be maintained permanently.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      That the end was more or less imminent.
    

    

    
      If her guess, based on the worsening headaches and their increasing frequency over the years, was correct, he probably wouldn't have lasted beyond this year even if U-jin hadn't arrived.
    

    

    
      Therefore, at a glance, her words might sound as if she had accepted and understood everything.
    

    

    
      But from her following words, U-jin knew that was not the case.
    

    

    
      “…It was impossible from the start. To live happily.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't acceptance, but resignation.
    

    

    
      It wasn't clear whether she was giving up on 'happiness' or 'living'.
    

    

    
      But from U-jin's experience, the look in Valencia's eyes right now seemed a little closer to the latter.
    

    

    
      And from Valencia's perspective, that was somewhat natural.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The reason she had been able to endure without her spirit breaking after losing her country and fleeing to a foreign land was because the Thought Form left by her father had existed by her side.
    

    

    
      It might have been different if it had never been there from the start.
    

    

    
      For the object of her reliance for over 100 years to disappear in an instant was no different from her world, which had already collapsed once, collapsing all over again.
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    

    
      — …Gasp!
    

    

    
      — That thing…
    

    

    

    

    
      Through the various windows of the dark room, the villagers had seen the entire situation unfold.
    

    

    
      Even if they didn't know the specifics, it would be hard to say that no one had seen the moment she first revealed her true form through metamorphosis.
    

    

    
      It would be difficult to continue living in this village any longer.
    

    

    
      She had nothing left, and thus, no lingering attachments.
    

    

    
      “I’ll just… now I…”
    

    

    
      Just like that.
    

    

    
      The moment she was about to resolve herself to die.
    

    

    
      Ssh—
    

    

    
      U-jin held out a sword.
    

    

    
      And it was a half-fragment, with only the hilt remaining, the blade having been lost somewhere.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      At the abrupt action, Valencia looked up at U-jin's face.
    

    

    
      “I didn't come here to apologize or anything.”
    

    

    
      U-jin answered curtly.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      Shrug.
    

    

    
      “Try holding it.”
    

    

    
      He made a sudden, incomprehensible request.
    

    

    
      Valencia wondered if he was perhaps playing a joke.
    

    

    
      But for some reason.
    

    

    
      Though the man's attitude had been consistently playful up until now, at this very moment, there was no hint of playfulness at all.
    

    

    
      And as if captivated by that unknowable atmosphere, Valencia accepted the sword hilt.
    

    

    
      The moment she held the hilt, just as U-jin had said.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      Something began to fill her once-empty eyes.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      Since it was my first time absorbing a fragment of a Primordial Demonic Beast, there were naturally more than a few things to figure out.
    

    

    
      But the most immediate problem at hand was the succession.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      There had been all sorts of unexpected events, but the fundamental reason we came here was for the revival of the Beastkin forces.
    

    

    
      No matter how you looked at it, among the beings rooted in this land, Valencia was the only one who could lead the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      And for her to properly ascend to the throne of the Beastkin, the succession needed to proceed completely.
    

    

    
      And right at this point, a paradox occurred.
    

    

    
      The reason Valencia's succession hadn't proceeded completely until now was because the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III still existed in this land.
    

    

    
      But the reason I had gone so far as to use my second chance was because I needed the knowledge that Thought Form possessed.
    

    

    
      Just as fire and water cannot coexist, a complete succession could not occur as long as the Thought Form existed.
    

    

    
      That was precisely why, even after hearing about the dragon, I couldn't immediately think of using my second chance.
    

    

    
      Because I wasn't sure if it was possible to do both things at once.
    

    

    
      However, that didn't mean no method had come to U-jin's mind.
    

    

    
      If that were the case, he would have never thought of it, or even if he had, he wouldn't have executed it.
    

    

    
      The method U-jin came up with was simple.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong.
    

    

    
      And the sword of the first Heavenly Demon, passed down through her ancestors for generations.
    

    

    
      ‘Chiyou.’
    

    

    
      In that, U-jin had found a faint clue that could allow Valencia to receive the full succession and save the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III at the same time.
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      “…You’re saying my father is in here?”
    

    

    
      Valencia asked back, but her eyes were already tinged with a peculiar color as she did so.
    

    

    
      The moment she gripped the sword hilt U-jin had handed her, she had felt a somehow familiar aura.
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Well, to be precise, it’s just a Thought Form.”
    

    

    
      U-jin’s brief remark, uttered with a shrug, felt somewhat insufficient as an explanation.
    

    

    
      But in truth, he had said only what was absolutely necessary.
    

    

    
      The current circumstances and the events leading up to them.
    

    

    
      And the strangely familiar aura emanating from the sword already provided enough clues.
    

    

    
      With just that one phrase, Valencia could piece together a rough picture in her mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…An Ego Sword?’
    

    

    
      She had been all but confined to the princess's palace in her youth, and after the fall of the Beastkin Nation, she had never once left Aileen Village, so her knowledge of the world was not extensive.
    

    

    
      But even Valencia had heard of them once before.
    

    

    
      Ego Swords.
    

    

    
      A type of artifact where a weapon naturally gains a sense of self and intelligence over time.
    

    

    
      She had heard that such mysterious items, though rare, did exist.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were some differences when applying it directly to the current situation.
    

    

    
      The Ego Swords she knew of were cases where the weapon itself gained a self, not where an external Thought Form inhabited a weapon like this.
    

    

    
      It might be understandable if the will of the sword's user became imbued in it, but for the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III to suddenly inhabit a completely unfamiliar fragment of a sword was not only strange but also deviated from the nature of a typical Ego Sword.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      Even as she thought this, Valencia couldn't take her eyes off the pure white, ornate sword hilt.
    

    

    
      Before, it had been a vague sense of familiarity, but through U-jin's direct statement, she came to realize that it might be Allen's Thought Form.
    

    

    
      And as the feeling grew stronger with time, a certain conviction began to take root.
    

    

    
      Ssh—
    

    

    
      Slowly raising her head, Valencia asked U-jin.
    

    

    
      “…Then when you stabbed this sword into him earlier, it wasn't to destroy him, but…”
    

    

    
      At Valencia’s murmur, U-jin shook his head.
    

    

    
      “…No. At that time, I was planning to eliminate it. As long as the Thought Form existed, your succession wouldn't proceed properly.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “But I changed my mind a bit. I figured you have your own position to consider.”
    

    

    
      …In truth, it was less about considering Valencia's position and more about the ‘mention of a dragon’ he had heard from Allen Tigris.
    

    

    
      But U-jin didn't bother to reveal that.
    

    

    
      Though it was a much smaller part, it wasn't a lie that he had been concerned about Valencia.
    

    

    
      With a brazen expression, U-jin shrugged and said.
    

    

    
      “This is my first time trying a method like this, so it’s hard to be certain… but from what I’ve checked, there shouldn't be any problems.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Well, you, who are holding it, would know best.”
    

    

    
      It was quite obvious at this point, but.
    

    

    
      The method U-jin had devised in that fleeting moment was to bind the residual Thought Form of Allen Tigris III to the fragment of the ‘Xuanyuan Sword’.
    

    

    

    
      『…Perhaps.』
    

    

    

    
      Originally, as Allen Tigris III himself had planned within his Innate Barrier, he was supposed to perish along with the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast that filled his body.
    

    

    
      The strongly entangled Thought Form and Primordial Demonic Beast fragment had been combined so strongly and for so long that it was impossible to separate them with ordinary power.
    

    

    
      In fact, such a powerful attraction was at work that it wouldn't have been strange to call them a single body.
    

    

    
      After all, the reason his Thought Form, which should have vanished long ago, had maintained its state until now was thanks to the peculiar, unknown regenerative power of the Primordial Demonic Beast… so that was the only solution.
    

    

    
      But U-jin, who was still lamenting his inability to find out more about the ‘dragon’ even as he thrust the Xuanyuan Sword into the Thought Form’s brow, suddenly thought that he might have the power to solve this.
    

    

    
      Just as he had been able to save his body when he consumed the Source Stone in the Darkest Dungeon, he could entrust what came next to the unknown eye residing within him.
    

    

    
      Of course, he had many reservations.
    

    

    
      If he used that power now, it would be possible to separate the Primordial Demonic Beast fragment from Allen Tigris III, but that power couldn't be used at will.
    

    

    
      It required a somewhat critical situation to manifest, just as it had activated automatically in the Darkest Dungeon when U-jin's life was on the line due to the Source Stone's influence.
    

    

    
      For that purpose, U-jin had deliberately guided the Primordial Demonic Beast fragment into his own body.
    

    

    
      That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      Even if he absorbed it into his body and survived, it wasn't certain that Allen Tigris III's residual Thought Form could settle into the sword.
    

    

    
      Its very existence was in a realm beyond explanation, and it was possible that the residual Thought Form would dissipate according to its natural course the moment it was separated.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the number of times U-jin could use his power was clearly limited, so if things unfolded that way, it would be no different from pulling forward a chance to gain a great power in the future only to throw it on the ground.
    

    

    
      It wasn't a reversible ability that he could try with a "great if it works, oh well if it doesn't" attitude.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      ‘…The real challenge starts now.’
    

    

    
      Even if he somehow managed to get through all of that, there was one final problem remaining.
    

    

    
      The succession.
    

    

    
      It wasn't certain if that would be possible.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the first two problems seemed to have been resolved as U-jin had expected.
    

    

    
      In any case, U-jin had succeeded in separating the Thought Form from the Primordial Demonic Beast fragment, and although it wasn't certain yet, judging by the change in Valencia's eyes, it seemed he had definitely succeeded in imbuing Allen Tigris III's residual Thought Form into the broken sword hilt.
    

    

    
      But as for the problem of the succession, not even U-jin could rashly predict its success or failure.
    

    

    
      The very reason Valencia had not been able to complete her succession until now was due to the existence of Allen Tigris III's Thought Form, and even if it moved its cradle from the Primordial Demonic Beast to a sword, the fact that the Thought Form existed remained unchanged.
    

    

    
      …But in that moment, a clue surfaced in U-jin's mind.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Demonic Sword Chiyou.’
    

    

    
      He remembered the existence of that Demonic Sword, the one that had first spoken to him.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      The relationship between Shim Cheong and the Demonic Sword had some similarities to Valencia's case.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong was in a position to inherit power passed down from her ancestors, and Valencia, too, had to inherit power passed down from her ancestors.
    

    

    
      He didn't know the exact details, but he thought there must be a corresponding risk, just as Shim Cheong would go blind if she refused the succession.
    

    

    
      The one and only difference was the current situation.
    

    

    
      For Valencia, the existence of the predecessor's Thought Form was hindering the succession, while for Shim Cheong, she had carried out the succession through a Holy Relic in which that very thought lingered.
    

    

    
      It was from this point, which could be called the complete opposite, that U-jin came up with an idea.
    

    

    
      ‘…If I imbue it into the sword.’
    

    

    
      A method where the predecessor's thought resides in an object, and the successor becomes the master of that object.
    

    

    
      Simply put, it was to change Valencia's case into the same form as Shim Cheong's.
    

    

    
      Of course, since their origins were different, there was no guarantee that it would apply in the same way.
    

    

    
      The Demonic Cult was the Demonic Cult, and the power of the White Tiger passed down through the generations of the Beastkin royal bloodline would have different properties.
    

    

    
      But despite these uncertainties, U-jin made the attempt.
    

    

    
      …It was, to some extent, a gamble.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't an impulsive, gambling-like decision made for no reason.
    

    

    
      It was an attempt made after U-jin had finished his own mental calculations, considering the risks of failure and the benefits of success.
    

    

    
      In other words, it was an action taken after deciding that the ‘profit-loss ratio’ was reasonably good.
    

    

    
      And the success or failure of that action.
    

    

    
      “…Check it yourself.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “It’ll be hard to confirm right now since it hasn’t properly synchronized yet, but if the Thought Form has been properly imbued… you might not hear a voice, but you should at least be able to confirm a response.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      That was the part they had to find out from now on.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      U-jin gave the sword hilt to Valencia.
    

    

    
      Then they moved to a quiet place, out of people's sight.
    

    

    
      It was so she could fully concentrate on communing with the sword and confirming it.
    

    

    
      “Will this place do?”
    

    

    
      Nod—
    

    

    
      Valencia, who nodded instead of answering, sat down on the spot and closed her eyes.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Of course, confirming the imbuement of the Thought Form was something U-jin could have done himself.
    

    

    
      If anything, U-jin knew more about weapons imbued with will.
    

    

    
      However, U-jin did not do so.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      …What U-jin wanted to confirm was not simply whether the residual Thought Form was properly imbued.
    

    

    
      If U-jin had simply wanted to check if Allen's Thought Form was properly in the sword, there would have been no need to waste time having her clutch the sword hilt.
    

    

    
      In fact, he already considered that part to be more or less a success.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The reason U-jin gave her time was that he didn't think her holding the sword was limited to simply increasing their ‘communion’.
    

    

    
      If, as U-jin hoped, Allen's Thought Form had successfully been imbued in the sword.
    

    

    
      And if that normalized the succession process that had been distorted until now, then this process would naturally become the process of succession.
    

    

    
      “Hero.”
    

    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    

    
      “Is it okay to just wait like this? I think there’s a lot to clean up in the village…”
    

    

    
      Of course, there were no special outward actions or rituals.
    

    

    
      Just holding the sword hilt and remaining still.
    

    

    
      Following U-jin's advice, Valencia slowly closed her eyes and communed with the sword hilt.
    

    

    
      “…Just wait for now. It won't take that long.”
    

    

    
      “…I think it’s already taking plenty long.”
    

    

    
      “You think so?”
    

    

    
      “It’s almost dawn. We left one side of the village half-destroyed…”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “From what I can see, nothing seems to be changing… Isn’t this long enough?”
    

    

    
      Because the process was so monotonously dull and there were no visible changes, Eliya, worried about the situation below, urged them on from time to time.
    

    

    
      Several hours passed in silence like that, and just as Eliya had said, around the time dawn was breaking.
    

    

    
      The eyelids of Valencia, who had been concentrating without once opening her eyes, trembled.
    

    

    
      And then, she gently lifted her eyelids, revealing her pupils.
    

    

    
      Grin—
    

    

    
      “Now you’re looking the part.”
    

    

    
      There were no changes in her outward appearance.
    

    

    
      “…Queen Valencia.”
    

    

    
      …Except for the fact that both of Valencia's eyes were now shining with a golden light.
    

  
    Chapter 173: The Second Time (5)

    
      ‘…You’re saying my father is in here?’
    

    

    
      *Yeah.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Well, to be precise, it’s just a Thought Form.’
    

    

    

    

    
      Until the very moment she received the sword hilt from U-jin, Valencia couldn't shake the skepticism from her heart.
    

    

    
      Without a doubt.
    

    

    
      She had been certain that her father, Allen Tigris III, had been annihilated by his hands.
    

    

    
      The reason Valencia, who had shed tears only a handful of times in her entire life, had shown such a pathetic side of herself, even crying in front of Thomas, was because that thought had moved beyond a vague guess and become a certainty.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just a conjecture based on the circumstances; thanks to the long time they had spent together, she could feel it instinctively.
    

    

    
      That Allen Tigris III, who had always been by her side, no longer existed in this world.
    

    

    
      The fact that the terrible headache that had constantly squeezed her temples had vanished proved it once more.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      After listening to U-jin and receiving the sword hilt, Valencia could clearly feel the familiar aura dwelling within it.
    

    

    
      The presence it gave off was so faint that she hadn't noticed it until she touched it directly.
    

    

    
      But the aura lingering there was unmistakably identical to the one Allen Tigris III had exuded.
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘…Check it yourself.’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘It’ll be hard to confirm right now since it hasn’t properly synchronized yet, but if the Thought Form has been properly imbued… you might not hear a voice, but you should at least be able to confirm a response.’
    

    

    

    

    
      In fact, even when U-jin had said that.
    

    

    
      Valencia had been half-believing, half-doubting.
    

    

    
      Of course, the aura she felt in her palm was certainly her father's, but whether it could truly exist forever by being imbued in this way, as he claimed.
    

    

    
      Or whether it was just a fleeting wisp of energy that would soon scatter, a momentary deception, was something she couldn't know.
    

    

    
      ‘…No way.’
    

    

    
      To be honest, Valencia leaned toward the latter.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      If such a thing were possible, why wouldn't Valencia have done it herself by now?
    

    

    
      The reason she hadn't taken any particular action, despite having noticed early on that the Thought Form was not persisting in a normal way, wasn't simply because she was foolish.
    

    

    
      It was an indispensable necessity because she knew all too well that there were no other alternatives.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s impossible.’
    

    

    
      Imbuing a being's thought into an object was not a simple matter that could be done just by wanting to.
    

    

    
      Throughout the vast history of the Upper-Dimensional Plane, spanning eons, Artifacts were precious precisely because they were so rare.
    

    

    
      Moreover, among them, items imbued with a thought transcended the level of Artifacts and were categorized separately as ‘Holy Relics’, existing so rarely that they required special management.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't as if there were no items among non-Holy Relic Artifacts that held a consciousness, in the manner of an ‘Ego Sword’.
    

    

    
      But that, too, was an occurrence so rare it was considered the stuff of legends.
    

    

    
      Valencia, too, had once considered the method of imbuing Allen Tigris III's Thought Form into a weapon.
    

    

    
      The only reason she had given up without even attempting it was because the impossibility of it was so starkly apparent to her.
    

    

    
      As she possessed eyes that could see through to the essence of things.
    

    

    
      It was all too clear to her that artificially imbuing a thought into an object was impossible from the start.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, the reason Valencia accepted the sword was simple.
    

    

    

    
      ‘…It has been a long time, Valencia.’
    

    

    

    

    
      The familiar voice that came from the Thought Form when U-jin stabbed its brow.
    

    

    
      She had thought it an auditory hallucination, experienced amidst a throbbing headache, but if it wasn't a hallucination and was something she had actually heard.
    

    

    
      She thought, just maybe.
    

    

    
      It was a Thought Form she had been with for a long, long time.
    

    

    
      But that was the first time she had heard her father's voice directly.
    

    

    
      And though it was only once, the voice was so identical to what she had experienced when he was alive that she recognized it in that instant.
    

    

    
      Thus, unable to shake her skeptical heart, Valencia took the sword hilt U-jin offered and focused on the aura she felt in her palm.
    

    

    
      At first, just as U-jin had said, she felt nothing special even while holding the sword hilt.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      A short while after she closed her eyes, as time slowly passed.
    

    

    
      She soon found herself inwardly astonished.
    

    

    
      ‘…This is.’
    

    

    
      Just as U-jin had said before, the aura of Allen Tigris III imbued in the sword hilt was gradually growing stronger.
    

    

    
      It was expanding its presence as if it were slowly settling in.
    

    

    
      …That wasn't all.
    

