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Reincarnation. What a sweet word it is.

Since despite my best efforts, my life was incredibly difficult. How could I not wish for reincarnation? but I didn’t not wish for it.

Given that my current life was already like this, how much better of a draw did I think I would get in my next life? If it were to be a life adorned with all sorts of fancy settings from novels, I would have welcomed it with open arms, but if not, I was too busy living my current life.

But as luck would have it, I died and was reincarnated. It was in a fantasy world. Life is truly unpredictable.

But what choice did I even have? Whether it was God playing a trick on me or the grace of my parents, who cherished their unworthy child until the end. I had no choice but to live diligently once again with the life I had been given, no matter what it turned out to be.

But, putting everything else aside, for fuck’s sake.

The fact that the village i was born in was completely destroyed by the Demon King’s army’s invasion just 8 years after I was born was truly a fucking line-crossing act.
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8 years.

It was the amount time I had spent being reborn in this world, forming new bonds and adapting to life.

It was indeed an extremely long time, but from a child’s perspective, it was far too short. Even after being reincarnated, it took 4 years for my body to mature and to properly start activities.

“It’s just so damn hard, really.”

And today marked the 8th year and 12th day since I was born in this world. It was the 3rd day since our village had practically disappeared…

“This damn body is so fucking weak.”

It was the second day since I had found a shovel head with a completely burnt handle in what used to be the blacksmith’s workshop and had to start digging graves.

“These blisters hurt like hell!”

Although there was no shortage of food and water, as there was valley water suitable for drinking, and some burnt potatoes were left in the village granary. 

A child’s body was inevitably too weak.

As befitting a fantasy world, magic did exist, so if I had learned it, digging the ground would have been a bit easier. 

However, the village I lived in was a rural area, so I couldn’t possibly learn such a precious thing. 

Fortunately, about 3 years ago, a mage happened to visit, and I flattered him in every way possible and mimicked the act of sensing mana, but I couldn’t use magic with that skill alone.

The magician said that when he returned in 4 years, if it was confirmed that I had worked hard, he would teach me magic. 

Since he said mages don’t lie, if the Demon King’s army had attacked just one year later, couldn’t I have at least used magic to dig the ground?

But what could I do? It is still only the 3rd year now.

Fortunately, the extremely fantastical act of using the mana I could feel to strengthen my body was possible. 

I devoted myself to this fantastical experience that could only be described as fucking awesome and practiced tirelessly for 3 years. I could run at a speed that an 8-year-old child could never achieve, and in short bursts, I could swing a heavy longsword at a speed close to that of an ordinary adult.

But apart from that, an untrained body had its limits. The blisters on my palms were proof of that, and the pain I had to feel that couldn’t be considered muscle aches when I ran fast was proof. 

As a result, I dug the ground relying solely on my pure physical strength and a shovel head. In the end, it took two days to finish digging my parents’ graves.

“Still, for an 8-year-old child, I worked hard.”

Even though my body was 8 years old, including my previous life, my mind was approaching thirty. 

So I couldn’t help but know what it meant when my father, who had left the hideout saying he would bring my mother, did not return even after a night had passed. With a fucked-up feeling, I was able to find my parents collapsed together on the outskirts of the village early in the morning.

I really cried pitifully, even in my own eyes. I cried until I passed out from exhaustion. That was why it took 2 days to dig the graves, and I finished on the 3rd day.

“By tomorrow I should be able to fix together the remaining fences and finish even the grave markers.”

Although they lived as hunters now, my parents said they had once traveled the continent as adventurers before settling down.

Was that why? Both of them had passed away while holding a blood-soaked sword in one hand, which I didn’t know where they had snatched it from. 

It’s embarrassing to say it was fortunate, but seeing that they were not engulfed in the fire, their corpses were not mutilated, and their hearts were simply cleanly pierced, it seemed they did not suffer greatly.

That was how I died in my previous life.

“That thought made me angry.”

I dug the graves until lunch, and tore the sacks that were luckily unburned in the underground in order to move my parents’ corpses on top of them, even that simple act made me exhausted. 

Even if I used mana to strengthen my stamina and tried to move them, it was obvious that once I would finish moving them, I would collapse without being able to move a finger. So I just had to move them raw.

It was a great relief that rotting had not yet occurred, since it was well into autumn and winter was just around the corner.

“Hah. Relief my ass.”

How would an 8-year-old kid survive the winter alone? What was called a hideout was nothing more than a small cave that my father used for storing meat during the winter. 

If it were a little later, there would have been at least some food stored there to get through the winter, but now it was just empty. Even if I scraped together the burnt food from the food storage, It wouldn’t last a week.

I was only doing this due to the obsession that I had to fulfill my duty as a child, but there was nothing fortunate or leisurely about it.

“I thought I was in a fantasy, but it looks like I’m going to film a survival in another world movie.”

The sun was setting. Usually around this time, I would have arrived home with my father, smelling the aroma of the stew my mother had cooked. 

After turning 6, I followed my father around, asking and learning about hunting techniques and the medicinal herb knowledge he had acquired during his adventurer days. It was also nice to go to the village chief’s house and read books. 

The process of simply acquiring knowledge for life without worrying about college or employment was full of a form of joy that I had never felt before, while being leisurely.

Tears flowed naturally at the fact that those happy days had passed like they didn’t even happen..

It was truly pure happiness. To the point where I should feel relieved that I was not a child and was able to fully enjoy and relish that happiness.

“Ha… Let’s go back.”

At least it was a great relief that the valley water was intact, so there was no worry about drinking water. Otherwise, I would have died of dehydration from crying.

It was clear that by the time I picked up the potatoes to eat for dinner and went to the hideout, it would be pitch dark. For now, with nothing to light a fire, there was no time to rest. 

If I didn’t hurry back to the cave, wrap myself in the clothes I had scraped together, and raise my body temperature, it would be fucking cold.

As I was about to get up from my spot, I felt a subtle vibration through my sitting buttocks.

A sound I had never heard directly in my previous life, but was familiar with in this life.

The sound of horse hooves striking the ground and the neighing of horses.

“Fuck.”

It sends chills down my spine. It was the most terrifying sound of all time. I naturally took out the longsword I had handed to my parents and placed it next to me, then slightly turned my head to look at the source of the sound. 

There was a group standing at the entrance of what used to be the village, with their backs to the sunset.