    

    
      At a certain moment, as the aura and presence grew.
    

    

    
      Her vision, which had been pitch-black with her eyes closed, tilted once—and twisted diagonally, and then in the blink of an eye, a grayish-white, unknown space unfolded before her.
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      And at the front of that space.
    

    

    

    
      『…It has been a long time, Valencia.』
    

    

    

    
      The eyes of Allen Tigris III were greeting her once more.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “Do you remember that time? When I was about five. The whole palace was in an uproar because I went missing.”
    

    

    

    

    
      『I remember, Valencia.』
    

    

    

    
      “Back then, I just made an excuse that I had fallen asleep under the bed… but that was actually the first day I ever went outside the palace. I meant to go out for a bit and come right back, but I got lost… Only Thomas got scolded.”
    

    

    

    
      『…I knew.』
    

    

    

    
      “You did?”
    

    

    

    
      『Wouldn’t it be stranger if I didn’t? I had days like that myself.』
    

    

    

    
      “I really thought you didn’t know…”
    

    

    
      The two of them talked for a long time.
    

    

    
      Time stood still and did not flow within the grayish-white Innate Barrier, and the stories Valencia had accumulated over the years and…….
    

    

    
      The stories Allen Tigris III had yet to tell were not the kind that could be fully shared in just a few sentences.
    

    

    
      From Valencia’s silly childhood stories to the tale of the Beastkin Nation’s fall.
    

    

    
      The story of their escape and wandering from the Beastkin Nation, the story of her time as a Man-eating Beast.
    

    

    
      And so on.
    

    

    
      “Hah… I never thought the day would come when I’d say all this.”
    

    

    

    
      『The same goes for me.』
    

    

    

    

    
      “…It feels strange, Father.”
    

    

    
      In the midst of endlessly pouring out stories that flowed without a moment's thought.
    

    

    
      At a certain point, as if by agreement, both their mouths stopped, and silence fell.
    

    

    
      And in that moment, Valencia suddenly realized two things.
    

    

    
      That the corners of her own lips had turned up into a smile.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I believe I’ve said all I need to as a father, and now, what remains must be said as a former king.』
    

    

    

    
      That the final story Allen mentioned was not something she particularly wanted to hear.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      It was obvious what Allen would talk about in the current flow of conversation.
    

    

    
      There was only one story that the former king of a fallen nation could pass on to his successor.
    

    

    
      It was the story U-jin had already spoken of outside.
    

    

    

    

    
      『No matter how I think about it, I don’t think it’s a position you can take because you want to, or refuse because you don’t.』
    

    

    
      『…What are you?』
    

    

    
      『What do I look like?』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      Destiny.
    

    

    
      The fate of one born into the royal bloodline of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      In truth, the one who knew it best was Valencia herself.
    

    

    
      Among all the beings currently treading this land, she was the only one who could perform the ‘duties of the Beastkin Nation’s throne’.
    

    

    
      She had just been turning away from it and denying it until now.
    

    

    

    
      『Inherit the throne.』
    

    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『Valencia la Bael Tigris.』
    

    

    

    
      Whenever Allen recited his daughter's full name, it was always to deliver a message as king.
    

    

    
      The corners of Valencia's lips tilted in a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      “How?”
    

    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    

    
      “It’s already… fallen.”
    

    

    
      The Beastkin Nation had fallen.
    

    

    
      It was shattered into four and scattered across the continent.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin Nation, which once possessed a long tradition and brilliant honor, no longer existed.
    

    

    
      So Allen's words to inherit the throne were no different from telling her to become the ‘queen of a fallen nation’.
    

    

    

    
      『…That is all the more reason why you are needed, Valencia.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『From the very beginning, you must rebuild the Beastkin Nation.』
    

    

    

    
      Naturally, that was not an easy task.
    

    

    
      Inheriting the throne itself would not be a simple matter to begin with, but at least the Beastkin Nation in its prime had a system.
    

    

    
      There were plenty of people to help a lacking king, and countless tribal elders to ask about things she didn't know.
    

    

    
      But it was different now.
    

    

    
      No system existed, there was no suitable personnel to help her, and she had to take responsibility herself and devise solutions even when she didn't know the answers.
    

    

    
      Leaving aside her preference for doing it or not, Valencia simply couldn't imagine herself being able to do it.
    

    

    
      …That was why she had been running away all this time, despite knowing her role.
    

    

    

    
      『…I know. That it is not an easy task.』
    

    

    

    
      Perhaps he read her bitter smile.
    

    

    
      Even without a clear answer, Allen Tigris III added, as if he knew her heart.
    

    

    

    
      『…However. Is there not someone who will help you?』
    

    

    

    

    
      Someone who will help.
    

    

    
      Normally, at that line, she should have naturally thought of Thomas Lycan Hardist, who had served her since childhood.
    

    

    
      But why?
    

    

    

    
      『I didn’t come here to apologize or anything.』
    

    

    

    
      The one who came to Valencia’s mind at that moment was that unidentifiable man who had answered her so brazenly.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      A human who exuded an inexplicable aura, yet gave a strange sense of reliability.
    

    

    
      Valencia had seen countless types of humans while wandering here and there after leaving the Beastkin Nation, but she had no memory of meeting a human who gave off such a feeling.
    

    

    
      If she had to pick someone, a certain old general she saw chugging beer in a tavern after surviving decades of the War against Demons seemed similar, but.
    

    

    
      U-jin seemed to possess something more, something that couldn't be explained with words.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, if that weren't the case, Valencia, who was already worn out and had inwardly wished for death, would never have had a change of heart and come this far.
    

    

    

    
      『…With him, it will be possible.』
    

    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    

    
      『That is what I feel.』
    

    

    

    

    
      He was stating a simple feeling.
    

    

    
      But the words of one who inherited the blood of the White Tiger carried more meaning than that.
    

    

    
      It meant that even if he couldn't explain it precisely, he had seen some kind of essence within it.
    

    

    
      “…What if I say no?”
    

    

    
      Even while sensing that she could no longer escape, now that things had come this far, Valencia deliberately asked back.
    

    

    
      And Allen's answer to that was.
    

    

    

    
      『…Then get married.』
    

    

    

    
      A refusal disguised as a joke.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Valencia, raising the corners of her lips, answered softly.
    

    

    
      “Don’t blame me later for how things turn out.”
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      “…That will be me doing my best.”
    

    

    
      And with that answer.
    

    

    
      One of Valencia’s eyes was colored in gold.
    

  
    Chapter 174: Beastkin Faction (1)

    
      Back at the Guild House.
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi, who had been holding down the fort, and the newcomer Valencia were sitting opposite each other at the dining table.
    

    

    
      It was a somewhat awkward picture, but,
    

    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    

    
      With an incredibly awkward cough, Cheong-yi spoke.
    

    

    
      “Welcome. I have heard much about you.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I had just arrived and given a brief explanation, so where on earth could she have heard ‘much’ about her?
    

    

    
      “This is Young Miss Valencia, who will be staying with us from now on.”
    

    

    
      Striking a pose that didn’t suit her at all, she offered Valencia a benevolent smile and greeted her.
    

    

    
      “I am Shim Cheong-yi, the mistress of this house.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      When exactly she had become the mistress of the house without being asked was also a mystery.
    

    

    
      If anything, considering the role I’d given her, she was closer to a security guard than a mistress.
    

    

    
      Wondering if he might know, I turned my head to look at Jerry.
    

    

    
      “…I don’t know.”
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      “…Wasn’t this territory supposed to be run under your name in the first place?”
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s true, but.”
    

    

    
      “…I have never bestowed such a title.”
    

    

    
      It didn’t seem like he knew the circumstances either.
    

    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    

    
      It looked like she was trying to start a power struggle, seeing as they looked to be about the same age.
    

    

    
      And just as I expected.
    

    

    
      “Young Miss, may I ask of your age this year?”
    

    

    
      “My age…?”
    

    

    
      “Ah. I am asking how old you are. It is an old-fashioned way of referring to the years that pass through spring and autumn.”
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi’s words, using old-fashioned terms she never used, were tinged with an awkwardness that made her intentions obvious.
    

    

    
      It was sort of like the existing youngest member of the group hazing the new youngest member.
    

    

    
      In contrast to Cheong-yi’s higher-than-usual tension.
    

    

    
      Valencia wasn’t very talkative.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It was somewhat to be expected.
    

    

    
      She was someone who had lived her life distanced from society, and it wasn’t as if they were on smiling terms until just recently.
    

    

    
      Even if this was the conclusion they’d reached, after such a sharp conflict, it would surely be embarrassing to suddenly change her attitude and act friendly.
    

    

    
      But perhaps because Cheong-yi’s positive energy had an effect, Valencia cautiously opened her mouth and answered in a quiet, short reply.
    

    

    
      “…One hundred and four.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      …Well, of course.
    

    

    
      It didn’t seem to be the answer Cheong-yi had been expecting.
    

    

    
      Haha.
    

    

    
      Letting out a somewhat sheepish laugh, she seemed to ponder for a moment, her brow furrowing slightly, before spouting some nonsense.
    

    

    
      “You are similar to me.”
    

    

    
      “…Really?”
    

    

    
      “Why, is there not a proverb that says one becomes a child as one gets older? If we take the age of fifty as the midpoint and you have become young again, then we are more or less peers. Truly, a good age to become friends.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I had no idea when such a proverb came into existence, but the logic seemed to be that since you’ve aged so much and I’ve aged so little, we’re ultimately similar.
    

    

    
      Since there was about an eighty-year difference between Cheong-yi, who had just passed twenty, and Valencia, according to that strange logic, it didn’t seem entirely wrong.
    

    

    
      “So, what family do you hail from, Young Miss? I am not too familiar with the families on my man’s side, but…”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You have a certain noble air about you, so you must surely possess a fine bloodline. For your reference, I am the successor to a place called the Eastern Demonic Cult…”
    

    

    
      “The royal family of the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The heir.”
    

    

    
      Ugh.
    

    

    
      With a groan and a look of displeasure, Cheong-yi’s eyes shifted to the side.
    

    

    
      It seemed she wanted to establish herself in a superior position, but it wasn’t going as planned.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      It felt like I was seeing a side of her I didn’t know.
    

    

    
      …No.
    

    

    
      To be precise, rather than a side I didn’t know, it felt like a part of the pre-regression Cheong-yi—one I was all too familiar with but thought I wouldn’t see just yet—was showing through.
    

    

    
      That petty pride that would activate when she got fixated on something strange, even though she showed a bold and gallant side elsewhere.
    

    

    
      …And it was, if anything, a little more intense than I remembered.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “…Was she always like this?”
    

    

    
      I turned to my side and asked Eliya, who shrugged.
    

    

    
      “Like what?”
    

    

    
      “…The type to needlessly try and enforce discipline.”
    

    

    
      Tilting her head, she mumbled as if she wasn’t sure.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “After you, Hero, I’m the one who’s been away from here the most, so I wouldn’t know for sure… but last time, after you went into the Darkest Dungeon.”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “When you brought that half-dog person over there, she did mutter that the Demonic Cult’s position was being threatened.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Ah! I think she also added that the Demonic Cult’s standing must be solidified.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      It seemed that since she was still young, she was concerned with useless things like hierarchy.
    

    

    
      It was like how, when kids just enter middle school, they get into pointless fights to measure who’s stronger out of childish bravado.
    

    

    
      If what Eliya relayed was true, it seemed that as the heir to the Demonic Cult, she unconsciously felt the need to have the most renowned name among the group.
    

    

    
      The reason she was doing this to Valencia, something she hadn't done to others, was probably because she instinctively sensed that Valencia exuded more of a monarch's aura than the others.
    

    

    
      And according to Eliya’s addition, she seemed worried that the influx of other factions would lower her and the Demonic Cult’s standing here.
    

    

    
      Knowing what the Demonic Cult was like in the past.
    

    

    
      She would instinctively know that the fate of a minority is rarely a good one.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      ‘…She’s making a fuss over nothing.’
    

    

    
      From my perspective, it looked like she was just making a fuss over nothing.
    

    

    
      The day when either of them became unnecessary would never come, and hunting the Demon King wasn't so easy that we could afford to worry about internal hierarchies.
    

    

    
      To hunt the Demon King, it went without saying that both Valencia and Cheong-yi were necessary.
    

    

    
      Even if, over time, the relative importance of one might decrease, it didn't mean they would cease to be a key part of our forces.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      Cheong-yi was the Demonic Cult in and of herself, while the Beastkin were an already existing faction.
    

    

    
      If we were to be particular, the Beastkin were obviously ahead in terms of immediate faction growth and support, but thinking about the future, it was a different story.
    

    

    
      The loyalty towards the Beastkin royal family was certainly formidable, but the unique binding force of the Demonic Cult that Cheong-yi possessed could exert a coercive power that surpassed it.
    

    

    
      Once the vessel of her potential grew large enough, and she reached the level of her pre-regression self where she commanded a force so massive that the title ‘One-Person Demonic Cult’ wouldn't be strange, she would boast a military might that would inspire more fear than any army in this Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Moreover, since her situation was better in many ways this time compared to before the regression, she had even greater growth potential. Given enough time, it was a foregone conclusion.
    

    

    
      Well.
    

    

    
      In the first place, since their capabilities and areas of expertise were different, I couldn't choose one over the other.
    

    

    
      Nor did I need to.
    

    

    
      Thus, after quietly observing her pointless hazing, I finally stood up and put a stop to her actions.
    

    

    
      “That’s enough, Cheong-ah.”
    

    

    
      “…What do you mean? Brother.”
    

    

    
      She answered, feigning ignorance.
    

    

    
      But the fleeting, startled expression on her face proved that she was aware, to some extent, that she was hazing the newcomer.
    

    

    
      It was somewhat understandable.
    

    

    
      …It wasn’t as if I hadn’t experienced such cases myself.
    

    

    
      Just from my own experience, when I first joined the Suicide Squad, there were guys who pulled rank needlessly in the name of discipline.
    

    

    
      Of course, my personality was even worse back then, so I just went ahead and clashed with anyone I didn't like, regardless of who came first.
    

    

    
      Even in a place where people had supposedly gathered for the greater good, such authoritarian attitudes constantly emerged.
    

    

    
      When our lives were on the line from one day to the next and it wouldn't be strange if the world ended tomorrow, it was human nature to needlessly try and establish one's authority.
    

    

    
      This was cute enough to be let go lightly.
    

    

    
      …But that said.
    

    

    
      It didn’t mean I was just going to let it be.
    

    

    
      “You know what I’m talking about.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It’s all pointless.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps she didn’t like my added words.
    

    

    
      This time, she tried to refute me with a more blatant look of displeasure.
    

    

    
      “But… to establish the authority of the Demonic Cult, we must do this at the very beginning…”
    

    

    
      Her aggrieved expression made it seem like persuading her with words alone wouldn’t be easy.
    

    

    
      In terms of stubbornness, she was stronger than me even before the regression. 
    

    

    
      She was so bull-headed that if something didn’t go her way, she would push through with her own will even if ten thousand people tried to stop her.
    

    

    
      I had already experienced it firsthand and knew all too well that a matter that went against her will couldn't be resolved with just a few words.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I.
    

    

    
      Snap-
    

    

    
      I snapped my fingers before she could finish her sentence.
    

    

    
      After all.
    

    

    
      Actions were easier than words.
    

    

    

    

    
      [<Trait: True Vampire (★★☆)> is activated.]
    

    

    

    

    
      She looked at me with a questioning expression at the snap of my fingers, but with the subsequent change in mana, her arms were lifted up.
    

    

    
      Whoosh-!
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Valencia wore a look of confusion at Cheong-yi’s sudden action.
    

    

    
      It was understandable, since it wasn’t exactly normal for someone who had been striking poses just moments ago to suddenly raise both arms in a ridiculous posture.
    

    

    
      I asked Cheong-yi, who had a look of utter disbelief on her face, a short question.
    

    

    
      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
    

    

    
      “…Brother, don’t tell me……”
    

    

    
      Her face colored with horror as she tried to deny reality.
    

    

    
      “Let’s shake it for old time’s sake.”
    

    

    
      No explanation was needed.
    

    

    
      Instead of an answer, I snapped my fingers once more, and her arms began to wave from side to side.
    

    

    
      A blush of embarrassment began to creep up the face of the girl who had been putting on such airs until now.
    

    

    
      “Eek!!!”
    

    

    
      She let out a voice full of indignation and tried to resist somehow, but the Blood Demon Art of a 2-star Vampire possessed a powerful restraining force.
    

    

    
      Flail-flail-
    

    

    
      Flail-flail-
    

    

    
      Her arms moved vigorously from side to side.
    

    

    
      Before they could swing even three times, a scream-like declaration of surrender erupted from her, and the situation was resolved.
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      After Shim Cheong-yi was dragged away by U-jin, flailing her arms.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      The space Valencia sought out after leaving the dining hall was on the roof of the mansion.
    

    

    
      As it wasn't a space meant to be climbed, there was no dedicated path up, but creating paths where none existed had been as good as her specialty, both during her time in Aileen Village and at the royal palace.
    

    

    
      Finding and climbing up to a place like this wasn't difficult; for her, it was already a natural, everyday occurrence.
    

    

    
      Perched on the roof, Valencia turned her head and surveyed the things that came into her view.
    

    

    
      Of course, there wasn't much to see.
    

    

    
      Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Half-demolished buildings.
    

    

    
      Newly constructed buildings.
    

    

    
      That was about the extent of everything that could be described with words.
    

    

    
      Beyond that, only a yellowish-brown wasteland, hard to even name, stretched out endlessly.
    

    

    
      Well, still.
    

    

    
      Compared to before she arrived—that is, before U-jin had left this place—quite a few things had changed.
    

    

    
      While it was still far too lacking to be called a 'village', compared to the beginning when it was filled with nothing but half-demolished buildings, it now had a few structures suitable for living, giving it the appearance of a place where people gathered to live.
    

    

    
      Before U-jin left, he had informed the Beastkin through Jerry that this place would become their new home.
    

    

    
      Accordingly, the Beastkin who decided to settle had begun restoration work on the buildings, though it was still too early to call it a full-scale effort.
    

    

    
      Of course, since it was still in the initial stages, most of the view, as described before, was covered by the wasteland beyond.
    

    

    
      …That was all there was to it.
    

    

    
      A monotonous, unremarkable backdrop with nothing worth adding.
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      As Valencia looked down at the Beastkin moving between the shabby building remains and the newly erected structures, her expression held a certain indescribable complexity.
    

    

    
      Rather than a look of mixed feelings, it was more of an expression where several emotions were jumbled together, one she herself couldn't yet clearly define.
    

    

    
      Looking at this simple and monotonous scenery, she felt a sentiment so complex and subtle that if asked to pinpoint the true nature of her feelings, she wouldn't be able to give a definite answer.
    

    

    
      And though there had been no specific instruction, Tom Hardist, who had followed Valencia up to the roof as if it were the most natural thing to do, was watching her complex expression from the side.
    

    

    
      And in that expression, suddenly.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The past came to his mind.
    

    

    
      It wasn't the exact same space, but he too had once leaned against a corner wall of the mansion when he first arrived, watching the people from a distance.
    

    

    
      He couldn't know if Valencia was thinking the same thoughts he had back then.
    

    

    
      But judging from her expression alone, it seemed certain that the emotions he had felt then and what Valencia was feeling now shared a similar vein.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘What should I say?’
    

    

    
      It was obvious, but both in the past and now, Valencia remained a difficult person for Tom to deal with.
    

    

    
      If it had been anyone else, he would have snorted and mocked them for their ridiculous-looking face, but in this case, the subject was different. 
    

    

    
      Worlds different.
    

    

    
      She needed something different.
    

    

    
      In a normal situation, 'consolation' would be the most standard response.
    

    

    
      But that was impossible.
    

    

    
      Beyond the shyness and awkwardness, he was simply not the type of person suited for such things. Even if he tried, it wouldn't be comforting in the least.
    

    

    
      Suddenly.
    

    

    
      Shim Cheong-yi's voice flashed through Tom's mind.
    

    

    
      『…Hey. You dog-like fellow.』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    
      『I have something I want to talk to you about for a moment.』
    

    

    
      …That seemed like a good idea.
    

    

    
      A conversation that could clear her complicated thoughts and refresh her mood with a different topic.
    

    

    
      Just as that girl, Shim Cheong-yi, had come to him and lifted his spirits, he thought it would be good to have something that could turn her attention elsewhere.
    

    

    
      ‘…The dinner menu? Martial arts? Or… maybe talking smack about that bastard would be best.’
    

    

    
      As he watched her expression, his mouth opening and closing like a fish, Tom thought.
    

    

    
      ‘…Right, at times like this…’
    

    

    
      He chose one of the various options flashing through his mind and, with a determined expression, cleared his throat once to speak.
    

    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Prin—?”
    

    

    
      And just as he was about to call out to Valencia and start the conversation.
    

    

    
      Grab-
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a pure white glove appeared over the corner of the roof.
    

    

    
      The owner of the glove, who had clumsily hooked their arm over the roof, soon revealed their identity with a groan.
    

    

    
      “…Phew.”
    

    

    
      A black suit and black tie on long limbs.
    

    

    
      Neatly swept-back hair that gave off a subtle aura.
    

    

    
      Skin so white it was pale.
    

    

    
      Deep dark circles under his eyes.
    

    

    
      …Jerry Junior.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      A peculiar light entered Valencia’s eyes.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      She was the one who had come to this unfamiliar place, and since she still had things to discuss with U-jin, she had thought someone else might come looking for her.
    

    

    
      But it was because the most unexpected person among them had arrived.
    

    

    
      And in the most unfitting way, at that.
    

    

    
      Jerry, who was taking off his soot-covered gloves with a deep frown, soon shook his head and muttered.
    

    

    
      “…To climb up by grabbing an uncleaned wall. An experience I never wish to repeat.”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Then he turned his head to look at Valencia and spoke.
    

    

    
      “I have something to sa… say.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…to you.”
    

    

    
      The ending was clearly that of formal speech, but since he mumbled in the middle, it was impossible to know exactly what tone he was using.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “…This bastard.”
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist glared at Jerry Junior, letting out his characteristic low-frequency growl as if to show his displeasure.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, it was only natural.
    

    

    
      It was bad enough that he had appeared at the exact moment he was about to do something, interrupting him, but on top of that, it was Jerry Junior.
    

    

    
      The guy he already had it in for had shown up doing something equally annoying.
    

    

    
      From Tom's point of view, there was no way anything good would come out of his mouth.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      “…Are you in your right mind, you bastard?”
    

    

    
      In Tom's mind, Jerry was not the kind of person who could ever take the initiative to appear before Valencia.
    

    

    
      There were many reasons, but in the end, Jerry was the descendant of Count Dracula, the one who had caused the whole disaster.
    

    

    
      A long time may have passed, but while wounds and wrongdoings might dull with time, they could never disappear.
    

    

    
      This was especially true for deeply carved scars.
    

    

    
      Even if they were to consider the circumstances and have a conversation, it was something that could only happen when Valencia decided to and showed her intention first.
    

    

    
      For him to presumptuously come and request a conversation like this seemed nothing but rude and shameless to Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      He also thought there was no way Valencia would accept such a request.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      Valencia raised her right hand to cover Tom’s mouth and asked back.
    

    

    
      “What is it about?”
    

    

    
      “…Princess?”
    

    

    
      She spoke to him as if she were curious about what he had to say.
    

    

    
      At that.
    

    

    
      “…I would like a private audience… if I may.”
    

    

    
      Jerry’s gaze shifted slightly toward Tom.
    

    

    
      It meant he wanted Tom to leave.
    

    

    
      “You…!!”
    

    

    
      Anger surged in Tom at this even more displeasing turn of events, and he was about to roar, but.
    

    

    
      “…Go down. Thomas.”
    

    

    
      “…Yes?”
    

    

    
      “I said, go down. He said he wants to talk alone.”
    

    

    
      Valencia granted Jerry's request, once again relaying his demand on his behalf.
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      “It’s not like I called you here anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Go down. If you’re going to stay here, I’ll go down.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Tom Hardist wore an expression full of grievance.
    

    

    
      …But that changed nothing.
    

    

    
      At least in this dynamic, he was, without a doubt, the subordinate.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      “What did you want to say?”
    

    

    
      While Valencia had shown some signs of difficulty with Shim Cheong-yi, was it different when dealing with a fellow Beastkin?
    

    

    
      Valencia’s voice as she spoke flowed much more comfortably than it had in the dining hall.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      On the contrary.
    

    

    
      It was Jerry—who normally showed no agitation and maintained a poker face with everyone except U-jin—who was now using an unfitting tone and showing signs of discomfort.
    

    

    
      “So…”
    

    

    
      “If I’m right, you seem uncomfortable with your way of speaking. You don’t have to worry about that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      And as if she knew, Valencia pointed out his difficulty before he could properly begin his story, telling him there was no need to be concerned.
    

    

    
      “I guess you’re being mindful because I’m a Beastkin… but well, it’s your first time seeing me anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And as for the throne… the Vampire Clan left the Beastkin Nation long ago. There’s no need for unnecessary formalities. The nation has already fallen, and to be blunt, I’m not a queen right now anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At a glance, it might have sounded like she was subtly throwing shade(?), but.
    

    

    
      Valencia actually thought so.
    

    

    
      She was the one who had abandoned her duty to inherit the throne and run away in the first place, so she already felt a degree of embarrassment and skepticism about returning now to act as a queen.
    

    

    
      There was nothing more ridiculous than trying to establish the authority of the throne now and forcing others to use honorifics.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, Jerry Junior had never even seen her before, and he was born after Count Dracula had left the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, he was a stranger with no connection to her.
    

    

    
      She could guess that Jerry had his own identity as the heir who carried the Vampire bloodline, but.
    

    

    
      Valencia had not the slightest intention of lording her authority over him for something like that.
    

    

    
      In fact, if her memory served her right, even her own father, outside of official settings, used to speak frankly and informally with the chiefs of each Beastkin tribe, with whom he had been bosom buddies since childhood.
    

    

    
      With the Beastkin Nation not even existing yet, it made no sense for her to be concerned with authority already.
    

    

    
      “…Then. I will speak as I normally do. Is that alright?”
    

    

    
      “…Of course.”
    

    

    
      Valencia nodded as if it didn’t matter at all.
    

    

    
      Jerry began his story with a small sigh, ‘Hoo-.’.
    

    

    
      “…It’s about nothing else.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…There is something I wish to discuss regarding my clan.”
    

    

    
      A story about the Vampire Clan.
    

    

    
      It was to be expected from the moment Jerry came here, braving the filth he hated, and from the moment he struggled to use formal speech.
    

    

    
      Jerry had not come to this place as ‘Jerry Junior’.
    

    

    
      He had come as the heir of the Dracula Family.
    

    

    
      As the last remaining survivor of the Vampire Clan, to seek out the heir of the Beastkin Royal Family.
    

    

    
      …To be precise.
    

    

    
      “…About that day.”
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      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The one with the strongest hatred for Jerry was, without a doubt, Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      It was obvious, without need for further explanation.
    

    

    
      After all, Tom Hardist had genuinely tried to kill Jerry when they first encountered each other.
    

    

    
      Even now, the only reason he was leaving him be was not because he had forgiven him, but because he had agreed to Jerry's request to postpone the matter, to kill him later, after the Beastkin Nation was rebuilt.
    

    

    
      There were surely many others who disliked Jerry, but Tom Hardist was the only one who displayed his hatred so directly and intensely.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    
      Ironically, from Jerry's perspective, the most awkward person to deal with was not Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean he was comfortable with Tom, but there was someone who felt even more difficult.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Valencia La Vael Tigris.
    

    

    
      To Jerry, she was the most difficult.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Like Tom Hardist, who had directly lost his family to Jerry's ancestor, she too had directly lost her family, but strangely, she showed no such feelings of anger.
    

    

    
      …In fact, this wasn't the first time Jerry had approached Valencia.
    

    

    
      On the way back after wrapping things up in Aileen Village.
    

    

    

    

    
      『…I am the heir of Count Dracula…….』
    

    

    

    
      Jerry had revealed his identity to her.
    

    

    
      Since he was already connected to Tom Hardist, hiding it was impossible, so he figured it was better to get it over with quickly, like the saying that it's better to get the beating over with first.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't an easy thing to say out loud, so it was a decision he had made after some deliberation.
    

    

    
      …But.
    

    

    

    
      『I know.』
    

    

    
      『…….』
    

    

    

    
      That was the entirety of her response to him.
    

    

    
      Even then, she had been tightly gripping U-jin's sword with both hands. 
    

    

    
      With that single short phrase, uttered before he could even finish his sentence, she had closed her eyes again as if there was nothing more to say.
    

    

    
      Bewildered by her incomprehensible reaction, Jerry had no choice but to fall silent and turn back.
    

    

    
      It was something hard to comprehend unless Valencia was some kind of psychopath.
    

    

    
      If what Jerry knew was correct, the most direct factor in the fall of the Beastkin Nation was the assassination of the previous king by his ancestor, Count Dracula.
    

    

    
      From her perspective, he was the heir of the enemy who murdered her father, so he couldn't understand why she would react this way.
    

    

    
      Besides.
    

    

    
      Even if she could somehow get past the matter of her father, Allen Tigris III, she was clearly the heir who was to inherit the throne of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      In other words, the entire territory and the nation itself were, in fact, no different from her inheritance.
    

    

    
      Whatever the reason, he couldn't understand how she could maintain such a composed attitude when Count Dracula had burned it all to the ground.
    

    

    
      Strictly speaking, it could be said that she had lost even more than Tom Hardist, as she had had more to lose.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      The reason Jerry had gone out of his way to come here, getting covered in the dust he hated, was to ask her about that directly.
    

    

    
      Because that short reply, ‘I know,’ was so incomprehensible that it had never left his mind.
    

    

    

    
      『…There is something I wish to discuss regarding my clan.』
    

    

    
      『…About that day.』
    

    

    

    
      But, this time too, her answer was outside the realm of his expectations.
    

    

    
      “If it’s about your clan, you don’t have to worry about it.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “I have no intention of blaming you for that now.”
    

    

    
      At the unexpected words, Jerry's brow furrowed for a moment. Valencia, who had turned her gaze to a distant point again, added with a wistful look in her eyes.
    

    

    
      “Because I know all about the Vampire Clan’s circumstances.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “They defected in the first place for the sake of the Beastkin Nation, taking on all the infamy. I can’t blame them; if anything, I should be grateful.”
    

    

    
      It was a sincere statement, with no trace of pretense or deception.
    

    

    
      Not that Jerry had the ability to discern such things, but Valencia’s profound eyes seemed to prove it.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A brief silence flowed.
    

    

    
      In the quiet, the faint voices of the Beastkin drifted in on the wind.
    

    

    
      Fiddle-
    

    

    
      Jerry, who fiddled with the edge of his eyebrow a couple of times with his characteristic gesture, asked once more.
    

    

    
      “…You don’t resent him?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I understand the Count’s situation. He must have had no other choice.”
    

    

    
      An immediate answer, without a hint of hesitation.
    

    

    
      But Jerry still couldn't accept it.
    

    

    
      He had come here after organizing all the information in his head, ready to explain the Vampire Clan's circumstances to Valencia and ask for her forgiveness.
    

    

    
      He hadn't said a single word yet, so he couldn't understand how she could possibly understand the Vampire Clan's situation and not resent them.
    

    

    
      And as if she knew what he was thinking.
    

    

    
      She took something out from within her clothes and showed it to Jerry.
    

    

    
      “I heard everything. On the way here.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      What she held up was the half-sword hilt that U-jin had given her.
    

    

    
      ‘…So it was a success.’
    

    

    
      Although she didn't add any other explanation, Jerry could understand her words.
    

    

    
      He had been standing right there when U-jin had said that the vestige of Allen Tigris III was imbued in that sword hilt.
    

    

    
      However, from what U-jin had said, it didn't seem to be a certainty.
    

    

    
      Apparently, it had been successfully imbued.
    

    

    
      “I heard that Count Dracula was cornered in the Demon King’s Territory, with his own clan held as collateral.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “How can I blame him for that? It was the Beastkin who drove your clan into that situation in the first place.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      At a glance, it sounded reasonable, but it wasn't so easy to truly understand another's situation.
    

    

    
      Especially when such an extreme event was involved, people were more likely to follow their emotions rather than reason.
    

    

    
      No matter how much one understood that the situation was unavoidable, treating the enemy who killed one's family so nonchalantly was a matter beyond the realm of human composure.
    

    

    
      …In the first place, if such a thing were easily possible, Tom Hardist wouldn't have shown such an extreme reaction.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Is it because it's all in the past?’
    

    

    
      That didn't make sense. 
    

    

    
      While there were rare, seeker-like individuals who didn't dwell on the past, he already knew from the incident in Aileen Village that Valencia was not that type of person.
    

    

    
      ‘Then is it because she has inherited the throne and gained the qualifications of a king?’
    

    

    
      It wasn't impossible, but if that were the case, she should have shown less emotional turmoil when the succession was only halfway complete.
    

    

    
      The keyword ‘father’s death’ was too heavy for that to be the sole reason, and the gap between this and Valencia's typical reactions before the succession was too wide.
    

    

    
      ‘Then is it simply because the royal bloodline is that magnanimous?’
    

    

    
      This, too, could be dismissed for similar reasons as above.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Then what on earth was the reason she could speak so calmly, as if it were nothing?
    

    

    
      At that moment, Jerry felt a sense of déjà vu.
    

    

    
      It was because he felt the same peculiar, ‘unknowable’ quality in Valencia that he had felt from U-jin.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      As Jerry remained silent, unable to comprehend, Valencia turned her head to him.
    

    

    
      And she began in a low voice.
    

    

    
      “And he said you probably don’t know this either.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “On that day, there wasn’t a single Beastkin that the Count killed with his own hands.”
    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      That day.
    

    

    
      ‘There wasn’t a single Beastkin that the Count killed with his own hands.’
    

    

    
      Valencia had tossed out the words as if they were nothing.
    

    

    
      But in reality, the content of that short sentence was something that could not be overlooked.
    

    

    
      Every member of the fallen Beastkin believed that the cause of the Beastkin Nation's fall was Count Dracula. 
    

    

    
      It was a fact so widely known that even if you were to ask a brat in the marketplace of The Order's territory at the far southern end, they would know it.
    

    

    
      It was no longer in the realm of judgment, but was considered a ‘fact’.
    

    

    
      An undeniable, crystal-clear fact that no one doubted.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      However, if what Valencia had just said was true.
    

    

    
      It meant that what everyone, even Jerry himself, had believed to be a fact was a lie.
    

    

    
      In other words, what Valencia had just said wasn't just a casual correction of a misunderstanding that might pop up in conversation, like, ‘That’s not what happened.’
    

    

    
      It was a statement that revealed the truth behind the fall of the Beastkin Nation, a truth unknown to everyone in the Upper Plane.
    

    

    
      Especially from Jerry's perspective, as someone most deeply involved, it was absolutely not something he could just accept and move on from.
    

    

    
      Jerry's expression, stained with shock as if he couldn't possibly believe it, proved that fact.
    

    

    
      “I didn't know either, but when you think about it, it's a simpler problem than you'd expect.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “From the Demon King’s Army’s perspective, would they have lacked the power to crush the Beastkin after the Vampire Clan had left?”
    

    

    
      “…They wouldn’t have.”
    

    

    
      “Right, it wasn’t that they lacked the power. Of course, since the neutral zone was much larger back then, it wouldn't have been easy to destroy the Beastkin Nation, which served as its leader. But if they were willing to accept some losses, they could have crushed it at any time. By then, many Demonic Species had already infiltrated the various factions of the neutral zone.”
    

    

    
      The truth that flowed from Valencia’s lips was something even Jerry had been completely unaware of.
    

    

    
      “Nevertheless, the reason they didn't was simply because there was no point in just destroying the neutral zone. They had experienced several cases where they fought hard to win a war, only for The Order to swoop in and swallow up the various personnel and territories that emerged from the process.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “From the Demon King's side, they needed a way to effectively absorb the remaining territory and its native people while minimizing potential losses.”
    

    

    
      “…A justification.”
    

    

    
      “Right, to put it simply, they needed a justification. They had started their preparations much earlier, planting Demonic Species while eyeing the neutral zone, but they had watched for a long time simply because a clear opportunity hadn't presented itself.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the explanation up to this point.
    

    

    
      A rough roadmap began to form in Jerry's mind.
    

    

    
      A roadmap of the political situation that had flowed between The Order and the Demon King at the time.
    

    

    
      “But in that situation, the Vampire Clan, the core military power of the Beastkin, defected to the Demon King's Army?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I’m not sure if they accepted them knowing they had joined hands with The Order, or if they found out along the way. But in the end, from the Demon King's Army's perspective, it was a complete windfall.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “A traitor of the Beastkin destroyed the Beastkin Nation out of a personal grudge.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “It’s a good justification, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It would probably be difficult to absorb the Beastkin, but it wouldn't have been hard to absorb the other factions of the neutral zone, who were in disarray after losing their leader. There must have been a simmering envy and jealousy towards the Beastkin Nation among them. And through the Count's case, they had already shown that factions from the neutral zone could receive high positions in the Demon King's Territory without discrimination.”
    

    

    
      “…Ah.”
    

    

    
      A low sigh of realization escaped Jerry's lips.
    

    

    
      “In the end, what the Demon King needed wasn’t Dracula’s power, but his name.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The fact that on that day, Dracula himself went to the Beastkin Nation. The rest wouldn't have been difficult, whether they used Demonic Species or deployed the Demon King's Army.”
    