Even from the silhouette, I could tell they were not a normal army. They didn’t even have a single flag indicating their affiliation, which even mercenaries carried around. 

Above all, their numbers were not that large.

“Fucking hell.”

They were bandits. Whether they saw that the village was burnt down or traces of the Demon King’s army, it was clear that they had come to check if there was anything to salvage.

If I ran away to the mountains now, I would be able to survive without much trouble.

But then, those fucking bastards would steal not only the swords of my parents, but also the few pieces of jewelry we had.

Even if my whole body is torn apart and I die today, I cannot stand by and watch that happen.

The bastards began to come towards the hill where I was.

I was located at a small “shrine of all gods” that “used to be” on the village hill. There was no special meaning to it. I simply thought it was right to bury them here because my parents were religious.

There were 7 of them. The ones who had approached the vicinity soon got off their horses, looked around, and were coming towards me. 

At least one of them seemed to be a woman based on her figure, but she was being forcibly dragged along with an iron collar around her neck, as if she was a slave.

Their armor was shoddy. Not a single one of them was wearing a helmet, and the best-equipped one was the one leading the way with a breastplate, greaves, and gauntlets. He was also the only one holding a sword. 

The rest were only holding daggers or axes, and there were no weapons like bows in sight. No. To be precise, there were bows, but they left them on the horses when they dismounted.

The tension made me feel like the blood was draining from my hands and feet. What did I have? An 8-year-old appearance. The swords my parents were holding. The stones around me.

And… mana. The mana that could strengthen my body. The mana I had conserved for 3 days without using once.

“Hey. Kid.”

The man who seemed to be the leader, walking slightly faster than the rest of the group, called out to me. He had unkempt hair that looked like it hadn’t been washed for days, but there were no scars on his face or anything.

“W-who are you?”

I asked, trembling and shaking as if hugging the sword tightly as if it were a memento of my parents, putting on a pitiful expression. 

Inwardly, I was hoping they were just adventurers who would just check the situation and leave, but the chances seemed slim.

In the first place, there wouldn’t be many weird guys who would get nervous about an 8-year-old kid, but when my life was on the line, I had no choice but to put on my best act. In response to my question, the man laughed at me as if it was ridiculous and approached.

“Hehe. Fucking hell, you don’t need to know that. Just hand over that sword.”

“T-this is my parents’…”

As I turned my body to the side, pretending as if the sword was slipping out of my grip, unable to bear the weight, I grabbed the hilt. 

Then the bastard scowled and bent down to waist level, shouting at me.

That’s what you were aiming for, you fucking bastard.

I swung the sword, unleashing the mana I had spread throughout my body.

“You fucking bastard, if you don’t want to die, right now… Urk?”

Swordsmanship skills? I don’t know if I have any, but my hobby in my previous life was martial arts. 

During my school days, I was so into kendo that I even considered becoming an instructor.

If I have the strength to support it, I have the skill to aim for the neck and do a horizontal slash. And I had the power called mana.

“Cough. Th-this is…”

Fuck the pressure of killing someone. I was killed by a murderous robber in my previous life. I used my last ounce of strength to break his neck and kill him, but almost simultaneously, I was stabbed in the heart and died without being able to move. 

This body has already committed murder before.

That’s how my reincarnation began. But even that was all gone now.

I’m a guy who can’t see anything right now but death.

“Huh? Boss?”

The guy who fell with his head buried in the ground first, gurgling in the midst of cognitive dissonance, must have been the boss.

As I pretended to be an ignorant little lamb again, shaking and trembling in anxiety, one of the guys ran over without understanding the situation and squatted down next to the guy.

“You should have paid attention to the blood on the sword I was holding”.

“Boss, what… blood? Huh?”

I took a step back to create some distance, then swung the sword aiming for the guy’s neck. The downward diagonal slashing motion neatly carved into the guy’s carotid artery, even in my eyes. 

His surprised eyes looked at me, but it was too late.

“Huh? Huh? You fucking bastard, what the hell did you do?!”

That’s when the rest of the guys came to their senses and looked in my direction. But my act wasn’t over yet.

“I… I don’t know either. S-suddenly the sword just…”

The gazes of the 4 appalled bandits and one slave with a strange expression were poured onto me.

“What?! F-fucking hell, isn’t that a magic sword?”

Wow, I guess those things really do exist. What a brutal world.

I was worried they might just charge at me and try to kill me, but the guys were floundering in fear.

“Why the hell is that thing in this backwater village?!”

“B-but the Demon King’s army passed through, right?! Didn’t they drop it?”

For fuck’s sake, which idiot would drop something like that? It was so absurd that my whole-hearted act almost fell apart.

Sad thoughts. The lives of my deceased parents… Fucking hell, I really became sad. I can’t forgive these bastards.

“H-hey. Kid. F-first, hand that over.”

One guy who seemed to have relatively more guts started approaching me with a hesitant posture. He slowly bent his waist to match my height, extending one arm out as he cautiously approached me.

“Sob, t-this is my mom’s…”

“Fuck your mom. I get it, so hand it over for now! I’ll give it back later!”

He approached me, gasping for breath, as if to hand over the sword I was holding with both hands on the hilt. As if he had never held a sword in his life, he had absolutely no anticipation that I could swing the sword just like that.

He wasn’t that big of a guy. His height was probably around 160 cm? His arm length would be 60~70 cm at most.

As soon as he got close enough for the pommel to almost touch his fingertips, I swung the sword with all my might towards his neck.

“Ack!”

“Ahhhhh!”

“Aaargh fuck, Glen!!”

“It’s a magic sword! It’s a fucking magic sword!”

It seemed my act would continue a bit longer.
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“Fuck, fuck, what do we do with that? What do we do with that?”

There were three guys left. The ones who were already in the back seemed to be dead, and the one whose throat was just cut was having a seizure, but as the surviving guys had no intention of helping him, he would die soon.

I rubbed my eyes with my bloody hands, pretending to cry, and observed the guys.

Even in this situation, they neither ran away nor rushed at me simultaneously to try to kill me. It was clear evidence that a magic sword held considerable value, yet their skills were too lacking in order to take it from me by force.

I had no intention of letting them live. These bastards came to plunder this place where there was already nothing left? In my eyes they were no longer humans, but creatures worse than beasts.

“Fucking shut…!”