    

    
      The feeling of learning a truth that had been hidden and aged under moss.
    

    

    
      It was not a pleasant one.
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      The story that came from Valencia's lips was nothing short of shocking for Jerry.
    

    

    
      If what she said was all true, then it wasn't just some fragmentary, unofficial history suggesting Dracula hadn't wanted the fall of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      The world believed that Count Dracula had taken his retainers and single-handedly invaded the Beastkin Nation, destroying everything.
    

    

    
      If Dracula had truly practiced non-killing there, it meant that the universally known fact, ‘Count Dracula destroyed the Beastkin Nation,’ was no longer correct.
    

    

    
      “It's the truth, without a single lie.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…That said, there's no proof. Whether you believe me or not is up to you. But you must have had your own doubts, right?”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “…Is this a message from the former king?”
    

    

    
      At Jerry's short question, Valencia nodded.
    

    

    
      “You could say that.”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      ‘Not a single Beastkin died at the Count's hands.’
    

    

    
      This held a slightly greater significance than what he had previously heard from U-jin—that Count Dracula had also been cornered and had no choice.
    

    

    
      The story of being forced to commit murder with a gun to the back of one's head certainly had room for extenuating circumstances.
    

    

    
      That was why he had been able to persuade Tom Hardist, who had been rushing to kill him on the spot.
    

    

    
      But the story of not killing anyone despite having a gun to his head was impactful beyond its literal meaning.
    

    

    
      To put it simply, it was a groundbreaking story.
    

    

    
      Enough to make even those who hated Dracula pause for a moment and think, ‘Huh?’
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Of course, that didn't mean Count Dracula could be completely absolved of his responsibility.
    

    

    
      The fact that Valencia knew the political situation of that time so well meant that Count Dracula, who had gone to the Beastkin Nation himself, must have also had some understanding of the circumstances.
    

    

    
      That heading to the Beastkin Nation would provide the Demon King's Army with a pretext to invade the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      In other words, he couldn't be completely free of responsibility for heading there knowing that the fall of the Beastkin Nation depended on his actions.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      The fact that Count Dracula could not escape that responsibility, and his descendant, Jerry Dracula Junior, escaping that responsibility were, to some extent, separate issues.
    

    

    
      “…That's enough.”
    

    

    
      “…What are you talking about?”
    

    

    
      “It's embarrassing for me to act like a representative now, after I abandoned everything and ran away… but it seems there's no one else to say this.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “You can stop. Being tied down by things that have already passed.”
    

    

    
      It was obvious what Valencia was saying.
    

    

    
      That he should no longer be bound by the name of his clan and feel guilty.
    

    

    
      …It was a meaning that went beyond simple guilt, telling him to lay down an indescribable burden.
    

    

    
      “…Someone has to do it.”
    

    

    
      “…You're not wrong.”
    

    

    
      Just as Jerry said.
    

    

    
      It was indeed a problem for which someone had to pay the price.
    

    

    
      The Beastkin Nation, known to have fallen at the hands of Count Dracula, had created countless Beastkin refugees, and the hatred they carried in their hearts was of a nature that had to be directed at someone.
    

    

    
      If it had been the death of a single person, perhaps it could be overlooked, but the fall of a nation was an event on too grand a scale to simply ignore.
    

    

    
      “But.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…Unlike what you think, most have already forgotten.”
    

    

    
      But.
    

    

    
      Just as Valencia said.
    

    

    
      Compared to the period right after the Beastkin Nation collapsed, too much time had passed.
    

    

    
      In reality, while people remembered the Vampire Clan as traitors, most only knew it as a ‘fact’ and not many held a direct, seething hatred deep in their hearts.
    

    

    
      Those like Tom, who directly remembered that time and carried its scars, were few enough to be counted on one's hands.
    

    

    
      In Valencia’s eyes, Jerry's attitude of deliberately trying to shoulder the name of his clan even now seemed a bit excessive and unnecessary.
    

    

    
      It might have been different before, when she believed Dracula had actually participated in destroying the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      But now that she knew the inside story, she couldn't push the Vampire Clan that hard.
    

    

    
      In the first place, she knew well that Count Dracula had had no other choice at the time, and the Vampire Clan had simply followed his decision without any malice.
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    
      “…You've done enough. Both Dracula. And your clan.”
    

    

    
      “……!!”
    

    

    
      If what Valencia knew was correct, it went beyond simply the passage of time; they had already paid the price in full.
    

    

    
      “Countless Vampires have already died. Branded as the culprits who destroyed the Beastkin Nation, at the hands of Vampire Hunters.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Most of them died without even knowing the full story, simply for being part of the Vampire Clan.”
    

    

    
      Of course, paying the blood price for a great power like the Beastkin Nation with the single life of ‘Count Dracula’ was absurd.
    

    

    
      What they had paid was not simply the life of their leader, ‘Count Dracula.’
    

    

    
      Even after the fall of the Beastkin Nation, the Vampire Hunters, who had become incarnations of that hatred, hunted down the Vampires who had been cast out of the Demon King's Territory and were living in hiding within The Order's lands, as well as those who remained in the Demon King's Territory.
    

    

    
      They had been utterly annihilated.
    

    

    
      All for the reason that they had to take responsibility for the fall of the Beastkin Nation.
    

    

    
      One didn't have to look far; Tom Hardist was one such Hunter who went around hunting Vampires.
    

    

    
      And Jerry himself had, in fact, lost his life at Tom's hands once before.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the fact that Jerry was alive was completely unknown to the world, so in effect, the Vampire Clan had paid its blood price with the extinction of the species itself.
    

    

    
      Although she couldn't know the extent of the weight Jerry was carrying without shouldering it herself.
    

    

    
      Valencia vaguely felt that what they had gone through was enough to have paid the price in full.
    

    

    
      Valencia snorted, blowing air through her nose once.
    

    

    
      “…Honestly, I don't think I have the right to say this either.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You said you want to rebuild it. The Beastkin Nation.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “But are you going to stay trapped in the past the whole time? Paying for a sin your hands never even touched? That's not right. It's good to have a sense of responsibility for your race. But that's just making everyone around you uncomfortable.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      “To be brutally honest.”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “Between Tom, you, and me, you're the one who has done the most for the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      She was talking about how he had bought up Beastkin slaves at a premium.
    

    

    
      He didn't know who she had heard it from, but Valencia knew far more than Jerry had thought.
    

    

    
      “…Well, even if I say all this, it's just my opinion.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you don't like it, I have nothing more to say, of course… but in my opinion, that's more than enough.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “No, it's already excessive.”
    

    

    
      Pfft-
    

    

    
      “For a ruined nation.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't something she, who had the duty to rebuild the Beastkin Nation, should say, but Valencia truly thought so.
    

    

    
      That she, Tom, and Jerry.
    

    

    
      Were all too tied down.
    

    

    
      Of course, she too had thought a little differently until just a few days ago.
    

    

    
      Just like Jerry, she had thought the fall of the Beastkin Nation was a huge deal, that someone had to take responsibility for it, and that nothing was more important.
    

    

    
      However, the more she conversed with Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      The more those thoughts of hers shattered.
    

    

    
      Rather, to rebuild the Beastkin Nation, it was necessary to break free from the past.
    

    

    
      The fall of the Beastkin Nation and the subsequent extinction of the Vampires were, in themselves, no different from a natural disaster.
    

    

    
      The bifurcation of the continent by the Order Alliance Forces and the Demon King Federation Forces was not a current that could be overcome at the level of an individual or a single group.
    

    

    
      A current that was destined to occur inevitably, sooner or later.
    

    

    
      In other words, even if it hadn't been Count Dracula's choice to defect to the Demon King's Army at that time.
    

    

    
      As long as the Beastkin Nation held the position of leader of the neutral zone, it was bound to happen in one form or another.
    

    

    
      Complying with the Demon King's Army, which had threatened him with the lives of his clan as collateral, and heading to the Beastkin Nation was Dracula's small struggle to resist, and it had simply led to an accident, the tragedy of the Vampires' extinction.
    

    

    
      She felt that if Count Dracula hadn't gone to the Beastkin Nation that day, the order of events might have been reversed, but the outcome would not have changed.
    

    

    
      “If Dracula hadn't come to the Beastkin Nation that day, the Demon King probably would have annihilated the Vampire Clan.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “…And the next step would have been the same. The method might have been different, but since the Demon King had made up his mind, it was only a matter of time before it was carried out.”
    

    

    
      The conclusion was simple.
    

    

    
      The thorough logic of power.
    

    

    
      The weak cannot oppose the will of the strong.
    

    

    
      It was just that the various attempts to overcome it and a few undisclosed secrets had muddled the circumstances; the essence was simple.
    

    

    
      …That's why Valencia thought it all the more.
    

    

    
      That being tied to the past was of no help at all in establishing a new Beastkin faction.
    

    

    
      That for the Beastkin faction to truly regain its former glory, they needed to forget the past and build everything up again from scratch.
    

    

    
      “…This is what I wanted to say. Jerry Junior.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      At Valencia's words, muttered with the corners of her mouth turned up, Jerry realized one thing.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that Valencia had sent Tom Hardist away and readily accepted his request for a private meeting.
    

    

    
      “…You didn't accept my request.”
    

    

    
      It was that she had been calling for him and waiting here from the very beginning.
    

    

    
      “I felt we needed to settle this once and for all. It's not something to talk about where there are a lot of people. And Thomas is especially difficult.”
    

    

    
      “…Is that so.”
    

    

    
      “I'll talk to Thomas. It doesn't seem like he'd listen to you anyway.”
    

    

    
      Jerry thought.
    

    

    
      That she might be more suited for the Beastkin throne than he had previously considered.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      There were few.
    

    

    
      …No, there were only two.
    

    

    
      People who could steal his pace like this and lead the conversation as they wished.
    

    

    
      “…As expected, you're similar.”
    

    

    
      “…Similar to what?”
    

    

    
      At Valencia's question, Jerry gave a faint smile and shook his head.
    

    

    
      “…There's just something.”
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      Meanwhile, at the same time Valencia and Jerry were catching up in their own way.
    

    

    
      U-jin was in the basement of the mansion.
    

    

    
      The mansion's basement.
    

    

    
      The very fact that he was visiting it was ironic.
    

    

    
      As the image conjured by the name 'mansion' would suggest, this mansion, now a guild house, had numerous rooms without needing to bother crawling down to the basement.
    

    

    
      Ostensibly, there was no reason to visit this place, leaving behind his private room on the top floor.
    

    

    
      Indeed, while it was cleaned during the initial overhaul, it had no particular use afterward and was a space no one ever entered.
    

    

    
      But ironically, right after returning with Valencia, U-jin sought out the mansion's basement.
    

    

    
      And as is often the case with basements.
    

    

    
      The reason he had specifically come here, bypassing the many other rooms, was because there was something that had to be kept in the basement, away from prying eyes.
    

    

    
      And that 'something' was.
    

    

    

    
      “Mmph- Mmph-!”
    

    

    

    
      …not an object.
    

    

    
      “…Is this really okay, Hero?”
    

    

    
      “What is?”
    

    

    
      Eliya asked U-jin with a worried look.
    

    

    
      “Well, obviously the illegal kidnapping, confinement, assault…”
    

    

    
      As soon as U-jin asked back, she listed off the crimes he had committed as if she had been waiting.
    

    

    
      But U-jin didn't bat an eye, shrugging as he replied.
    

    

    
      “It's self-defense. They were the ones who tailed us first.”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      “And when did I assault him?”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      U-jin turned his head again and looked down at the man who was tied tightly to a chair.
    

    

    
      “Isn't that right?”
    

    

    

    
      “Mmph-!”
    

    

    

    
      The man, unable to make a proper sound with his eyes and mouth bound by cloth, screamed as if terrified.
    

    

    
      U-jin slowly untied the hood covering his face.
    

    

    
      And the face revealed…
    

    

    
      was quite familiar.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Tan.”
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      A mustached face with strong features.
    

    

    

    

    
      ‘Aileen Village has killer barley beer.’
    

    

    
      ‘Once we arrive, let's… huh?’
    

    

    
      ‘My name is Tan.’
    

    

    
      ‘…’
    

    

    
      ‘That Aileen Village you're talking about is my hometown.’
    

    

    

    

    
      He was definitely the man named ‘Tan’ who had been with us since the airship and had looked after us in Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      “…You. What… what is this, you did this to me…”
    

    

    
      As if all the information in his head was pouring out at once, the moment the hood was removed, he sputtered incomprehensible words.
    

    

    
      He shook his head once and, coming to his senses, spoke.
    

    

    
      “…Why are you doing this to me?”
    

    

    
      “Are you really asking because you don't know?”
    

    

    
      “…I am.”
    

    

    
      “Even now?”
    

    

    
      “…”
    

    

    
      He seemed to be feigning ignorance, but the very tone of his voice was different from the one he had used with us before.
    

    

    
      No, it was useless to deny it in the first place.
    

    

    
      I wouldn't have gone this far if I wasn't certain.
    

    

    
      I had already thought it over several times, secured circumstantial evidence, and even found clear physical proof, which was why I had forcibly brought this man here from so far away.
    

    

    
      If it had been just a suspicion, I wouldn't have gone through such a troublesome process; I would have roughly finished it by investigating on my own on-site.
    

    

    
      “Still, your security is thorough…”
    

    

    
      “…!”
    

    

    
      “You don't have to worry. You're not one of the Demon King's lackeys or anything. If you were, I wouldn't be having a conversation like this; I would've cracked open your head and scanned it by now. Right?”
    

    

    
      Of course, that's not to say that my kidnapping him was based on hostile feelings.
    

    

    
      Rather, it was rooted in a need for help.
    

    

    
      “Connecting to the agency. Is it possible?”
    

    

    
      “…!!!”
    

    

    
      His eyes widened.
    

    

    
      Then.
    

    

    
      “How did you…”
    

    

    
      His exclamation, which burst out like a confession, proved that my prediction was not wrong.
    

    

    
      ‘…The Executive Agency UMC.’
    

    

    
      An acronym for Unidentified Management Creature, it was a secret group within the Order that primarily managed mutants that deviated from the normal course, or unidentified lifeforms whose identities could not be precisely determined.
    

    

    
      One might think of the Exorcists managed by Louis as a similar example, but that organization, which mainly dealt with Demonic Species, and this ‘Executive Agency UMC’ had quite a few differences in their origins and nature, making it difficult to lump them together.
    

    

    
      First of all, their very existence was different.
    

    

    
      Although the Exorcists were called a secret group, every priest working for the Order knew of them, and they were such an open secret that even some ordinary people knew of the Order's separate group that caught Demonic Species.
    

    

    
      However, even the priests of the Order were not properly aware of the existence of the ‘Executive Agency UMC’.
    

    

    
      “…Huh? What does that mean, Hero?”
    

    

    
      …Even Eliya, right next to me, didn't know of the ‘Executive Agency UMC’s’ existence.
    

    

    
      Moreover.
    

    

    
      The Exorcists were a type of extermination group whose purpose was to root out Demonic Species hiding within the Order's territories and seal or annihilate them.
    

    

    
      As one could tell from its name, the UMC was not a group for extermination.
    

    

    
      It was, through and through, a group for ‘management’.
    

    

    
      “It exists. A secret organization of the Order.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      “A low-ranking priest probably wouldn't know at all. You'd likely have to be at least Louis's level to find out.”
    

    

    
      Eliya's brow furrowed in incomprehension.
    

    

    
      “Then how do you know about it, Hero?”
    

    

    
      “I was lucky.”
    

    

    
      Eliya's already crumpled expression became even more bizarre.
    

    

    
      “…Is that something that can be explained with words like that?”
    

    

    
      “Just let it slide. It's not a very important part, Tempest.”
    

    

    
      “It's the most important part!!! Besides, this time, you didn't even get a single letter right!!!”
    

    

    
      The reason the Exorcists and the Executive Agency UMC had different natures was because their origins, their roots, were different.
    

    

    
      While they were both groups that had been operated by the Order for a very long time, the Exorcists were an extermination group planned from the outset to hunt the particularly troublesome entities known as Demonic Species, whereas the Executive Agency UMC had its origins in the ‘Explorers’.
    

    

    
      The Explorers.
    

    

    
      As their significance and role were not small, a great deal of explanation would be needed to truly describe the ‘Explorers’, but to somehow summarize it in one phrase, they were an ‘Artifact Exploration Team’.
    

    

    
      In the past, when the Demon King's Army's power had not yet reached its current level, and the Order had also failed to establish this degree of solidarity.
    

    

    
      The Order was facing two major problems.
    

    

    
      One was the incidents related to Demonic Species that erupted at every opportunity, hindering the Order's unity, and the other was the shortage of armaments for fighting Magical Beasts.
    

    

    
      Of course, human resources were also lacking, but at the time, that could be managed somehow by absorbing nations in the neutral zone or using refugees as military strength. However, the shortage of armaments was a problem that couldn't be solved with just their own resources.
    

    

    
      This was because there had never been a war on the continent as long and vast as the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      At first, the Order maintained a cycle by helping various nations and receiving Artifacts in return, which they would then supply to other places in need.
    

    

    
      But such a simplistic method eventually reached its limits.
    

    

    
      After all, armaments were nothing more than consumables.
    

    

    
      And to solve these problems, the Order decided to establish new groups.
    

    

    
      These were the Exorcists, a group dedicated to dealing with Demonic Species, and the ‘Explorers’, an exploration team formed to gather Artifacts and holy relics scattered across the continent.
    

    

    
      The two groups, created with the Order's utmost effort, began to successfully solve the problems, and eventually, the Explorers completely resolved the Artifact shortage, to the point of being able to create a treasury called the Seventh Door.
    

    

    
      But time passed.
    

    

    
      A group created out of necessity is bound to disappear when it is no longer needed.
    

    

    
      Naturally, once there were enough Artifacts to fill the treasury, the Explorers lost their purpose, and the Order began to pull surplus personnel from them to use elsewhere.
    

    

    
      Thus, the once-great ‘Explorers’ were dismantled one by one, with departments being abolished and disappearing according to their importance.
    

    

    
      From the Explorers that were being dismantled one piece at a time, the last one to survive was the ‘UMC Executive Department’, which was in charge of one of the Explorer's departments.
    

    

    
      Although the Order had abolished and withdrawn all other departments, they had no choice but to keep the UMC Executive Department until the very end.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      While the other departments lost their roles as enough Artifacts were secured, the UMC Executive Department, separate from Artifacts, was still performing its function.
    

    

    
      ‘Management of unidentified subjects.’
    

    

    
      The UMC Executive Department was responsible for the special management of unidentified lifeforms or subjects discovered during the process of exploring for Artifacts.
    

    

    
      It was their role to protect and observe things that were too unsettling to simply classify as ‘Unidentified Artifacts’ and store in the treasury, but even more unsettling to just leave them where they were found.
    

    

    
      Naturally, this was a problem of a slightly different nature than having enough armaments.
    

    

    
      The abolishment of the Explorers, created due to the Artifact shortage, and the abolishment of the UMC were considered on somewhat separate levels.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      Before my Regression, it was this very group that had informed the old man in the bamboo hat and me of Valencia's existence.
    

    

    
      ==
    

    

    
      [UMC-44]
    

    

    
      Alias, Villain Hunter.
    

    

    
      『An unidentified creature controlled by the protection target, ‘Valencia La Bael Tigris’. Its origin and identity are unconfirmed, possessing the characteristic of only hunting Villains and rarely leaving a trace. It has a form, but it is more of a mana-manifested Thought Form than a physical body…….』
    

    

    
      ==
    

    

    

    

    
      Naturally, the Order, which bore some responsibility for the fall of the Beastkin Nation, issued the UMC Executive Agency a mission to protect and observe Valencia in order to keep their promise to them.
    

    

    
      That mission had continued to this day, watching over Valencia and the Thought Form of Allen Tigris III.
    

    

    
      …The reason I thought ‘Tan’ was a UMC agent was ultimately because of this context.
    

    

    
      The fact that the UMC had passed on information before my Regression meant that Valencia was still a subject of their protection and observation even then.
    

    

    
      If so, then at this point in time, at least one person had to be lingering around Aileen Village, observing the subject.
    

    

    
      I, who had known this from the beginning and was constantly mindful of it, had been searching the village for traces or clues of an agent.
    

    

    
      Through a few clues and traces, I was able to figure out the agent's identity without much difficulty.
    

    

    
      The man who had approached us on the airship and provided us with various conveniences.
    

    

    
      ‘Tan’ was that agent.
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      Tan.
    

    

    
      To be honest, I hadn't guessed he was a UMC agent from the moment I first approached him.
    

    

    
      Judging by his outward appearance, he looked exactly like a man from Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      …No, if my thoughts are correct, Tan probably did spend his childhood in Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, his natural demeanor couldn't be explained.
    

    

    
      However, there must be a hidden context, like he was scouted by the agency during that time, or perhaps he was raised and trained by the agency from childhood.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      If I hadn't known from my pre-regression information that a UMC agent would be observing the area around the Thought Form at this time.
    

    

    
      I might have just dismissed it as a vague suspicion.
    

    

    
      It was only because I kept that fact in mind and continued to observe that I was able to identify him. I almost fell for it myself.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Fear and bewilderment.
    

    

    
      Tan, his expression somewhere between those two emotions, asked me.
    

    

    
      “…What is your identity?”
    

    

    
      Seeing him ask such a cliché question, it seemed my earlier explanation hadn't cleared up all the questions in his mind.
    

    

    

    
      『You don't have to worry. I'm not some lackey of the Demon King. If I were, I wouldn't be having a direct conversation like this; I would have just cracked open your head and scanned it long ago. Wouldn't I?』
    

    

    

    

    
      It was an explanation based on common sense, so of course, it wasn't that he couldn't accept it.
    

    

    
      If I were truly a lackey of the Demon King, there would be no reason for me to approach a low-ranking agent of an executive agency with such a cooperative attitude.
    

    

    
      He must have understood that much.
    

    

    
      And yet, the reason he still insisted on asking about my identity was...
    

    

    

    
      『Contact with the agency. Is it possible?』
    

    

    
      『……!!』
    

    

    

    
      It was likely related to the question that followed.
    

    

    
      Even if I wasn't someone from the Demon King's side.
    

    

    
      From the Order's perspective, the Demon King's Army wasn't the only troublesome entity.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      Among the groups based within the Order Territory, there were plenty of organizations that engaged in sabotage against the Order's activities.
    

    

    
      Even at this very moment, the names of several organizations were probably flashing through his mind.
    

    

    
      He probably couldn't even guess how I knew about the UMC, an executive agency that operated in strict secrecy within the Order.
    

    

    
      The fact that I was actively requesting contact with the agency seemed to make him think I might be a member of one of those disruptive organizations.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      “What you just heard is all there is. I'm a Hero belonging to the Order.”
    

    

    
      Shrug
    

    

    
      That was all I could reveal.
    

    

    
      Of course, since I wanted a friendly relationship, it would be nice if we could speak openly with each other.
    

    

    
      …But I couldn't very well reveal that I was a regressor from a ruined future.
    

    

    
      “…Am I supposed to believe that right now?”
    

    

    
      The identity of a Hero of the Order was a convenient calling card that could explain a great deal, but as expected, he asked again, as if that wasn't enough.
    

    

    
      It wasn't strange.
    

    

    
      Certainly, if all my actions could be explained with the single word 'Hero', the Order would have steamrolled the War against Demons, Demon King and all, a long time ago.
    

    

    
      It had been a long time since I had deviated from the path of a typical Hero, and I was well aware of that fact.
    

    

    
      “You should know better than anyone.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I might be a bit unique, but for now, that's all there is to it.”
    

    

    
      But regardless of how exceptional it was.
    

    

    
      In truth, it was highly likely he already knew my superficial identity and information.
    

    

    
      Perhaps even about the things I had tried to hide beyond the superficial.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      After all, since he was the agent who had approached us first, Tan must have received a certain level of general information from the executive agency.
    

    

    
      And as a secret agency, the UMC's authority over information was at the highest level within the Order.
    

    

    
      “…Didn't the UMC tell you?”
    

    

    
      Even if he was a low-ranking field agent, his assignment was none other than the Thought Form of the fallen Beastkin Royal Family and its descendant.
    

    

    
      They wouldn't have assigned just any personnel to it.
    

    

    
      Of course, in terms of direct combat ability, he would naturally be weaker than those on the front lines of the war, but his stage of activity wasn't the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      He seemed skilled enough in espionage and camouflage that even I couldn't immediately identify him. 
    

    

    
      He wasn't someone to be taken lightly.
    

    

    
      In other words, his last question was a kind of 'probing question', asked despite already having a general idea of who I was.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      His probing questions didn't end there.
    

    

    
      “…What is your ulterior moti…”
    

    

    
      Another cliché question.
    

    

    
      From the looks of it, he seemed to be trying to buy time and find some way out of this.
    

    

    
      Of course, from my perspective, I had to refuse.
    

    

    
      Having been dragged here helplessly, no matter how much he racked his brain, it was unlikely any special solution would present itself.
    

    

    
      Besides this, I also had to sort out the Beastkin faction, and time was quite tight to handle everything.
    

    

    
      I vehemently refused to continue this exchange of trite questions and answers.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I cut him off and got straight to the point.
    

    

    
      “I don't really have any ulterior motives.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The reason I brought you here wasn't to use you as a hostage or anything like that. It was simply because I didn't want any unnecessary talk to spread.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, the biggest reason I brought Tan here was to make contact with the UMC.
    

    

    
      But in truth, I couldn't say that was the only reason.
    

    

    
      If that had been the only reason, the UMC would have probably contacted me first even if I had let him go without restraining him.
    

    

    
      The reason I went to the trouble of restraining him and bringing him here was to prevent what happened in Aileen Village from being exposed to the outside.
    

    

    
      “You get the gist of what I'm talking about, right?”
    

    

    
      In Aileen Village, I wasn't in a leisurely enough state to be able to weigh my options and act carefully.
    

    

    
      My original plan hadn't succeeded as intended in the first place, so too many variables had popped up instantly.
    

    

    
      Even if that weren't the case, since it wasn't something I had directly experienced pre-regression, I couldn't guarantee success or failure.
    

    

    
      Therefore, I didn't have the luxury to hide anything, so the entire process was laid bare, and if I'm right, Tan witnessed it all.
    

    

    
      It goes without saying, but he must have also kept a record to report to his superiors.
    

    

    
      If I had let Tan go, everything that happened at the scene would have been reported to the UMC exactly as it was.
    

    

    
      That was one of the reasons I bothered to drag Tan all the way here.
    

    

    
      To hide more information than necessary from the executive agency, whether by mixing in lies or by silencing him.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      It was impossible to block everything at the source.
    

    

    
      Just like the saying, "Walls have ears," no matter how concealed the space where something happens, it's bound to spread to the public in some way.
    

    

    
      It was impossible to catch all of it and block the information.
    

    

    
      In fact, some people in Aileen Village must have directly witnessed the bizarre developments at the scene.
    

    

    
      However, just because a complete block at the source was impossible didn't mean that blocking information was entirely meaningless.
    

    

    
      At the very least, it slowed the speed of information and bought me time to respond to some extent.
    

    

    
      If blocking information was a completely meaningless endeavor in the first place, there would have been no reason for me to go to the trouble of acquiring a guild house and a Territory to escape the gazes of the Constellations.
    

    

    
      Loxy's 'Demon's Singularity', which had helped me since the Gateway Zone, would also have been meaningless.
    

    

    
      The reason I went through such troublesome tasks was that a partial block of information could cause a delay in its transmission, buying me enough time to respond to any variables that might arise.
    

    

    
      And Tan's case was no different.
    

    

    
      “…What is it you want?”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Tan seemed to be someone I could reason with.
    

    

    
      He seemed to have understood my intentions without me having to add various explanations.
    

    

    
      The fact that he asked first meant he was somewhat willing to negotiate.
    

    

    
      This made the conversation easier.
    

    

    
      “It's simple. I'm not asking for that much.”
    

    

    
      “…Telling me not to report to my superiors is impossible. At the point the demon hunter disappeared, hiding this fact became impossible anyway.”
    

    

    
      I shook my head at his question.
    

    

    
      Side to side
    

    

    
      At my immediate denial, the expression on his face tilted further toward 'bewilderment'.
    

    

    
      “I'm not saying not to report at all, just to modify the contents a bit.”
    

    

    
      His brow furrowed.
    

    

    
      “…Modify the contents?”
    

    

    
      “Well, 'modify' just means adding a few things. You don't have to take it so strangely.”
    

    

    
      “Adding?”
    

    

    
      His face was now colored with complete bewilderment.
    

    

    
      He had likely expected the word 'modify' to mean omitting content, so he seemed unable to understand why I was suggesting 'adding' instead.
    

    

    
      Normally in this situation, one would be told what *not* to report, but my request was the complete opposite.
    

    

    
      However, in my experience, when you need to hide something, hiding it is important, but feeding contaminated information is just as crucial.
    

    

    
      Because humans are creatures who find it difficult to change their minds once they're convinced of something.
    

    

    
      ‘…Besides, there's only one thing I need to hide in the first place.’
    

    

    
      Of course, I had no intention of explaining it to him in detail.
    

    

    
      He was just a messenger, after all.
    

    

    
      “First, let's say that you revealed your identity and approached me first, not that I discovered you.”
    

    

    
      “……!”
    

    

    
      “For the excuse… just say that you realized force wouldn't work, and since 'Valencia La Vael Tigris' was about to leave, you thought you might lose her.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Second, tell them that I wish to contact the agency directly, and that if they want, I can also cooperate on matters regarding the existing 'Demon Hunter'.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And third, mention that with the heir of the Beastkin King joining, a new Beastkin faction might be established here.”
    

    

    
      I shrugged.
    

    

    
      “…Oh, and of course, you shouldn't say that ‘I’ told you this. It's not that difficult, is it?”
    

    

    
      The important thing was how well the recipient of this story understood the meaning of its contents.
    

    

    
      Tan, whose role was merely to deliver the message, didn't need to understand everything.
    

    

    
      Of course, to guide things exactly as I intended, it would be safer to have Tan explain it based on his own understanding.
    

    

    
      But if the current head of the UMC executive agency is the 'him' I remember.
    

    

    
      This much content would probably be enough.
    

  
    Chapter 180: Beastkin Forces (7)

    
      After receiving his promise regarding the conditions, I released Tan.
    

    

    
      It wasn't that I had no other way, but I didn't exert any particular force on him.
    

    

    
      After all, what I had requested of him wasn't to hide information but rather to add to it. 
    

    

    
      From Tan's perspective, whether my words were true or false, it just meant he had more information to report, so there was no reason for him to conceal it.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because the development was so different from his expectations, Tan's expression as he left the Guild House was tinged with a much stronger bewilderment than before.
    

    

    
      But he didn't do something as foolish as evading the freedom he was given.
    

    

    
      Despite me not showing him the way out, as soon as his restraints were released, he paid no mind and immediately left the premises.
    

    

    
      It seemed he knew how to find his own way.
    

    

    
      Given the location, I did think it might be dangerous, but I didn't feel the need to go so far as to provide him with cover.
    

    

    
      Tatatatak-
    

    

    
      Tan, glancing around in all directions, receded into a small dot.
    

    

    
      And Eliya, who was quietly watching his retreating figure.
    

    

    
      "Hero."
    

    

    
      called out to me suddenly, her gaze still fixed in that direction.
    

    

    
      "What is it, Liya."
    

    

    
      "...It's E-l-i-y-a, not Liya."
    

    

    
      The girl, who made a now-customary retort before shaking her head.
    

    

    
      "...More importantly, is it really okay to just let him go like this?"
    

    

    
      "What about it?"
    

    

    
      she asked, her voice unable to hide its worried tone.
    

    

    
      "That... I'm sure you have your reasons, but. I was just thinking it might have been better to hide *that*."
    

    

    
      ‘That’.
    

    

    
      It was a vague pronoun, but it wasn't hard to figure out what Eliya meant by 'that'.
    

    

    
      '...'
    

    

    
      Tan had surely witnessed me confronting Valencia, but that didn't mean he knew the whole story of what happened in Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      The place he was observing us from was probably the Village Chief's house, and it wasn't that close.
    

    

    
      From that distance, he could only guess at the state of the battle; he wasn't close enough to hear the specific details of our conversation.
    

    

    
      In other words, all the records he had were based on visual information.
    

    

    
      He surely wouldn't have been able to guess anything about the descendant of the Beastkin or the Thought Form residing in the sword.
    

    

    
      The reason I could let him go without any particular gag order was precisely because he didn't know the truly important things.
    

    

    
      In that case, the 'that' Eliya was talking about referred to something among the visual information he had gathered that shouldn't be reported.
    

    

    
      And there was only one thing that could be.
    

    

    
      'The fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast.'
    

    

    
      Eliya was asking if it was okay not to place a gag order regarding that unknown substance.
    

    

    
      "...I don't know the specifics, but I get a very ominous feeling from it."
    

    

    
      It was a valid question.
    

    

    
      I certainly didn't want the fact that I was connected to the fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast to be known to The Order.
    

    

    
      Moreover, since I had emerged from a cocoon created by that fragment, from Eliya's perspective, she couldn't help but worry about that part, regardless of my intentions.
    

    

    
      I had refused to answer her questions about it several times on the way here, so she must have guessed it was something unusual.
    

    

    
      And it was more than just an ominous feeling.
    

    

    
      Eliya had to have known, at least intuitively.
    

    

    
      That it was, at the very least, not a creature aligned with the tendencies of The Order.
    

    

    
      ...But as always.
    

    

    
      "Of course."
    

    

    
      "...?"
    

    

    
      her worry was nothing but unfounded anxiety.
    

    

    
      "That part will be taken care of on its own, even if I don't touch it."
    

    

    
      If it were really a problem, I wouldn't have left it as is.
    

    

    
      It's not like I didn't know.
    

    

    
      I knew better than anyone that the information that absolutely must not reach the UMC was the fact that I was connected to ‘it’.
    

    

    
      The reason I left it alone was.
    

    

    
      because, at least for that part, there was no need for me to do anything.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      After leaving U-jin's Guild House, Tan made his way to the UMC headquarters.
    

    

    
      Of course, he didn't foolishly head straight there.
    

    

    
      For some reason, he had a feeling that wasn't the case, but he couldn't be sure.
    

    

    
      He couldn't completely rule out the possibility that U-jin had released him without any restraints in order to tail him and find the UMC headquarters.
    

    

    
      Following the manual in the agent's handbook, he took a circuitous route and entered through an underground entrance.
    

    

    

    

    
      『First, let's say that you revealed your identity and approached me first, not that I discovered you.』
    

    

    
      『...!』
    

    

    
      『For the excuse… just say that you realized force wouldn't work, and since 'Valencia La Vael Tigris' was about to leave, you thought you might lose her.』
    

    

    
      『....』
    

    

    
      『Second, tell them that I wish to contact the agency directly, and that if they want, I can also cooperate on matters regarding the existing 'Demon Hunter'.』
    

    

    
      『....』
    

    

    
      『And third, mention that with the heir of the Beastkin King joining, a new Beastkin faction might be established here.』
    

    

    

    
      The request U-jin made upon releasing him was to include those three points in his report.
    

    

    
      But that wasn't what was filling Tan's mind at this moment.
    

    

    
      '...That bizarre tentacle monster that came out of the Thought Form's body.'
    

    

    
      Tan didn't know exactly what it was, but he knew instinctively.
    

    

    
      That the most threatening thing at the scene was not U-jin, nor anything else, but that.
    

    

    
      Well, since he had seen U-jin emerge from that cocoon in a bizarre form, he didn't think it was necessary to clearly distinguish it from U-jin.
    

    

    
      What was certain was that ‘it’ was the most important item to report in this incident.
    

    

    
      That's why Tan felt something was off.
    

    

    
      Not only did U-jin not block his report, but adding items to it also felt strange.
    

    

    
      If he were U-jin, and if he were really related to that tentacle monster, he thought he would have wanted to hide that fact the most.
    

    

    
      But U-jin had released him without a single word about it.
    

    

    
      As if to say, 'Go on, report it if you can.'
    

    

    
      So, as soon as he arrived, Tan tried to report that first to Director Ludwig Allegro.
    

    

    
      "...What? Why are you here at this hour?"
    

    

    
      "...Director."
    

    

    
      "And what the hell happened to you?"
    

    

    
      "Please listen carefully to what I have to say."
    

    

    
      ...But.
    

    

    
      "I—"
    

    

    
      The moment he tried to open his mouth.
    

    

    
      Tan understood why U-jin had just let him go.
    

    

    
      "...You? You what?"
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      It was simple.
    

    

    
      Physically.
    

    

    
      It was impossible for him to open his mouth and speak of its existence.
    

    

    
      No, he wasn't sure if 'physically' was the right word.
    

    

    
      He just couldn't do it.
    

    

    
      The moment he tried to speak about it.
    

    

    
      "Uwekk—"
    

    

    
      "...What the? What's wrong with this bastard?"
    

    

    
      he felt his brain being violently stirred, and an indescribable sense of terror washed over him.
    

    

    
      Unable to hold back the sudden wave of nausea, Tan couldn't bring himself to vomit inside the director's office, so he quickly turned, opened the door,
    

    

    
      and ended up spewing a load of vomit right in front of the door.
    