When I wailed loudly beside them, one guy who couldn’t hold back his anger in the confusion tried to shout, but the guy next to him hurriedly stopped him.

“You crazy bastard! Don’t provoke him! K-kid. C-could you put that sword down?”

The vicious-looking guy was sweating profusely while forcing a smile, which was utterly disgusting. Yeah. It was time for them to think that if holding it caused trouble, putting it down would solve the problem.

“Sob… sob… ah, it won’t come off.”

At this moment, I was the embodiment of a pantomime actor. I put on a method acting performance, making it seem like the sword wouldn’t fall off even if I tried to drop it from my left hand with all my might, then burst into tears again.

“Wahhh, Mom!”

Mother! Father! Watch from there as your son twists those bastards and sends them to a twisted afterlife! I will show you that your son can live resiliently in this harsh world!

My mana was still sufficient. I had packed it in, so my body could endure the joint damage I had anticipated. I walked towards the grave where I had laid my parents to rest, sniveling.

The sword I was holding was the one my mother had been gripping. And my father was also holding an identical sword. 

If the guys were eyeing the magic swords, their eyes would roll back as soon as they saw my parents’ corpses.

“Hey! Where are you going?!”

“Wahhh!”

If you’re curious, you should follow me. As expected, the guys eventually approached me hesitantly, dragging the slave along to see what I was doing.

“Fucking crazy… huh?!”

With a whoosh, the sound of one guy leaping forward was heard. When I quickly turned my head, the gaze of the approaching guy was already on the longsword held in my father’s hand, so I thrust the sword towards his heart.

-Squish!

“Ack…!”

There was a different sensation of resistance compared to cutting, and I almost dropped the sword from my hand, but I gritted my teeth and endured it. I could feel all the blisters bursting, but it was better than dying. 

As I forcibly resisted the body leaning towards me, the bandit’s breath ceased as he fell to his knees with a thud.

In the meantime, I pulled out the dagger from his belt, hid it in my bosom, and wailed at the top of my lungs.

“Mark!”

“Wahhh!”

The other two guys were still stomping their feet, unable to grasp the situation, but… the woman with the collar around her neck was unbelievably calm, as if in another world.

I think she noticed.

“Huh, huh, huh?”

I pretended to be startled. Pretending not to understand, I let go of the sword with both hands. At that sight, the eyes of the two guys widened.

“Wahhh, Dad!”

There were two swords anyway. And I had a dagger in my bosom too. I went straight to my father’s corpse, pretending to sit down, and grabbed the sword.

“Hey, fucking hurry and grab that!”

As I moved away from the sword, the two guys rushed in without hesitation to squat down next to Mark’s corpse.

Are they idiots? When a little kid is killing everyone who approaches while holding a sword, couldn’t they think that the moment one of them grabs it, the other might die? I thought they might immediately start fighting over it, but it wasn’t even that.

They were just a pair of friendly idiots. I ran with the sword without hesitation and thrust it into one guy’s neck.

“Ack?!”

“Huh? Huh?!”

There was no need to pull it out again. I drew the dagger that was in my bosom and thrust it upwards with all my might from under the chin of the guy who was startled next to me.

“Urk!”

Since it wasn’t a longsword, I pulled all the mana I had in case of unforeseen circumstances, so even the hilt went in. As the guy fell backwards and collapsed, I fell to the ground, and only then did a deep sense of relief wash over me.

“Fuck! I thought I was going to die, seriously! Is this life?!”

There’s a limit to hardcore, really!

If it weren’t for the mage who taught me how to use mana, I would have died now or been crying in misery in the mountains, unable to even protect my parents’ corpses.

“Ahhhhh!”

Of course, even now, I was screaming, overwhelmed with sorrow.

But since there was still a long life ahead, I decided to stop the nonsense and get up, brushing my butt. Then I shifted my gaze to the slave who was looking at me.

Through the messy platinum hair of her dirty dress-like attire, eyes filled with composure were looking at me.

“You noticed, didn’t you?”

“…Yes, sir.”

She spoke politely. Is it because she’s a slave? No. Even if it were me, if there was an 8-year-old psychopath kid who killed 6 people in front of me while my hands and feet were inconveniently tied up, I would have no choice but to speak politely.

I pulled out the longsword I had thrust into the bandit’s neck again, approaching her cautiously in case she might try to kill me, and only then could I tell that she was an elf. It was only visible now because of her disheveled hair and drooping ears.

“An elf?”

At the same time, it was also amazing news for me.

“…That’s right.”

The shackles around her neck, arms, and legs were engraved with unknown patterns. If those weren’t decorations, there could only be one reason for putting such things on her.

“Are you a mage?”

“……Yes.”

For a moment, I felt like a halo was emanating from the elf woman who was utterly shabby and haggard, and I unknowingly knelt down and exclaimed.

“Thank you, God! You fucking existed!”

A mage! And an elf mage at that! And an elf bound by magic!!

It was clear that the world wasn’t just about dying. Good things come after bad things pass! But to others, it must have just seemed like a fit, as the elf retreated, extremely wary.

Neigh! At the sound of a horse neighing in the distance, I came back to reality, jumped up, and grabbed the elf’s hands.

“Ahhh!”

“Let me make a proposal!”

“What?!”

“A proposal!!”

Mages can’t lie.

It was an unchanging truth verified through the mouths of the mage who was no different from my lifesaver and my parents.

I would make her an offer she couldn’t refuse.
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“So… in exchange for freeing me, you want me to raise you until you turn 16?”

“It’s not an inaccurate expression, but to be precise, I’m asking you to teach me all the survival skills and life wisdom you know.”

Her name was Asirye, an elf. She said she was an adventurer.

I couldn’t understand how she got caught by those idiots, but it turned out those idiots had robbed another slave trader and merely took Asirye as their loot. 

And they were on their way to the city to find the slave market, delighted with the unexpected loot, when they discovered our village.

I was even more curious about how the idiots who were robbed by idiots managed to capture an elf, but I just accepted it as it was.

“As you can see, I have nothing left due to the invasion of the Demon King’s army. But how is an 8-year-old kid supposed to live in this harsh world? 

Although 8 years is not a short time, you’re an elf, Asirye! If being dragged around as a slave or facing imminent death ends with just 8 years of servitude, isn’t it a profitable deal?”

All the conditions were perfect. One might think she was an idiot for being caught by idiots, but being a mage, and especially an elf was not something to be taken lightly.