    

    
      Pant, pant—
    

    

    
      After catching his breath, he turned back, wiped his mouth, and muttered in a small voice.
    

    

    
      "...It's nothing."
    

    

    
      He didn't even think of trying a second time.
    

    

    
      He couldn't speak of it.
    

    

    
      Not at all.
    

    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    

    
      "What?"
    

    

    
      Director Ludwig Allegro of the executive agency UMC shouted loudly, his brow deeply furrowed.
    

    

    
      "You revealed your identity and approached him first?"
    

    

    
      "...Yes."
    

    

    
      At the reluctant affirmation, he let out a scoff of disbelief, then his eyes widened as he shouted in a rage-filled voice.
    

    

    
      "Are you an idiot?"
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "You blabbed the identity we've painstakingly kept secret for years, not to some villager, but to some Hero riffraff from the outside?"
    

    

    

    

    
      Of course, he knew that Seo U-jin wasn't someone who could be summed up with the simple term 'Hero riffraff'.
    

    

    
      In the first place, there was no one else the UMC had been watching so closely recently.
    

    

    
      But unfortunately, Ludwig was not the type of man to hold back his surging anger while speaking.
    

    

    
      "Oh, for crying out loud, why don't you just give away the UMC headquarters while you're at it? Wagging your tail like a dog that's found its master."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "Hah, this is ridiculous. Since becoming director, I thought I'd heard every kind of bullshit report there is, but this is the first time I've heard such a moronic report about an agent not getting caught, but trotting over and spilling the beans himself."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "Yeah, it's so disgusting it makes me want to puke too."
    

    

    
      In truth, his words and actions were a bit excessive.
    

    

    
      ...No, not just a bit, quite a lot.
    

    

    
      Although he held the title of Director, since it was a secret agency directly under The Order, Ludwig was also a former Priest.
    

    

    
      It wasn't just his words that crossed the line.
    

    

    
      "...It was impossible to subdue her by force, and I judged it necessary as it seemed I was about to lose 'Valencia la Vael Tigris' who was leaving immediately."
    

    

    
      "Well done! You goddamn idiot."
    

    

    
      Shhhhk—
    

    

    
      Throwing the entire stack of documents piled on his office desk, he was now rebuking him in a way that the word 'insult' couldn't fully capture.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, the reason Tan had no choice but to endure it was simple.
    

    

    
      As far as he could recall, an agent on a secret surveillance mission revealing their identity and approaching a target first was an unprecedented, absurd event in the history of the UMC's founding.
    

    

    
      Moreover, while he wasn't sure if it was true, official records showed that while there were cases of agents having their identities discovered, there had never been a case where their affiliation was also revealed.
    

    

    
      That's how thoroughly trained the agents assigned were.
    

    

    
      So, knowing Ludwig's fiery temperament from the start, and having done something unprecedentedly stupid, he had no choice but to accept this tongue-lashing.
    

    

    
      Letting out a deep sigh inwardly, Tan took the reprimand head-on and carried out his duty.
    

    

    
      "...One more thing to report is that he wishes to contact The Agency directly."
    

    

    
      "Oh, wonderful. So you're not just a dog, but a loyal one that runs errands too."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "So, did you really go and spill the location of our agency too?"
    

    

    
      Shakes head—
    

    

    
      "No. Of course not... but he said he could cooperate on the matter of the existing 'Demon Hunter' if we wished, so we agreed to make contact again later."
    

    

    
      "...Heh. Demon Hunter?"
    

    

    
      Flinch—
    

    

    
      "Is his target designation nickname not enough for you? You're making decisions without permission from your superiors?"
    

    

    
      Screech—
    

    

    
      At Tan's continued explanation, Ludwig stood up from his seat and pointed at the chair with his palm.
    

    

    
      "You do it. The director's job."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "What kind of director am I? When a low-level agent is making unofficial decisions for a secret agency and spilling classified information."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "I'd rather quit than sit here like a scarecrow listening to reports like 'I just took a shit.' Don't you think?"
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "Sit and wait for a moment, Mr. Next Director. I'll go write my resignation letter."
    

    

    
      Tan, looking half-dazed by Ludwig's verbal hazing, barely managed to steady his pupils, which were shaking with clear anxiety.
    

    

    
      '...'
    

    

    
      And in his dazed state, he barely managed to recite the sentence that came to mind.
    

    

    
      "...And third, with the heir of the Beastkin King joining, it seems a new Beastkin force might be established there."
    

    

    
      He expected to get another earful for this final piece of the report as well, but.
    

    

    
      "...That kind of thing isn't for you to report based on your own thoughts, you report the facts and I'll..."
    

    

    
      "......"
    

    

    
      "...What?"
    

    

    
      His reaction to the final report was a little different from the previous ones.
    

  
    Chapter 181: Beastkin Faction (8)

    
      “Is everyone here?”
    

    

    
      Valencia, Eliya, Jerry, Tom.
    

    

    
      And even Shim Cheong, who seemed largely unrelated.
    

    

    
      The six members, including U-jin, were seated at a long table that occupied one side of the mansion's first floor.
    

    

    
      It was a given, seeing as U-jin had just asked if everyone was here, but the reason for their gathering was that U-jin, after sending Tan off, had immediately convened them through Eliya.
    

    

    
      Of course, while it was called a Guild House, it wasn't properly established yet, and each of them was a stubborn individual in their own right, not the type to simply nod and follow U-jin's orders.
    

    

    
      However, because of a single clue U-jin added when he requested the summons through Eliya, they all gathered here at once without exception.
    

    

    
      That was.
    

    

    
      “……Let's get straight to the point.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “You said you'd tell us the plan to regather the Beastkin Faction?”
    

    

    
      The resurrection of the Beastkin Faction.
    

    

    
      It was possible because the pretext U-jin used to gather them was a 'briefing on the plan for the resurrection of the Beastkin Faction.'
    

    

    
      Well, to be fair, they probably would have gathered even without that clue.
    

    

    
      If not, the time it took for everyone to assemble would have inevitably been delayed by questions and dawdling.
    

    

    
      “Right. It's not like we have anything else to do anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “It's better to get started right away. We have more than a few things to do.”
    

    

    
      Agreeing with Tom Hardist, U-jin nodded and began the main topic.
    

    

    
      “The gist of it is simple. I phrased it as the Beastkin Faction, but in the end, this is the process of rebuilding the Beastkin Nation that fell before.”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “Eliya?”
    

    

    
      As if they had discussed it beforehand.
    

    

    
      When U-jin turned his head and called her name, Eliya took out a piece of paper and spread it in the middle of the table.
    

    

    
      “First, for a nation to be established, three elements are necessary.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Territory, people, and sovereignty.”
    

    

    
      The words she emphasized while folding three fingers one by one were written on the paper she had spread out.
    

    

    
      …Presented in a slightly more precise and intuitive form, that is.
    

    

    
      A map of the area showing the territory's borders, a figure representing the Beastkin, and a crown symbolizing sovereignty.
    

    

    
      Three tangible things corresponding to territory, people, and sovereignty were drawn on the paper.
    

    

    
      “As for the territory, we'll be using this old guild territory. It's small compared to other nations, but it's impossible to acquire any more private land at this point.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “And of course, the people will be all the Beastkin scattered across the continent, and as for sovereignty…”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “That will go to Princess Valencia.”
    

    

    
      The form sovereignty takes is incredibly diverse, so theoretically, it could be a point of contention.
    

    

    
      But in the case of the Beastkin Nation, it wasn't much of an issue.
    

    

    
      No matter how diluted their blood, the Beastkin would have undoubtedly inherited loyalty to the Royal Family.
    

    

    
      Even if outsiders could challenge the legitimacy of that sovereignty, it was not a problem to be concerned about internally.
    

    

    
      “To be precise, building a nation isn't accomplished with just these three elements.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The definition of a nation by the Order has a much more specific and strict meaning, and while it might be different if a nation outside the Order Territory were to be incorporated into the Order Alliance, it is strictly forbidden for those already belonging to the Order Territory to establish a new nation-level organization.”
    

    

    
      Just as Eliya said, building a new nation was practically impossible.
    

    

    
      They might satisfy the three elements, but it wasn't even certain if those three elements would actually be recognized by the Order.
    

    

    
      Even if they were recognized, the establishment of a new nation was impossible.
    

    

    
      It was explicitly forbidden, and while it might have been possible in the past when the Alliance's interdependence was crude, the birth of a new large organization now that the Order Alliance had formed a single massive group was not something the Order would welcome.
    

    

    
      In other words, being recognized as a nation could be blocked not just by legal issues, but on a political level as well.
    

    

    
      “However, we don't want the actual title of 'nation.' So that doesn't matter much.”
    

    

    
      Ttak-
    

    

    
      As Eliya snapped her fingers, new images were overlaid on top of the drawings of the 'territory,' 'Beastkin,' and 'crown' on the paper.
    

    

    
      “The gist is the same, but we'll change the pretext slightly.”
    

    

    
      A crest symbolizing a guild, and a crest signifying refugees.
    

    

    
      And over the crown, the symbol of a Master, signifying the head of a guild, was superimposed.
    

    

    
      “This is why I spoke of the resurrection of a faction, not the resurrection of the Beastkin Nation. It's easier to establish a guild than to build a nation.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Nothing will actually change. This is just the external pretext.”
    

    

    
      Of course, establishing a guild couldn't be described as easy either.
    

    

    
      The guild system had been de facto abolished, having not been permitted for over 100 years.
    

    

    
      However, it could be said there was a bit more of a loophole compared to building a nation, which was forbidden even in name.
    

    

    
      At least this was 'de facto abolished,' so there was relatively less room for the Order to exert the kind of political influence that would actively prohibit it.
    

    

    
      “So, with the territory secured, what we need now is permission for the guild and the accommodation of refugees. The Hero said he'd take care of the guild part, so we'll skip that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “We need to accommodate refugees.”
    

    

    
      The accommodation of refugees.
    

    

    
      To put it more directly.
    

    

    
      “……So you're saying we need to gather more Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      Valencia muttered in a low voice.
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      As if agreeing with her, Eliya nodded.
    

    

    
      “It's not exact, but if we roughly count the number of Beastkin right now, it's a little over 5,000.”
    

    

    
      “……That's right. I don't have a list, so I can't specify the exact number either, but even at most, it won't exceed 6,000.”
    

    

    
      Seizing the opportunity as Jerry expressed his agreement, Eliya asked a question.
    

    

    
      “You said the Beastkin here aren't all of them, right?”
    

    

    
      “…That's correct. Due to various issues, there are quite a few Beastkin who haven't moved from other regions yet.”
    

    

    
      “How many are there in total if you combine them all?”
    

    

    
      Hmm-
    

    

    
      Stroking his eyebrow with a low hum, Jerry answered cautiously.
    

    

    
      “The Beastkin outside are about 3,000… This isn't exact either, but it would be a number just under 10,000 in total.”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      Nodding once more at Jerry's answer as if she had expected it, Eliya added to her explanation.
    

    

    
      “It's certainly not a small number, but it's insufficient to be considered the people of a nation or the refugees of a guild.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Looking at the records, the minimum number of refugees a guild could accommodate was around 50,000. Strictly speaking, there were guilds established with fewer refugees, but it was very rare, so we can say this is roughly the minimum benchmark. Considering various factors, we'd generously need about 100,000.”
    

    

    
      Clap-
    

    

    
      As the rough explanation came to a close.
    

    

    
      U-jin clapped his hands to draw their attention and concluded.
    

    

    
      “In other words, our first task from now on is 'gathering a significant number of Beastkin'.”
    

    

    
      Ssk-
    

    

    
      “That's all for now. Any questions?”
    

    

    
      U-jin raised a hand and scanned the room.
    

    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    

    
      Jerry cautiously raised a hand.
    

    

    
      “……I have a question, partner.”
    

    

    
      “Go ahead.”
    

    

    
      “……First, it won't be difficult for me to bring the rest of the Beastkin. I couldn't go until now because I had set up a security measure that requires my presence, but as long as I'm given time to move, I can bring them anytime.”
    

    

    
      Nod-
    

    

    
      “But even if I bring them, as you said, it's only about ten thousand, and we need to accommodate at least 40,000 more Beastkin to meet the minimum requirement.”
    

    

    
      Hoo-
    

    

    
      Jerry let out a breath, pausing for a moment before continuing.
    

    

    
      “……Excluding the Beastkin under my care, most Beastkin exist as slaves, and the rest are those who have somehow escaped slavery and are living in hiding.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “……The former are overwhelmingly greater in number. So, in practice, we need to accommodate the Beastkin who are treated as slaves. Is there a method for this?”
    

    

    
      He wasn't pointing out a flaw in the preceding plan.
    

    

    
      It was, so to speak, about the methodology.
    

    

    
      The plan was good, but he was asking how it was possible.
    

    

    
      “It's simple.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      “Just as you said, we'll free the slaves ourselves and bring them here. The Order defines it as an illegal system, doesn't it?”
    

    

    
      On the surface, there was no flaw in U-jin's answer.
    

    

    
      Slavery was certainly illegal, and fighting an illegal practice was, by principle, a justifiable act.
    

    

    
      …That is.
    

    

    
      On the surface, at least.
    

    

    
      “……That method would take too long.”
    

    

    
      Jerry's low mumble hit the core of the issue.
    

    

    
      “……The minimum is 40,000, partner. Even if all six of us here participate, it would take a countless amount of time.”
    

    

    
      Freeing slaves, shameless as it was, was the same as stealing property from the perspective of a slave trader.
    

    

    
      In other words, legal or not, it inevitably meant friction with the slave traders.
    

    

    
      Of course, with Tom Hardist personally involved, they wouldn't face much difficulty in terms of force, but the problem was time.
    

    

    
      There was only one Tom Hardist, and the number of Beastkin slaves they had to free was a whopping 40,000.
    

    

    
      To exaggerate a bit, it meant Tom Hardist would have to pick 40,000 locks himself.
    

    

    
      Moreover, those locks weren't gathered in one place; they were scattered all over the continent.
    

    

    
      Of course, since Jerry had experienced most of the slave black markets, he knew where each nation's black market was located.
    

    

    
      The slaves brought directly to the market by the traders were only a fraction of the total.
    

    

    
      Most slaves were usually stored in other specific locations unknown to the general public.
    

    

    
      Those locations were managed so secretly that even Jerry didn't know them.
    

    

    
      It was information so strictly guarded that even the low-level slave traders who appeared on-site didn't know the locations directly and were only given directions.
    

    

    
      Jerry could only think that it was practically impossible to travel to every black market on the continent to rescue the Beastkin.
    

    

    
      Unless Tom Hardist had ten bodies, he was certain it was utterly impossible with just one.
    

    

    
      …But strangely.
    

    

    
      A smile was playing on the lips of U-jin, the one who had made the ridiculous statement.
    

    

    
      “That.”
    

    

    
      Grin-
    

    

    
      “There's a way for that, of course.”
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      Tap.
    

    

    
      U-jin tapped the table with his finger and said.
    

    

    
      “Just as you said, Jerry, going to every single slave market to free them is a method that will take too long. It's not theoretically impossible, but to overturn all the markets on the continent to gather 40,000 would take at least 10 years, even by the shortest estimate.”
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      “Besides, given the nature of the black market, it's not hard for them to disappear and reappear. It would probably take even longer.”
    

    

    
      It wasn't that U-jin was unaware of such problems.
    

    

    
      The limits of manpower.
    

    

    
      From the very beginning, the goal of reviving the Beastkin faction was enormous, so it was only natural that the process of achieving it would not be smooth.
    

    

    
      “So, the method I plan to use isn't to find the black markets.”
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      “Instead, it's to directly strike the slave prisons of the large wholesale guilds that manage the Beastkin.”
    

    

    
      Silence fell once again.
    

    

    
      Jerry, who was stroking his eyebrow, muttered lowly.
    

    

    
      “...Directly strike the guild's slave prisons...”
    

    

    
      “...Is that possible?”
    

    

    
      Eliya, as if she too had heard this for the first time in their current conversation, asked Jerry pressingly.
    

    

    
      And Jerry.
    

    

    
      “...Theoretically, it is possible. Certainly, the merchants active in the black markets are mostly brokers acting as middlemen. The actual entities that capture, manage, and sell the slaves are the large, shadowy wholesale guilds that don't even have a name.”
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      “The black market merchants are the lowest of the low, so to speak.”
    

    

    
      Tap.
    

    

    
      Tap.
    

    

    
      Just as U-jin had done, Jerry tapped his index finger to briefly organize his thoughts before turning his gaze back to U-jin.
    

    

    
      “...It would certainly be a good method, if it were possible. But the slave market, being illegal from the start, prioritizes security above all else. And in the case of such large-scale prisons, security is so tight that only a very small minority of merchants belonging to the guild even know of their existence.”
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      “I, too, knew of the existence of those underground prisons and have tried to find them. But I couldn't even guess their general location.”
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      “...How are you going to pinpoint their location, partner?”
    

    

    
      Tap.
    

    

    
      Although he didn't say it out loud, the effort and resources Jerry had poured in for the sake of the Beastkin were by no means small.
    

    

    
      His individual share of the entire Beastkin slave market, which spanned the continent, was nearly ten percent.
    

    

    
      Therefore, when it came to Beastkin slaves, the one who knew the most was none other than Jerry Junior.
    

    

    
      There was a reason the merchants in the Shandong black market revered him so.
    

    

    
      ...But for someone like Jerry to not even be able to guess meant that no one on the continent who dealt with Beastkin slaves knew the location.
    

    

    
      From Jerry's perspective, he couldn't possibly comprehend how U-jin intended to pinpoint that location.
    

    

    
      However, Jerry's concern was.
    

    

    
      Pfft—
    

    

    
      Close to a groundless fear.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      If it had been impossible to pinpoint the location in the first place, he would never have made such a plan.
    

    

    
      If U-jin's thoughts were correct, the location information would soon come to him on its own.
    

    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    

    
      “...What?”
    

    

    
      “...With the descendant of the Beastkin King joining them, it seems a new Beastkin faction might be established there.”
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      “...is what I said.”
    

    

    
      Although it was a story he had heard repeated right before his eyes, Director Ludwig Allegro of the UMC couldn't help but doubt his own ears.
    

    

    
      A new Beastkin faction could be established with the descendant of the Beastkin King joining them?
    

    

    
      This was a story of a slightly different caliber from the shit he had spewed earlier.
    

    

    
      ”Are you sure?“
    

    

    
      Ludwig asked again, his voice still laced with annoyance.
    

    

    
      Tan repeatedly nodded his head in response.
    

    

    
      “Y-Yes, I'm sure.”
    

    

    
      “...Why do you think so?”
    

    

    
      “There are still a few requirements lacking, but... given the Beastkin's characteristic of valuing bloodlines, if just a few more conditions are met, I believe the requirements themselves will be satisfied...”
    

    

    
      “...”
    

    

    
      He was just about to smack him across the face for spouting such idiotic nonsense, but Ludwig Allegro felt his anger subside a little.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Indeed, as he considered the various pieces of information flashing through his mind, he began to think that the 'new establishment of a Beastkin faction' Tan mentioned might actually be possible.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was such a difficult proposition that if a random passerby were to spout it without any basis, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to dismiss it as bullshit.
    

    

    
      The prestige of the Beastkin faction, which had once held the position of hegemon in the neutral zone, was not something that could be ignored on a continental scale.
    

    

    
      In contrast, the current status of the Beastkin had not just hit rock bottom but had been driven underground.
    

    

    
      The leader of one of the three great powers—the Order, the Demon King, and the Neutral faction—that had once trisected the continent.
    

    

    
      And the race of slaves.
    

    

    
      The gap between the two was so immense that it couldn't be simply accepted as a matter of course; the idea of the Beastkin faction returning to its former level was difficult to even imagine.
    

    

    
      To put it bluntly, the vast majority of Beastkin—to the point where it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say 'all' of them—were currently being treated as slaves.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were a few exceptions, but an absolute number, large enough to ignore those exceptions, were being sold off even at this very moment to be trampled under the feet of nobles and the wealthy.
    

    

    
      For them, who were even mockingly called the 'race of slaves', to reclaim their former glory and establish a new faction was, at a glance, an absurd story.
    

    

    
      In other words, it wouldn't have been strange to dismiss it as mere bravado.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Ludwig couldn't do that.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Because the subject involved was extraordinary.
    

    

    
      '...Seo U-jin.'
    

    

    
      Not much time had passed, so his name wasn't known across the entire continent yet, but he was the super rookie of the Hero world, known by all those who were in the know.
    

    

    
      And.
    

    

    
      '...Number one person of interest.'
    

    

    
      One of the biggest missions entrusted to the UMC since the Einstein incident 100 years ago was to prevent a second Isaac Einstein.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from the UMC's standpoint, they had no choice but to pay close attention to U-jin, who was leaving behind a unique trail of achievements that couldn't be simply summarized by the words 'Hero candidate'.
    

    

    
      U-jin's deeds were so extraordinary that they could be compared to Isaac Einstein's.
    

    

    
      ...In other words, it meant they were somewhat aware of U-jin's activities, both known and unknown.
    

    

    
      Which, in turn, meant they were well aware of U-jin's unique 'exceptionalism'.
    

    

    
      No matter how nonsensical the task, wherever he laid his hands, there was always success.
    

    

    
      '...And he's a human certified by that old geezer Louis.'
    

    

    
      Due to its potential repercussions, it was kept secret even within the Order from those below the rank of high priest, but the fact that he had recently entered the Darkest Dungeon and came back out through Louis Burton's indulgence.
    

    

    
      Even just looking at the fact that, in the process, he had somehow coaxed out Tom Hardist, who had been reclusive despite several recommendations for discharge, it was self-evident that U-jin possessed some sort of unexplainable, exceptional quality, even if one didn't know what it was.
    

    

    
      And because of that, the 'revival of the Beastkin faction'—something Ludwig would have considered absurd if anyone else had said it—did not seem impossible in his eyes.
    

    

    
      And suddenly.
    

    

    
      A certain fact flashed through his mind.
    

    

    
      '...A guild!'
    

    

    
      Snap-!
    

    

    
      “...So that's why he bought that ruined territory.”
    

    

    
      What should I say?
    

    

    
      It felt like the puzzle pieces were fitting together.
    

    

    
      Entering the Darkest Dungeon and bringing out Tom Hardist.
    

    

    
      Purchasing a territory that seemed to have no immediate use.
    

    

    
      And even in the case of Aileen Village this time.
    

    

    
      It had been a series of incomprehensible events.
    

    

    
      But when he drew a line connecting them all, it made sense.
    

    

    
      It was all to create a guild and accommodate the Beastkin faction.
    

    

    
      Thinking of it that way, it was somewhat understandable.
    

    

    
      Of course, it wasn't something he could just be happy about.
    

    

    
      From the UMC's perspective, U-jin was a target of caution rather than someone to support in the first place.
    

    

    
      Looking at it superficially, one couldn't completely rule out the possibility that U-jin gaining his own faction could become a threat to the Order.
    

    

    
      However, in Ludwig's mind, a conviction grew that this was not the case.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      If he were in U-jin's shoes and truly intended to betray the Order.
    

    

    
      He wouldn't bother with the Order, which would oppose him on various pretexts, and would have gone over to the Demon King's territory long ago.
    

    

    
      From the start, the most crucial element for the revival of the Beastkin faction was the descendant of the Beastkin King that Tan had mentioned earlier, 'Valencia la Bael Tigris'.
    

    

    
      The reason the Order, despite knowing of her existence, hadn't tried to force the Beastkin faction into the War against Demons was because it was something that would require the Order to take a risk as well.
    

    

    
      Even if they went out of their way to make a king who had no intention of ruling the head of a faction, there was no telling what she might decide to do afterward.
    

    

    
      It was no different from harboring an uncontrollable bomb.
    

    

    
      However, although he didn't know how U-jin had won her over, from Ludwig's perspective, who knew from reports about the attachment she had to Aileen Village.
    

    

    
      The very fact that she had left the village and headed for U-jin's guild seemed to mean that she was already somewhat mentally prepared to lead the Beastkin faction.
    

    

    
      And when his thoughts reached that point, Ludwig suddenly had an idea.
    

    

    
      '...Wouldn't it be better to get a foot in the door?'
    

    

    
      If there was no possibility of betrayal, the revival of the Beastkin faction was actually a welcome development from the Order's perspective.
    

    

    
      At a time when they were short on manpower to deploy in the War against Demons, the military might and collective power the Beastkin faction once possessed were powerful enough to be counted among the strongest of the various groups belonging to the Order's domain.
    

    

    
      It might be a little risky, but.
    

    

    
      Ludwig thought.
    

    

    
      This current juncture might be a crucial crossroads that would decide whether or not he could achieve his ambitions.
    

    

    
      He was already pondering his next step, and if his predictions were correct, this could turn into a huge opportunity.
    

    

    
      The merit of being able to place the revived Beastkin faction in 'the Order's debt' was very important.
    

    

    
      Ludwig's mind spun rapidly.
    

    

    
      '...For him to request cooperation, it means there's something he wants...'
    

    

    
      Ludwig roughly knew what preparations U-jin had for the revival of the Beastkin faction.
    

    

    
      'Then.'
    

    

    
      And as he thought about it.
    

    

    
      For someone like him, who had almost everything prepared, there was only one thing he could possibly request from the UMC.
    

    

    
      “...Hey.”
    

    

    
      All of his characteristic lightheartedness evaporated.
    

    

    
      With an aura full of seriousness, Ludwig ordered Tan.
    

    

    
      “...Yes?”
    

    

    
      “Go out and bring me the list of the Beastkin wholesale guilds' prisons.”
    

    

    
      “...Pardon?”
    

    

    
      “Quickly.”
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      Tap-tap-
    

    

    
      Jerry opened his eyes at the sudden sound of tapping on the window.
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      Judging by the sunlight seeping through the thick blackout curtains, it wasn’t time to get up yet.
    

    

    
      But the sound from outside the window didn’t seem to be merely the window pane rattling in the wind.
    

    

    
      Tap-tap.
    

    

    
      The sound came again.
    

    

    
      It had perfectly even intervals, giving it an artificial feel.
    

    

    
      Jerry threw off his blanket and got out of bed, rubbed his eyes for a moment, then slightly lifted the blackout curtain.
    

    

    
      The sunlight that poured in as if on cue was quite uncomfortable for Jerry, but he frowned deeply and pulled the curtain further back, opening the window.
    

    

    
      Creak-
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Coo?
    

    

    
      A white pigeon sat on the window ledge outside, tilting its head.
    

    

    
      The one who had woken him from his sleep by tapping on the window was none other than this white pigeon.
    

    

    
      The background unfurling behind it and the white pigeon were a combination that could hardly be called fitting, making it seem somewhat odd.
    

    

    
      Ironically, however, there was no surprise on Jerry’s face.
    

    

    
      Rather.
    

    

    
      “…So it really came.”
    

    

    
      He muttered in a low voice, as if he had expected this situation.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      U-jin had foreseen this situation and given him a heads-up.
    

    

    
      『A white pigeon with a paper tied to its leg will probably fly to you.』
    

    

    
      『……?』
    

    

    
      『There are only a few species that wouldn't seem out of place anywhere on the continent, and even fewer among them that could fly all the way here.』
    

    

    
      That was right.
    

    

    
      This pigeon was not just a pigeon with a white exterior.
    

    

    
      It was a homing pigeon belonging to a specific group, trained to exchange specific information.
    

    

    
      『For today, let’s stop here. Once you receive that, we’ll discuss it in more detail.』
    

    

    
      As if to prove U-jin’s words, a small note was tied to the pigeon’s leg.
    

    

    
      Rustle-
    

    

    
      Jerry naturally untied the paper from its leg, unfolded it, and let out a low hum.
    

    

    
      “…Hmm.”
    

    

    
      In fact.
    

    

    
      He had been unsure until just before unfolding the paper.
    

    

    
      U-jin had spoken as if he had simply placed an order, but pinpointing the location of slave prisons was no easy task.
    

    

    
      However, the paper indeed contained several coordinates, as if specifying the storage prisons of the slave market.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, when estimated based on the locations of various black markets on the continent, which he could almost visualize from frequent experience, they were regions that showed quite uniform distances.
    

    

    
      So much so that even simply plotting the points would reveal their correlation.
    

    

    
      Moreover, although their individual geographical characteristics differed slightly—such as desert or mountainous terrain—they all shared the commonality of being located amidst rugged terrain difficult for ordinary people to access, without exception.
    

    

    
      Jerry thought that the contents written on this paper were undoubtedly specifying the prisons U-jin had mentioned that needed to be found for the liberation of the Beastkin slaves.
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      With a certain degree of certainty, Jerry immediately folded the paper and was about to go to U-jin’s room, but then, the writing at the bottom of the coordinate list caught his eye.
    

    

    
      『PS. 3 weeks later, Aberdeen Delta.』
    

    

    
      A short phrase specifying a place and time.
    

    

    
      And as soon as Jerry finished reading it.
    

    

    
      Whoosh-
    

    

    
      The paper spontaneously burst into flames.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      * * *
    

    

    
      The scale of the black market is usually smaller than people imagine.
    

    

    
      Human imagination always tends to inflate what cannot be seen, and since black markets must avoid people’s eyes,
    

    

    
      The time and effort required to expand the market size were more than double compared to markets operating in the open.
    

    

    
      A logical conclusion that seemed somewhat natural given its characteristics.
    

    

    
      But conversely.
    

    

    
      The power of the ruling class that dominated the black market was far greater than people generally imagined.
    

    

    
      The reason for this was also simple.
    

    

    
      Unlike markets in the open, which had institutional arrangements to ensure a certain degree of conflict and balance, preventing excessive power from being given to one group, the black market strictly adhered to the law of survival of the fittest.
    

    

    
      While even conventional markets often had massive entities with monopolistic positions,
    

    

    
      The black market’s dominance was not merely in the sense of cornering a particular commodity; it was a monopoly in the truest sense of the word.
    

    

    
      A single entity would typically dominate the market, allowing no other distribution whatsoever.
    

    

    
      So much so that a black market-specific metaphor, 'Market Maker,' was coined to reflect this immense power.
    

    

    
      This, too, was possible due to the unique characteristics of the black market.
    

    

    
      As a lawless land without any restrictions or laws, there might have been various groups or factions forming the black market in its early stages, but just as nature forms a single massive lump through gravity, markets too tend to coalesce into a single entity over time.
    

    

    
      The black market was merged using methods that ordinary people would call 'illegal' as its fundamental logic, and by the time the market had grown sufficiently, a single Market Maker had already emerged, wielding such powerful dominance that the market's logic was dictated by one person.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      It was highly likely that the ruler of a market as mature as the Beastkin slave market was a single entity known as a 'Market Maker.'
    

    

    
      Because of their strong control encompassing production, distribution, and sales, they would be able to maintain such a thorough system and secrecy that even Jerry couldn't uncover it.
    

    

    
      …And that was why.
    

    

    
      “…How is something like this possible, Partner?”
    

    

    
      I could be sure.
    

    

    
      That UMC already knew the Market Maker of the Beastkin slave market.
    

    

    
      “Well, you could say we just got a new backer.”
    

    

    
      “…That’s an oversimplification.”
    

    

    
      “It’s not that important.”
    

    

    
      “…It seems important even in terms of information reliability, or is it just my imagination?”
    

    

    
      “It’s your imagination.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      The Order fundamentally kept a close watch on immense powers.
    

    

    
      And it did not discriminate between the shadows and the light.
    

    

    
      While the Demon King’s Army had caught up in many other areas, the one field where The Order still held overwhelming superiority was information gathering.
    

    

    
      Based on the vast data and expertise accumulated from ancient times to the present, The Order’s systematic information power was, in the literal sense of the phrase, unrivaled.
    

    

    
      Even a slave trader in the black market could not escape its gaze.
    

    

    
      There’s a joke that everything that exists in this world is subject to The Order’s observation, so there was no way The Order wouldn’t have detected such a powerful entity, even if it was in the black market.
    

    

    
      While I couldn't be certain without seeing it directly, it was probably not just knowing the location of slave prisons; The Order was such that, perhaps exaggerating a bit, it would record even the color of the Market Maker’s underwear on this day last year.
    

    

    
      Of course, The Order had always valued information so highly because it understood the power that information held.
    

    

    
      And therefore, accessing The Order’s recorded information was also no easy task.
    

    

    
      Just as the black market strictly guarded the location of slave prisons, The Order also prioritized information, creating a structure where only those with access permissions could interact with it, preventing just anyone from accessing it.
    

    

    
      However, UMC was a direct agency of The Order.
    

    

    
      Moreover, it was a secret agency directly connected to the upper echelons of The Order’s headquarters.
    

    

    
      In other words, among The Order, excluding high-ranking priests, UMC was the organization allowed access to the most information.
    

    

    
      While information about the slave market wouldn’t be light, I thought UMC would have no trouble accessing that level of information.
    

    

    
      “…Anyway, there were a total of four coordinates written down. It seems they operate four prisons, covering the east, west, south, and north of the continent.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “When viewed geographically, the distances to each black market for slaves are similar, so it doesn’t seem like unreliable information.”
    

    

    
      Tom let out a snort at Jerry’s additional remark.
    

    

    
      He seemed to be thinking of the Beastkin likely imprisoned there.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because Valencia was beside him, outward signs of anger weren’t clearly visible, but I suspected he felt similar emotions.
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      He turned his head and asked me.
    

    

    
      “…So, are we going to look for them right away?”
    

    

    
      “Well… actually, given how secretly they operate, the security probably isn’t easy, and I think we should make some preparations before we go. But…”
    

    

    
      Shrug-
    

    

    
      “…We probably don’t need to, right?”
    

    

    
      Before I could finish my question, Tom nodded.
    

    

    
      “…Of course not.”
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      “Shouldn’t we just break them out as quickly as possible and bring the Beastkin here?”
    

    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    

    
      It was an important matter, and it would be better to make thorough plans to avoid complications or mistakes if not handled quickly, but.
    

    

    
      It was Tom Hardist, of all people.
    

    

    
      It might even be more troublesome to assign him escorts or mercenaries.
    

    

    
      He would already be accustomed to moving alone.
    

    

    
      And in terms of time, there wasn’t enough leeway to spend on elaborate planning.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s about time to prepare for that as well.’
    

    

    
      If Isaac’s mention in Darkest Dungeon was indeed about the ‘Saintess,’ there was no longer enough time to delay.
    

    

    
      Furthermore.
    

    

    
      “Then, without bothering to pack anything else, Jerry will roughly plan the closest route suitable for Tom, and Tom will go directly.”
    

    

    
      Swoosh-
    

    

    
      “You said Aberdeen Delta, right, Jerry?”
    

    

    
      “…The postscript clearly stated that.”
    

    

    
      “…Are you sure?”
    

    

    
      “…I’m sure. There was no other mention, only that.”
    

    

    
      I had something else to worry about.
    

    

    
      ‘…Aberdeen, three weeks later.’
    

    

    
      UMC’s contact itself was somewhat within the scope of my expectations.
    

    

    
      To be frank, it was almost like I had requested it myself, and I thought Ludwig would probably act that way.
    

    

    
      There were things I needed to know beforehand and cooperation I needed to request when we met.
    

    

    
      However, what caught my eye was not the fact that they had contacted me, but the specific location.
    

    

    
      ‘…Aberdeen.’
    

    

    
      Aberdeen, an artificial city divided into four sectors—Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta—leading the current Order’s new technology, Magitek.
    

    

    
      The place name UMC sent, proposing a meeting three weeks later, was quite familiar to me as well.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple.
    

    

    
      Aberdeen’s Delta.
    

    

    
      If my memory served me correctly.
    

    

    
      That was the place where the Magitek genius girl, ‘Emily,’ resided.
    

    

    
      “…I’m going out for a bit.”
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      “The train will be stopping shortly. Passengers wishing to disembark at ‘Aberdeen-Delta’...”
    

    

    
      Along with the Guardian Train’s announcement, the cityscape unfolded beyond the window.
    

    

    
      A city adorned with colorful neon signs, where the unique, somber hues of magic engineering bloomed chaotically, differing across its four districts: Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta.
    

    

    
      Aberdeen.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t my first time seeing it, but my impression of the city remained the same, no matter how many times I saw it.
    

    

    
      ‘If the word “future” were to take shape, it would probably feel something like this…’ That thought, and...
    

    

    
      『…But seriously, isn’t this weapon, a gun, far more romantic than swords and blades? It’s a weapon that makes anyone who holds it the strongest.』
    

    
      『…….』
    

    
      『Once it’s properly completed, it has the function to allow even a five-year-old child to deal with a demon in one go…』
    

    

    
      ‘Emily.’
    

    

    
      Thoughts of her.
    

    

    
      Those were the only two things.
    

    

    
      “...I was planning to come here anyway.”
    

    

    
      Meeting her was also part of my bucket list.
    

    

    
      To be precise, ‘Emily’ wasn’t the name written on it.
    

    

    
      It was because, due to my unique inherent ability, every weapon I touched quickly reached its durability limit.
    

    

    
      Throughout my previous and current lives, the only weapon I could properly use was the magic engineering firearm she had custom-made for me.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      That didn’t mean the quality of the weapons I currently possessed was inferior.
    

    

    
      In the case of the ‘Demonic Sword Chiyou’ and the ‘Fragment of the Nameless Sword’, they were clearly objects that surpassed the level of an Artifact and reached that of a Holy Relic.
    

    

    
      Therefore, naturally, they were free from the damage caused by me twisting my Mana.
    