Rather, the possibility of an elf slave falling into the hands of idiots through a rare twist of fate that doesn’t easily happen even to genuinely kind people was higher than the possibility of her being an idiot elf mage.

And I, who was now in a position to make a deal with her, was holding a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

“It would be great if I could learn magic too, but I don’t even think I’ll be able to learn it just because I want to.”

She was an elf who had lived for 120 years. A whole 120 years! Although she was a mage, she knew how to use a bow and could handle a sword a little, but for elves, a little meant they didn’t even consider it as having learned it even after 1-2 years.

 From survival skills to adventurer tips, there was so much to learn from her, like a living, breathing encyclopedia.

“Please, big sis! If it’s not you, this poor little human boy will die within this year!”

Although I said I would make an offer she couldn’t refuse, I was afraid she might refuse. In the end, I knelt down, bowed my head, and begged and begged again.

“…Can’t you just take me around as a slave?”

“What? What are you saying? What do you take people for?”

This girl was saying something dangerous. My mood instantly soured, and my face scowled.

“Who do you take me for, a dog butcher? A slave. I didn’t think of you that way, but your ideas seem very violent. Do elves also have a slave system, by any chance?”

“No, that can’t be!”

“Then why are you saying that?!”

When she retorted with indignation, I snapped at her. Why are you mentioning slavery when you don’t even have a slave system?!

“…Are you really human? And an 8 year old at that?”

She looked at me with utter suspicion, but I answered nonchalantly.

“If you live in this world for a long time , you’ll have seen many strange things, so just accept it as it is. It’s an unchanging fact.”

I had already killed six people, so what more was there to hide by pretending to be a child? But I had no reason to do anything that would make her doubt my sanity, like saying I had been reincarnated or whatnot.

Her gaze, filled with strange suspicion yet no longer wary, stared at me for a while.

“Alright. I accept.”

“…Really?”

“Really. I, Asirye Enderinia, an elf of the Blue Vine and a mage, swear on my name. For the next 8 years, I will assist you and help you live on your own.”

I survived! I was so moved that I could have cried, but I quickly got up and untied the restraints on Asirye’s body one by one.

It wasn’t very difficult since the bandit leader had the key. But for some reason, Asirye, who had been making a strange expression the whole time I was removing the restraints, spoke up.

“You’re just untying me like this?”

“Huh?”

“I mean, what about an oath or something…”

“…Eh?”

What is she talking about…? Don’t tell me…?

“What if I just take the stuff and run away like this? When you’re freeing someone who’s wearing slave restraints with conditions, you’re supposed to re-contract by placing your hand on the restraints.”

“Eek!”

For a moment, my mind turned blank, and I almost passed out.

“P-please! Help me! Help!”

While I was about to cry, I clung to her calf and flailed around. I fucked up! I fucked up! I thought I could just untie her!

“Wait, wait! I won’t run away! I have my honor too!”

Fortunately, Asirye was an elf with honor and common sense. Asirye, who calmed me down when I was almost in a panic, stroked my head and said,

“Don’t worry. One way or another, you are my savior. Elves never repay kindness with betrayal.”

“Just like mages don’t lie?”

“Actually, there are some bastards among mages who do lie.”

“Gasp!”

It wasn’t… the truth…!

“Haha. No, of course, it’s generally true that they don’t lie. But it’s not absolute. So you shouldn’t blindly believe that mages don’t lie.”

To think that such bastards are given the great power of magic. It’s a truly unfair world.

But apart from that, Asirye gently grabbed my shoulders with both hands, looked straight at me, and spoke. Unlike before, her emerald eyes were shining with definite vitality.

“But there are no elves who repay kindness with enmity. You don’t have to worry about that.”

“Phew… thank you.”

I thought I was really done for, but it seemed I had avoided a hardcore otherworld survival story, at least.
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It was a hectic day.

After sorting out the bandits’ equipment and belongings, tying up the horses, and moving the corpses of those bastards far away from my parents’ graves, we arrived at my house in the mountains.

Originally, I had been staying in a cave, not knowing when or how an attack might come, but Asirye said there were no more threats around.

The inside of the house was clean.

As if saying that if my mother hadn’t gone down to the village that day, the whole family would have been alive, suddenly, sorrow welled up.

“Let’s go. First, we need to wash up. Being clean is the most important factor in life, after all.”

I don’t know if it was because my emotions showed on my face or if she noticed my dull movements while preparing simple clothes. 

But Asirye, who had gathered ash powder from the fireplace to replace soap and put it in a small wooden container, spoke softly and embraced my shoulders. It felt as if it had been too long since I had felt human warmth, even though it had only been 3 days.

The valley was nearby, so we didn’t need to go far, but it was dark. I thought I should at least make a torch, but Asirye surprised me by summoning a light orb in an utterly natural manner.

When we reached the valley, it was actually bright enough with the full moon and not a single cloud in the sky, so we didn’t need the light orb. 

My heart already felt like it was stopping at the thought of washing in the cold valley water in the fall, but once again, Asirye surprised me without fail.

As she gestured, the valley water rose in a spherical shape and flew toward the shore.

“This is with the help of spirits.”

Before I knew it, small fire lizard-like creatures began to fly up from Asirye’s fingertips and circle around the water orb floating in the air. Just by looking, I could guess what they were doing, so I couldn’t help but exclaim in admiration.

“Warm water…!” Eco-friendly warm water in this environment! Seeing my moved face, Asirye, who laughed once, began to wash my hair.

“There’s a village not far from here. In terms of size, it’s closer to a city. If we take the bandits’ equipment and horses and sell them, it will be worth some money.”

Looking at the valley reflecting the moonlight, everything that happened today felt like a lie. 

Even the perfect warm water was continuously wetting my hair, making me feel like I was dreaming. I listened to the story while entrusting my body to Asirye’s hands washing my hair.

“It would be useful to keep and use a sword, dagger, and gauntlets. Those bandits were people who didn’t have much to begin with, but still, they robbed the slave trader I was originally caught by, so their pockets should be thick.”

It seemed like something she could think about on her own, but whether she was mindful of the contract or the conversation itself, she kindly told me one by one. That was very good, but the continued honorifics were a bit uncomfortable.

“Sis, just speak comfortably.”

“Huh?”

“I mean, even if it’s a verbal contract, I’m not your superior, and we’ll be seeing each other for the next 8 years, so it’s a bit awkward for you to use honorifics.”