    

    
      However, even those were unusable for their own reasons.
    

    

    
      First, Chiyou was strictly Cheong-yi’s sword, who had inherited the Demonic Cult.
    

    

    
      If I used it, I couldn’t draw out its true power, reducing its efficiency. 
    

    

    
      Moreover, while borrowing its power occasionally might be fine, trying to carry it around and use it day and night would surely hinder the situation rather than help, thanks to that uncooperative fellow.
    

    

    
      And in the case of the Fragment of Nameless Sword…
    

    

    
      ‘…I can’t use it right now.’
    

    

    
      For one, it currently had no function as a weapon.
    

    

    
      I knew it was an important and meaningful object, so much so that the Emperor, who could be called the head of the Murim Empire in my previous life, used it. 
    

    

    
      However, at that time, the Murim Empire chose mutual destruction along with the Demon King’s Army.
    

    

    
      I didn’t know what abilities it actually possessed.
    

    

    
      I only had a vague guess, through conversations with Allen, that it might be related to the divine beasts known as the Four Guardian Spirits.
    

    

    
      Even if that were true, it would only be possible once all the fragments were collected and it was fully functional.
    

    

    
      With only a half-fragment now, its sole role was to serve as a vessel containing the Thought Form of ‘Former King Allen Tigris’ that resided within it.
    

    

    
      Even that, it seemed, had to be entrusted to Valencia for the time being.
    

    

    
      Furthermore.
    

    

    
      ‘…It’s still more comfortable to use what I’m used to.’
    

    

    
      Although I could use any weapon, there was inevitably a difference in proficiency.
    

    

    
      Even with a sword, it’s best to use the one you’re accustomed to.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that I hadn’t used other weapons in my previous life.
    

    

    
      Countless weapons passed through my hands during the War against Demons until I settled on the weapon she made, and the reason I settled on it was that its nature suited me and was appropriate for me.
    

    

    
      To use a weapon permanently, I’d have to find an Artifact on the level of a Holy Relic anyway, and considering the time and effort to find and master a new one, it seemed better to just use what I was accustomed to.
    

    

    
      Therefore, even if it weren’t for this matter, I was planning to visit Aberdeen soon to commission a firearm from her.
    

    

    
      Although the situation was quite different from my previous life, making it uncertain, if her personality was still as I remembered, then persuading her wouldn’t be too difficult for me.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      However, one thing bothered me at this moment.
    

    

    
      The reason I visited this place wasn’t to find Emily, but because of UMC’s summons.
    

    

    
      『PS. Three weeks later, Aberdeen Delta.』
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that I hadn’t expected UMC to request a meeting.
    

    

    
      I had probably thought so from the moment I sent Tan, and I was almost certain when the reply came via carrier pigeon.
    

    

    
      Strictly speaking, the very act of stating “I can cooperate regarding the Allen Tigris matter” through Tan was tantamount to me initiating contact to some extent, so it wasn’t strange.
    

    

    
      The problem was the location.
    

    

    
      Aberdeen Delta.
    

    

    
      Why would UMC specifically choose this place as the meeting spot?
    

    

    
      One thing was certain: they couldn’t possibly think I had any connection to Emily.
    

    

    
      ‘…….’
    

    

    
      As far as I knew, Emily’s location at this time was precisely in Aberdeen’s Delta district. 
    

    

    
      So, when Jerry first specified that location to me, I did wonder if that was the reason.
    

    

    
      Unless there was someone else who Regressed besides me.
    

    

    
      It would be impossible for them to think that I knew of Emily’s existence at this point.
    

    

    
      ‘…That can’t be right.’
    

    

    
      Publicly, the name ‘Emily’ was treated as non-existent.
    

    

    
      In reality, the recent advancement of magic engineering itself originated entirely from the mind of one genius girl named ‘Emily’ – that was the truth I knew.
    

    

    
      However, this fact was completely unknown to the public.
    

    

    
      They merely believed that the field of magic engineering had developed because The Order had heavily invested in it, to the extent of creating the artificial city of Aberdeen.
    

    

    
      They had no idea that this development was due to the keen genius of one girl.
    

    

    
      …In fact, it was quite obvious.
    

    

    
      Putting everything else aside, it was wartime.
    

    

    
      Currently, a massive war, the War against Demons, was ongoing between the Demon King’s Army and The Order’s forces, and magic engineering itself was a new, emerging technological field that The Order had invested in to gain an advantage in the War against Demons.
    

    

    
      Simply put, magic engineering itself was a type of major war technology.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, magic engineering had developed with an unrivaled growth rate, unmatched by any other of The Order’s numerous investment fields.
    

    

    
      Most importantly, it was already a mass-produced technology being used in the field.
    

    

    
      If it became known that all the advancements and achievements in magic engineering stemmed from a single individual, the Demon King’s Army would certainly not stand by idly.
    

    

    
      It would be natural for them to find that one person and either kill or persuade them.
    

    

    
      Therefore, from The Order’s perspective, they had no choice but to publicly conceal Emily’s existence to prevent that.
    

    

    
      It was a top-secret matter, incomparable to the location of a slave prison.
    

    

    
      …It’s a ridiculous story, but the division of the city of Aberdeen into four districts—Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta—was also done for that reason.
    

    

    
      Each district, as if by agreement, took the lead in distinct, major fields, each representing a pillar of magic engineering technology.
    

    

    
      On top of that, each of these fields had a chief research team, like the Alpha Project or the Delta Project.
    

    

    
      Each chief research team would hold annual conferences to present their research findings, which was supposed to contribute to the development of magic engineering technology. 
    

    

    
      In reality, however, all the chief research teams in each district merely acted as Emily’s puppets.
    

    

    
      They simply presented what Emily had devised, experimented with, and invented alone in Aberdeen’s underground, filling in the research data haphazardly.
    

    

    
      They weren’t truly the main agents leading the experimental processes.
    

    

    
      Well, of course.
    

    

    
      The Order had, of course, set up the process so cunningly and thoroughly that the chief research teams of those projects actually believed they were in charge of the experimental process.
    

    

    
      …Anyway.
    

    

    
      It was a clear fact that UMC choosing Aberdeen Delta as the contact location was not because they knew of my relationship with Emily.
    

    

    
      ‘…Then is there another reason?’
    

    

    
      But no matter how much I thought about it, I couldn’t guess any other reason.
    

    

    
      Aberdeen was located far from both UMC headquarters and my guildhouse.
    

    

    
      It was truly what you’d call a third-party region.
    

    

    
      Out of the many territories of The Order, the choice of Aberdeen felt somewhat suspicious to consider a mere coincidence, yet there was no particular evidence to suggest otherwise.
    

    

    
      Chii-eek-
    

    

    
      Thump-thump-
    

    

    
      Of course, time didn’t wait for my contemplation, so I couldn’t come up with a suitable reason even as I disembarked the train and stepped onto Aberdeen-Delta.
    

    

    
      Tak-
    

    

    
      “......”
    

    

    
      I got off the train, but there was no particular reaction.
    

    

    
      It was unexpected.
    

    

    
      “...I thought they would come to meet me since there was no specific address.”
    

    

    
      Of course, UMC’s methods were beyond my knowledge, but I figured if they expected me to make more moves than this, they would have provided a more specific location.
    

    

    
      “...Did that Jerry forget to tell me something else that was written?”
    

    

    
      I hadn’t brought anyone with me.
    

    

    
      Of course, just like in Aileen Village, Eliya had pestered me to let her accompany me, but it would likely make UMC uncomfortable.
    

    

    
      And I, too, found it somewhat inconvenient for her to be with me here.
    

    

    
      ‘…Since I don’t know when something might happen.’
    

    

    
      There wasn’t much time.
    

    

    
      I didn’t know exactly when Isaac’s foretold event in the dungeon would occur, but it was best to save as much time as possible.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, Aberdeen wasn’t particularly close to the guildhouse, so it was only natural for me to think that since I had come all this way, I might as well meet Emily before leaving.
    

    

    
      It made sense from a logistical perspective, and also timely, as weapons weren’t something that could be conjured up instantly upon request.
    

    

    
      To use them when needed, it was always better to place commissions early.
    

    

    
      I wanted to avoid another squabble with Eliya about how I knew of Emily’s existence.
    

    

    
      Thud-
    

    

    
      And so, waiting for UMC, who might arrive at any moment, I settled onto a bench at one side of the train station.
    

    

    
      And the moment I sat down.
    

    

    
      “Faster than I expected.”
    

    

    
      “......?”
    

    

    
      Suddenly, an old man sitting on the adjacent bench spoke to me.
    

    

    
      “Is it because you’re young?”
    

    

    
      He had a newspaper spread wide, covering his body, so I couldn’t recognize him by appearance.
    

    

    
      But the moment I heard his voice, I recognized his identity.
    

    

    
      “...I didn’t expect you to come yourself.”
    

    

    
      “If I sent another subordinate and they came back after just messing things up, I felt like my blood pressure would explode.”
    

    

    
      …Ludwig Allegro.
    

    

    
      The leader of UMC.
    

  
    Chapter 185: Aberdeen (2)

    
      A rustle—
    

    

    
      His appearance, revealed as he subtly lowered the newspaper, was indeed striking.
    

    

    
      A stern, strong-willed face, with hair half-gray and half-white slicked back.
    

    

    
      And his signature items: a tobacco pipe and white gloves.
    

    

    
      It was unmistakable.
    

    

    
      The man on the bench, holding open a newspaper and puffing on a pipe, was Ludwig Allegro, the head of the UMC.
    

    

    
      “You recognized me right away? This is supposed to be a top-secret meeting, you know.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      He said that, but he wasn’t exactly hiding his identity.
    

    

    
      The necklace visible inside his newspaper was a unique item worn only by high-ranking Priests.
    

    

    
      The very fact that he was uncomfortably wearing a necklace meant to be hidden inside, out for all to see, indicated he had no intention of concealing his identity from me.
    

    

    
      ‘...Why did he come in person?’
    

    

    
      His intention wasn’t clear.
    

    

    
      No matter how I thought about it, this wasn't something he needed to handle personally.
    

    

    
      Of course, the ‘Resurrection of the Beastkin Faction’ that I had spouted off about was indeed no ordinary matter.
    

    

    
      From his perspective, as the head of the UMC involved in countless counter-intelligence cases, everything about this incident must have seemed strange.
    

    

    
      The fact that Tan had revealed his identity first, my very existence, and even the intention to resurrect the Beastkin Faction, probably didn't sit well with him.
    

    

    
      So, from his standpoint, he had no choice but to keep a close eye on me.
    

    

    
      However.
    

    

    
      Merely observing me as a person of interest was a completely different matter from the head of the UMC appearing in person.
    

    

    
      If he was truly concerned, he could have increased the number of agents observing me or dug deeper into the information about people around me; there was no reason for him to come himself.
    

    

    
      In other words, I concluded that his direct appearance here was for a reason separate from his interest in me due to the Beastkin Faction.
    

    

    
      ‘...Could it be?’
    

    

    
      There was one thing that bothered me.
    

    

    
      The fragment of the Primordial Demonic Beast that had infested Allen Tigris's Thought Form.
    

    

    
      If the UMC already knew about its existence, then his presence here would make some sense.
    

    

    
      Cases involving Primordial Demonic Beasts were certainly not something the UMC could take lightly.
    

    

    
      But there were still oddities if I assumed that was the case.
    

    

    
      If the UMC knew about it, leaving it untouched would be unthinkable.
    

    

    
      They should have either imprisoned Valencia or implemented a separate management process, not simply left her under the lowest level of probation.
    

    

    
      In other words.
    

    

    
      No matter how I looked at it, the current information didn't provide a satisfactory reason for him to seek me out in person.
    

    

    
      Having reached that conclusion, I shrugged my shoulders and replied nonchalantly.
    

    

    
      “Well, I think if you keep doing that, anyone would recognize you.”
    

    

    
      “Heh. As if.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Then again, from your perspective, if an agent goes around revealing their own identity, you might think that.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “The UMC must be completely dead.”
    

    

    
      Truthfully.
    

    

    
      He and I weren't exactly close.
    

    

    
      That was certainly true in this life, and even in my previous life, our relationship wasn't deep enough to call it significant.
    

    

    
      We had spoken directly only a handful of times, and though we'd crossed paths occasionally, it was mostly just passing encounters during missions.
    

    

    
      He wasn't a member of the Suicide Squad, but a unique individual who resisted by providing support from outside the Suicide Squad until the very end.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      Regardless of how many times I'd actually seen him, his intense personality had certainly cemented him in my mind as one of those unforgettable figures.
    

    

    
      “...I don’t know much, but your position doesn’t seem like one you can move lightly from.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Why did you come in person?”
    

    

    
      The position of UMC head was not one that allowed for casual movement.
    

    

    
      Besides managing the various unidentified creatures the UMC was responsible for, there were undoubtedly numerous major tasks being carried out at this very moment.
    

    

    
      As a secret organization, the difficulty and importance of its missions ranked among the highest for The Order's Priests, and due to its nature, it struggled with recruitment, making the UMC one of the most demanding in terms of workload.
    

    

    
      Of course, it was generally expected that a head of an organization would merely stamp documents for already-processed matters.
    

    

    
      However, due to the UMC's unique nature, even its head would inevitably have tasks requiring direct handling.
    

    

    
      I knew this well, having had a roughly similar role in the Suicide Squad.
    

    

    
      Therefore, setting aside the gravity of his position or the need for a secret organization to maintain security, his coming here in person was inexplicable simply due to his workload.
    

    

    
      “That’s my business. Do I need your permission to come and go?”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If you don’t like it, you be the head of the organization.”
    

    

    
      Annoyed, he snapped back with his usual curt tone, then took a drag from his pipe, exhaled, and added.
    

    

    
      “Besides, you called me first.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “I just wanted to see your face, to see how confident you are.”
    

    

    
      He said that, but it couldn't have been such an emotional reason.
    

    

    
      Even if he acted that way on the surface, he was the type of person who calculated every step and gesture in his mind before acting.
    

    

    
      The fact that he set aside countless UMC duties to come here meant that he placed great importance on meeting me in person, whether for personal reasons or on behalf of the UMC.
    

    

    
      In other words, he had come here to make a critical decision, one important enough to use his direct authority as the head of the UMC without going through intermediaries.
    

    

    
      “...I imagine we’re both busy. Why don’t we get straight to the point?”
    

    

    
      Shaking off the complexity in my mind, I asked directly.
    

    

    
      After all, with the information I currently had, further contemplation wouldn't yield anything new.
    

    

    
      Of course.
    

    

    
      He didn’t abandon his character and answer right away.
    

    

    
      “I’m not busy.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      When I simply stared without replying, he seemed a bit embarrassed and let out a cough before answering.
    

    

    
      “Ahem. I take back what I said about you being young earlier.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “After a few words, your sense of humor seems to have aged.”
    

    

    
      With a shrug, he folded his newspaper and spoke in a slightly different tone.
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s simple.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “If something goes out, something must come back, old man. Are you just going to greedily take it and then shut your mouth?”
    

    

    
      Finally, he was getting to the point.
    

    

    
      What he meant by ‘something going out’ was clear.
    

    

    
      I had only received one thing from the UMC.
    

    

    
      “...Are you talking about the slave prison information?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. That information, as it may seem, is something most other organizations wouldn’t dare touch without us. Handing it over externally is grounds for disciplinary action, but I pushed it through with my authority.”
    

    

    
      Hmph—
    

    

    
      “And I took all the risks.”
    

    

    
      He emphasized his words by pausing, but even without that, I knew well that the information he'd sent via carrier pigeon was not trivial.
    

    

    
      Information related to the black market, by its very nature, tended to require extra caution regarding external leakage.
    

    

    
      ‘……’
    

    

    
      If information about the black market were leaked externally, and the Market Maker realized they were exposed and being monitored, all the information painstakingly gathered so far would likely become useless.
    

    

    
      Originally, moving such a large organization wasn't easy, so one could track them by changing methods during the transition.
    

    

    
      However, since the black market had a single root in the Market Maker, once they decided to change, things would be handled swiftly.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, in my case, since I had already declared my objective of the ‘Resurrection of the Beastkin Faction,’ it was somewhat a foregone conclusion that the information would be immediately used for an attack.
    

    

    
      This meant that all the information collected so far would definitively become useless.
    

    

    
      That was the part he had taken a risk on.
    

    

    
      Leaking information in a situation where its loss was certain couldn't simply be covered by the word ‘mistake.’
    

    

    
      If Tom failed to deal with all the slave prisons and the Market Maker retreated deeper into the shadows, and if The Order's higher-ups learned of this and disciplined Ludwig Allegro, it was highly likely that it wouldn't end with just a pay cut or suspension.
    

    

    
      And the fact that I had thought this much meant that I, too, had a prepared answer.
    

    

    
      “For that, I am grateful.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “So, as I mentioned earlier through Tan, regarding the Villain Hunter, on my part...”
    

    

    
      But before I could finish my reply.
    

    

    
      “You would have handled that on your own anyway.”
    

    

    
      “……?”
    

    

    
      He cut me off.
    

    

    
      “It seems you’ve resolved the succession issue anyway, and from our perspective, we couldn’t make use of it either way. Whether that cat is dead or alive.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Or if you’ve put a leash on it and locked it in the basement, what do I care? I’m rather grateful you removed that troublesome wart that was hanging around.”
    

    

    
      ...That was an unexpected reply.
    

    

    
      What I had originally intended to offer as repayment for the information was the Villain Hunter. That is, the process of dealing with ‘Allen Tigris III’ and a few concepts related to Thought Forms that hadn’t been revealed at this point.
    

    

    
      Although I didn't know the exact number, I knew that the UMC was managing several other Thought Form-type unidentified creatures besides Allen.
    

    

    
      Revealing some characteristics of Thought Forms that were known in my previous life but not yet in this one.
    

    

    
      That was the compensation I intended to give Ludwig Allegro in exchange for the slave prison coordinates.
    

    

    
      Since the characteristics of Thought Forms were information that could be widely used not only by the UMC but also by Exorcists and The Order, I thought it would be a fair trade.
    

    

    
      Moreover, even if he were to receive disciplinary action later for this matter, claiming he exchanged it for that information would be valuable enough to warrant consideration.
    

    

    
      But Ludwig Allegro expressed his refusal before I could even finish speaking.
    

    

    
      And not in a roundabout way, but so directly, rejecting it so definitively without even a moment's thought, implied one thing.
    

    

    
      ‘...This is a loss.’
    

    

    
      It meant that Ludwig Allegro already had a set compensation in mind even before he came here.
    

    

    
      Sure enough, he took a puff from his pipe, then gazed out at the sheer buildings of the Delta sector in the distance and said.
    

    

    
      “A girl named Emily...”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      “Just take care of one child.”
    

    

    
      ...It was a little.
    

    

    
      No, it was an utterly incomprehensible request.
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