“Is… is that so?”

“Yes. Please make yourself comfortable.”

“Okay, but I haven’t heard your name yet.”

Oh my. I had forgotten to introduce myself in the midst of the chaos.

“My name is Eldmia Egga. Son of Radan Ega and Evisha Luina.”

“You… it doesn’t seem like you don’t know the meaning of introducing yourself like that, but I never imagined I would hear such an introduction from someone your age.

The more I see you the more I see that you’re truly a mysterious child.”

“Because I don’t seem like a kid?”

When I threw a question mixed with laughter, the hands washing my hair stopped for a moment with a laugh and then continued.

“You’re aware of it yourself?”

“I know. I worked tirelessly to hide it.”

“Hide it? From whom?”

“The villagers and my parents.”

As a result, I was treated as a quiet child. I didn’t have a tremendous memory to remember how I behaved in my early childhood, so I just followed the behavior of the kids around me to some extent, which led to that perception. 

I didn’t bother explaining, but Asirye agreed, saying it must have been quite difficult. Is this the experience of a 120-year-old?

“Come to think of it, your skills were quite exceptional when dealing with the bandits earlier. How did you do it?”

The change of subject was a bit sudden. She seemed to be mindful of me becoming depressed while recalling the past. 

There was no reason to deliberately dismiss that consideration, so I just decided to follow the conversation.

“I strengthened my body with mana.”

“Oh? You can already use magic?”

“No. I can’t use magic. I can just sense mana to some extent and wrap it around my body to make myself stronger.”

If I had endured just one more year, I might have learned it. While I was thinking that, suddenly, Asirye’s hands stopped washing my hair, turned my body around, and faced me. Wondering what was going on, I looked up at her face, which was quite serious.

“How long have you been sensing mana?”

“I don’t know the exact date, but it’s been 3 years?”

“3 years? When you were 5? Have you ever been sick or had a fever during that time?”

“I’ve always been healthy in my 8 years of life.”

The reaction doesn’t seem normal? Could it be that? Was I a talent hoarder? Was there a reason I was reincarnated after all?

But when I casually asked why, the answer I heard was shocking.

“That… don’t do that. This might not be a coincidence at this level, but you’ll die.”

With a quite serious face, Asirye covered her mouth, pondered, and then nodded in confirmation.

“Really… it’s ambiguous to say this in your situation, maybe the only reason you’re alive is because god protected you. No, maybe not, but it’s normal to die if you do that.”

The technique I thought was Eldmia’s ultimate skill was actually a suicide technique. After arranging my expression, what she told me while washing me again was a shock in itself.

Mages manifest magic with mana. Knights strengthen their bodies with aura. It’s not just synonyms, but they’re called that because they’re really different.

Mana is refined from magical power and converted into mana. Magical power is refined and converted into aura. Magical power is just raw material.

“Combat mages and magic knights are very rare to see. If they really used the same magical power, there would be no reason for them to be rare, right?”

I thought it wasn’t necessary to make an analogy, but when I actually heard it, it made perfect sense.

It wasn’t simply because it was difficult to learn. There are people who only pursue one path, while somewhere, there are also people who try to pursue two paths in any way possible.

Nevertheless, it’s scarce. Nevertheless, only a very few people made a name for themselves. The reason was not just that the theory was different, but that they were completely different techniques.

I thought it was just a matter of a master baker dreaming of becoming a master cake maker, but it turned out that there was a sense of disparity as great as between a master steak chef and a master sushi chef.

That’s right. What I was feeling now was pure magical power that was not refined. Just a lump of magical power that no one thought of using as a whole.

“To use an analogy… it’s rock salt. You’re currently eating lumps of the salt that you should be cutting into small pieces, grinding into powder, and eating little by little.”

It was a tremendous analogy that literally made my mouth salty. Moreover, because it happened to be salt, it really felt like it would be fucking bad for the body. 

When I actually said that, Asirye’s expression fell into even more bewilderment.

“You’re truly unexpected the more I see you. Humans cherish it because it’s expensive, and there’s even a trend that the more you eat, the better it is for your body unconditionally?”

While being swayed by the hands drying my body and hair after returning home, I thought that it might turn out that way, but since it was already spilled milk, I decided to just brush it off.

“Let’s just say they’re uncivilized.”

“Hohoho. These 8 years don’t seem like they’ll be boring. Could it be Asha’s guidance?”

Was she the guardian of the World Tree and the god of the elves? I became curious if there were separate religious teachings, but I decided to ask next time.

Anyway, it’s rock salt now.

Of course, it’s not good for the body. Hundreds of people have been recorded dying on their first attempt to gain more power.

They literally explode and die, how terrifying is that!

“Strong mages and knights are closer to gradually getting used to increasing the ratio of magical power along with the technique of refinement. 

Even those who ultimately rise to the position of grand mage, I’ve never heard of them using magical power as a whole. Not to mention knights.”

In the first place, the method of sensing magical power that the mage taught me was literally just sensing it. 

No matter how hard you practice for decades, it’s just that what you felt only in your fingers is felt throughout your body, not a method of directly operating the magical power you feel. 

In other words, I’m not supposed to be able to do anything normally.

It’s like driving a plane without any problems when the only thing I had was a driver’s license. No wait, then what am I?

“For now, I need to know more about you, so let’s wait and see. You might be an unprecedented prodigy in history, but I don’t want to risk my savior’s life on such a slim possibility.”

“Okay.”

I accepted it nonchalantly since there was no need to be impatient anyway. I’m Eldmia Egga, approaching thirty in my mental age. A man who knows how to wait.

Asirye seemed to express concern at such a nonchalant reaction, but then she ended it with a faint smile and patting my head. I took it as trust.
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And so, the first day with Asirye passed, and morning dawned.

After completing my parents’ graves, we visited the village Asirye had mentioned in order to dispose of the bandits’ belongings. 

There was no problem entering even though Asirye was wearing a hood to cover her ears, perhaps because the town was slowly building the foundation to become a small city, as Asirye said, with vigilante groups taking their positions and starting to keep watch.

The bandits’ belongings were shabby, but the horses were sold for about one and a half gold coins each. 

According to Asirye, even that price was discounted because the horses weren’t fully cared for, so horses must be quite valuable in this world.

Surprisingly, the horse that was valued the most wasn’t the bandit leader’s horse, but another guy’s horse. 

Was it Glen? I remembered it because it had a white spot between its eyes, and it turned out to be the best-managed and finest horse.

We also decided not to sell that one and raise it, since we needed a horse. After disposing of everything, our pockets were filled with 7 gold coins, 16 silver coins, and 18 copper coins of the Itisiel Kingdom. 

I was quite shocked to learn for the first time in 8 years that the currencies issued by the country and large merchant associations were quite troublesomely divided.

“Ordinary people rarely get their hands on merchant association currency. The same goes for other kingdoms’ currencies.”

I heard that merchant association currency only comes in gold coins. It seems to serve as a kind of check. 

As a result, it has a high gold content and is larger in size, so it is considered to be worth almost twice as much as other gold coins. 

Most other kingdoms are similar, but the advice was to avoid the currency of the Ragnel Kingdom if possible, as it has the lowest value.

“1 silver coin is about a week’s worth of food for an average adult. Not lavishly, but if you only eat two meals a day, you can have some money left over.”

It would have been nice if it had a structure like 10 silver coins to 1 gold coin, but 40 copper coins are 1 silver coin, and it takes about 30 silver coins to make 1 gold coin. 

Although it was cumbersome, there was nothing I couldn’t understand in the end. I quickly understood and answered the questions she threw at me, and Asirye smiled.

“Your parents must have taught you arithmetic well since they were adventurers. You’re even quite skilled at mental calculation. That’s a relief.”

I couldn’t say I had graduated from university, so I just replied with a smile.

As we went through Asirye’s abridged economics class that would become our flesh and blood, and continued to purchase necessary items, 10 silver coins disappeared in an instant. 

Of course, we carefully selected what we needed, but from the perspective of an ordinary commoner, it was a dizzying expenditure.

Even if the house was intact, many things that could have been resolved through barter in the village under normal circumstances had disappeared. 

The small handcart was loaded with miscellaneous items as well as livestock such as a pair of chickens and a pair of goats.

I realized anew that I would be living with her for the next 8 years. And I expressed my gratitude once again to her for making that decision.

“Thank you so much.”

Asirye, who had covered her face with a hood, didn’t bother to ask again and instead replied with a faint smile.

“I’m more grateful.”

Asirye… she’s a goddess…!

When we returned from our first outing, a whole day had already passed. In the end, we only finished simple organization, and it was the next day when we could start preparing for wintering and livelihood in earnest.

Since I decided not to use physical strengthening for a while, what I could help with was ultimately limited by the constraints of an 8-year-old, but as the son of a hunter, I could manage to drain the blood and skin the animals she caught.

There, the first prejudice was shattered. Elves in this world eat meat!

No, rather than just eating, they made it their staple food. It was such a culture shock that I asked, and I could see Asirye laughing so hard that I thought it was impossible to laugh like that.

“It seems some strange prejudice from who knows where has slipped into the knowledge you’ve acquired. All things in the world are meant to ultimately revolve in balance. Protecting the forest is the same as maintaining the balance of plants and animals.”

They only hunt as much as necessary. That’s all, Asirye told me.

“What we always guard against is only excessive greed.”

“Oh… so is that why you don’t get along with dwarves?”

Based on what she said, it seemed impossible for them to get along with dwarves who dig up perfectly good tunnels for the sake of making jewelry and metalwork, but Asirye herself couldn’t give a definite answer regarding that.

“Well, I don’t think it’s to the point of not getting along. They’re a race obsessed with creating better and finer things, so that obsession sometimes causes displeasure. 

When you nitpick and look at their actions, they seem annoying, but when you look at the end result, should I say all those actions are a reasonable process?”

While deftly skinning the deer she had caught as if it was only natural after rushing out at dawn, Asirye continued.

“They never waste resources. Just as we try to efficiently use the animals we hunt for our lives, they efficiently use the minerals and gems they mine. 

Looking only at the process they take to make weapons and accessories, it may seem like excessive consumption by elven standards, but that’s only from the elven perspective, and it’s an indispensable element in their way of life, so there’s actually no problem at all. 

It’s closer to us being slightly picky because there’s something a little wasteful by elven standards, don’t you think?”

“You’re very blunt in pointing out the prejudices of your own race, sis.”

“Hoho. Proper intellect is built on the foundation of proper criticism. Rather, it seems there’s a need to correct your biased knowledge about races. 

I’ll tell you about it as a bedtime story before you fall asleep at night.”

I couldn’t bring myself to say that the racial knowledge I had acquired was based on fantasy novels from Earth, which didn’t even exist, so I just responded with a childlike smile.

If earthly authors created something that doesn’t exist to this extent, that’s fucking amazing. 

Maybe they were real visitors from another world.

While having such nonsensical thoughts and butchering the deer, Asirye constantly taught me various things. 

There was some simple knowledge related to hunting right away, but most of it was about the ways of the world. 

Judging from the fact that the contents were interesting and aroused curiosity, she seemed to be making an effort not to bore me, conscious of my young age.

The stories that I would have listened to diligently even without such effort continued into the night without a moment of boredom.

“Eldmia. How do you want to live with what you learn from me?”

Asirye asked while washing the dishes after finishing a hearty dinner.

“You’re clearly different from other children in many ways. Above all, the biggest difference is that you don’t hesitate to kill people even at that age, but I can’t get the feeling that you have a twisted sensibility or problematic thoughts. 

At first, I thought you might have a mental illness because your parents passed away in an accident, but you actually control your emotions better than most adults.”

I wanted to say it’s only natural because I’m perfectly normal, but since abnormal people say they’re normal, I just kept my mouth shut, met her gaze, and waited for her to continue. I vaguely understood what she wanted to say.

“But rather, that’s why I have to ask. Do you want revenge?”

“Will the commander of the Demon King’s army who swept away our village still be alive by the time I take revenge?”

Asirye’s eyes widened at my question that came out without hesitation. This time, it was my turn to continue.

“I’m confident I can learn everything diligently. Not only compared to my peers but even compared to kids about 5 years older. If they’re not geniuses, I’ll understand and learn faster, right?”

That was only natural. I already knew some things, my way of thinking was different, and the motivation for putting in effort was different from the start.

“Still, even if I learn as much as I can from you and turn 16, I don’t think I’ll be able to catch the commander of the Demon King’s army. If it’s a commander who would die like that, he would have died long ago.”

But I’m not a genius. I just have a different mental age than others. I’m not special.

“If I keep trying, I think I can at least pull my own weight by the age of 20, but if that bastard is still alive by then, of course, I have to take revenge. But it’s not an emotional revenge.”

It’s not something an 8-year-old child should say. Even if a little kid said this in front of me, I wouldn’t listen seriously, let alone take it in one ear and out the other. But Asirye was different.

“Then?”

She still waited for my answer with calm and serene eyes. Even though we had only known each other for just two days, they were eyes that made me naturally trust her.

“I don’t want to suffer like this ever again. I don’t want to experience the unfairness of losing everything without having done anything wrong or committed any sins.”

Therefore, I will become strong. Therefore, I will survive.

“If he’s still alive by then and I have the ability, I will find him and kill him. And I will leave a mark with his blood for all to see.”

In the darkened night, relying on a single light orb summoned by Asirye, I declared while holding her gaze.

“Never, no matter what happens. Never mess with Eldmia Egga again.”

Asirye’s eyes wavered.

“I will take revenge, survive, and become strong to warn everyone like that.”

For myself. And for those who may become acquainted with me in the future as I live on.

I will tenaciously become strong.
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Time always passes fucking fast when you’re working hard on something. And if you’re working hard because it’s your life goal, it passes really fucking fast.

So it must have passed quickly. It had already been 3 years since I started living with Asirye.

If military service passed half as fast as this, it would have gone by so quickly that I wouldn’t even need a vacation. 

And through those years, I could confidently say:

Asirye was truly a lifeline sent by God. There was clearly a god living and breathing in this world.

It didn’t matter how skilled she was as an adventurer. As an elf, she was an excellent hunter, a woman full of vitality, and a perfect teacher. Even those bandits from that day felt like agents of God, that’s how perfect Asirye was.

“If nobles truly want to educate their children, they should hire an elven tutor.”

“What a bizarre idea. An elven tutor? Have you even seen a noble with a tutor?”

“Eldmia chan-ce!”

“This again…”

Eldmia chance!

It’s nothing special. It’s just a signal not to ask. 8 years was a long time, and it was a period where I couldn’t ignore the affection that developed, but that was for later. 

Although all her actions over the past 3 years had been to my benefit, and no matter how much she was my sturdy support and lifeline, the fact was that as a reincarnator, there were things I couldn’t reveal.

But Asirye patted my head with a smile, without much complaint. There was not even a speck of a trace left of when we first met in her sparkling platinum hair and glossy skin. In fact, such traces had already begun to disappear less than a week after we started living together.

I asked and learned that being in the forest improved one’s recovery in many ways. I couldn’t help but marvel at the racial characteristics which were befitting of another world.

“Don’t humans have something like that?”

“Humans… uh, don’t.”

I was convinced when I saw Asirye blushing while saying they didn’t.

They really don’t have anything useful.

The only racial characteristic that an elf could think of right away was something related to nighttime activities, and that made her blush, which said it all. As a result, I remember being unnecessarily depressed for a while.

But even if humans aren’t special, the human Eldmia Egga is special!

It’s not a joke, it’s true. Because I have a body that can use mana as a whole.

In fact, Asirye strongly opposed it, so I couldn’t use it openly, but it became even more certain when comparing it with the mana refinement method she taught me.

But why that is, I still don’t know. 

It doesn’t seem unrelated to being reincarnated, but in the end, it seemed to be a realm that couldn’t be figured out with the knowledge of a newborn human and an elf who had lived for a century.

In addition, for some unknown reason, while physical enhancement was possible, I couldn’t use magic. 

I was curious as to why it didn’t work when I tried to use it with mana, even though I could sufficiently use magic if I refined mana as Asirye taught me, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask.

Asirye would surely lecture me for a long time just for attempting that. In the past, it might have been different, but now, waves of unrestrained lectures would sweep over me.

“Come to think of it, the village was abuzz saying a hero was selected by the Imperial Holy Council.”

As soon as we returned home, Asirye shared the story she had overheard while organizing the purchased items. 

Upon hearing that, I stopped cleaning the soot from the fireplace and turned to look at Asirye in surprise without realizing it.

“Wow. I guess heroes really do exist?”

“I know, right? I had only heard about them from my parents, I never thought I’d see one actually being selected.”

Asirye and I really started living like family.

It was a bit refreshing to learn that the way of speaking that I thought was normal was actually awkward formality. Thanks to that, I sometimes tease her with that old way of speaking now.

“Here, try it on.”

Asirye untied her ponytail, letting her platinum hair fall, and showed me what was clearly men’s pants and a coat with a bright smile. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of new clothes after a long time.

“What’s this, sis? I can still wear these, why did you buy all this?”

“Our little brother is growing taller by the day, and you’ve worn those pants patched up three times, that’s more than enough. We can use them as rags later, so stop being stingy and try them on quickly.”

I wiped my dirty hands with a grin, took the pants, changed into them, and spun around, and Asirye smiled with satisfaction.

“Yeah. I knew they would fit perfectly. Don’t grow any taller for a while now.”

“That’s not possible. I have to grow more. I’m going to grow to at least 180.”

“Trying to become a giant?”

“With a large physique, most trivial problems can be easily solved. I have to grow while I can.”

My height at 11 years old was nearly 160 cm. 

I had grown by almost 40 cm in 3 years. Thanks to my height that grew almost every day, I only had about 5 cm left to catch up to Asirye, who I had to look up at for a long time. At this rate, I would easily surpass 170 cm by the age of 14.

“Really, the way you talk and your size, who would think you’re 11 years old now?”

I smiled back at Asirye, who ruffled my hair with a mischievous smile.

“You don’t look 120 years old either, so you don’t have to worry about it.”

When I teased her by imitating her old way of speaking, she immediately pinched my side, making me scream.

“You’re making fun of your sister who went out of her way to do troublesome errands for you?”

“Ah! It hurts! Sorry! Help!”

That attack didn’t end with just one, so I really had to flail around and escape. Only after being pinched to the point where I thought I might really get a bruise on my side did Asirye motion outside with satisfaction.

“Come out. While we’re at it, let’s cut your hair today.”

“Ok. It was feeling stuffy anyway.”

I followed Asirye outside, holding a worn-out robe and a silver platter under my arm and picking up a chair.

Asirye’s barbershop tools were spirits. The idea of cutting hair using wind spirits, which I could never imagine, was not just a culture shock but sheer terror itself.

It was now a pleasant memory when I was first led by Asirye, who asserted that there had never been a case of cutting someone’s neck while cutting hair in elven history. 

When I suddenly recalled that and mentioned it to Asirye, who was neatly cutting my back and side hair, trimming my hair with gentle hands.

“Actually, there was an elf who lost his ears while getting a haircut. He’s a historic elf who left us a lesson not to play around while getting a haircut.”

I ended up trembling in deep betrayal and fear, waiting for the grooming to finish.

The feeling of the spirit’s movements, felt like gentle touches, had turned into a ruffian’s knife dance!

“Liar. Liar! You’re a lying elf mage, sis!”

“What are you saying? There really hasn’t been a case of cutting someone’s neck. I didn’t say there wasn’t a case of cutting off ears. Here, how is it?”

Using the silver platter I brought out as a mirror, I examined my reflection with a deep sense of betrayal at Asirye’s smile. Actually, Asirye’s skills were so excellent that I didn’t even need to check.

The silver platter showed a handsome boy with short, brushed-up black hair and slightly longer hair on top, shivering with a sense of betrayal.

“I see a handsome pretty boy trembling after being betrayed by a trusted family member.”

“Honestly, you’re not really a pretty boy.”

“No, you can’t judge by elven standards, sis. Wouldn’t this be considered handsome by human standards?”

“What can I add to a claim that ends with a question mark, even from you?”

Asirye then used spirits to brush off my hair, picked up the silver platter and robe to tidy up the surroundings, and I picked up the chair, grumbling.

Honestly, even if it looks a bit sharp, I’m handsome.

“Well, still, you’re way more dashing than the humans in the village.”

Asirye said with a faint smile as she entered the house.

“Right? I’m not talking nonsense by myself, am I?”

Asirye is the best after all!

“Ah. Come to think of it, you had a fight with the kids there last time you went down to the village, right?”

I was really startled while happily grinning.

“Wh-what? When was that, and how did you hear about it now?”

It had to be at least a month ago. Because that’s around when I went down to the village.

“When I went to the guild, the rumor had spread all over. Why did you fight?”

3 years was a long time. It had been a year since we were in Ogwen, which was on the border of the village and the city. 

It was engraved on the map as the city of Ogwen, it was built on the frontier, and an adventurers’ guild was eventually established.

 It wasn’t large in scale, but it was a measure taken by the kingdom to deal with the anomalies and monsters that had appeared in the surrounding areas along with the rise of the Demon King’s army.

It had been about half a year since Asirye, whose main occupation was an adventurer, re-registered and started occasionally taking on simple requests to contribute to our livelihood.

“I fought for my beliefs.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.”

“No, what do you mean nonsense? It’s true!”

It wasn’t a lie. I just took care of some delinquent guys who suddenly jumped at me, trying to take my practice longsword when I went to the blacksmith to repair it. Perhaps because the village had suddenly grown, there were more of those guys, so I just taught them a lesson without compromising my beliefs.

The belief to never mess with Eldmia.

“I even considered your honor and taught them a lesson with my left hand behind my back.”

At first, we were being careful while selling the equipment we took from the bandits, but after that, whenever we visited the village, Asirye didn’t even bother hiding that she was an elf. 

The combination of an elf and a human child was not common, and naturally, we were one of the famous gossip topics in the village. 

I couldn’t let our family be slandered as scoundrels while we were being active in the adventurers’ guild, could I?

“It’s not like I have anything to gain by beating up those little brats. Well, honestly, I did fight with my hands behind my back as a kind of training, but I don’t voluntarily pick fights for that.”

“Little brats? Those kids are at least 4 years older than you…”

“Does it matter who was born first? Their actions are those of little brats.”

When I answered nonchalantly, Asirye showed a complex expression and smiled.

She didn’t seem to have any intention of getting angry about that. After all, I didn’t do anything wrong in the first place, and it wasn’t an impulsive fight, so there was no reason to be scolded.

“But how did you suddenly hear about that?”

“I heard someone was going around asking who beat up those kids that time.”

“Huh?”

What? Do double-standard parents exist in this world too? That’s strange.

They all looked like they didn’t have parents.
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Based on what I heard, those people didn’t seem to be parents.

The war with the Demon King’s army seemed endless, and although it wasn’t to the level of fighting every other day, there had been many battles over the past 3 years.

Asirye speculated that the guys I beat up and the ones looking for me because of that were probably friends who had jumped out to go on an adventure, ignorant of the ways of the world, and were deliberately bringing hardship upon themselves.

It was a world where the standard for adulthood was 16 years old. They were chaotic young foals who had rushed out in the midst of their rebellious phase, unable to come to their senses, as if afflicted with hero syndrome.

“They could also be war orphans, right?”

“There’s no way such kids would be in Ogwen.”

Asirye quietly let me know that her words had an implicit meaning by staring at me, and I understood.

Indeed. Aside from our village being destroyed, there hadn’t been any wars in this area. In a normal situation, the only one who fit the special case of being a war orphan was me alone. Even I wouldn’t know what would have happened to me if it weren’t for Asirye. 

Even if they were four or five years older than me, it was clear that the possibility of kids in such a situation coming all the way to distant Ogwen alone without any help was slim.

In other words, those guys were just pitiful idiots who knew nothing about the world.

“Actually, for such kids, a gradually growing city could be a land of opportunity. With few or no violent groups, if they play their cards right, couldn’t they reign like kings among the street urchins?”

“Is that common?”

“It’s common. Because of the war.”

They couldn’t live upright and instead were aiming for such meaningless opportunities, the world must really be coming to an end. 

It’s no exaggeration to say it’s a disgrace to the race, considering even an elf, not a human, knows about it.

“So, what are you going to do?”

“I have to meet them.”

When I gave an immediate answer because it was an extremely obvious problem that didn’t require any thought, Asirye touched her temples.

“Honestly, if we only consider skill, I’m not worried. Even without aura, you could be considered outstanding among your peers. But real combat always has variables, you know?”

“That’s why I need to experience it while I’m young. They’re not going to draw swords, are they?”

Leaving aside being adults, it’s a matter of money. In the end, they’re kids who gather in the village to act like thugs. 

They’re not even kids who have already gathered and formed a force, but are in the process of gathering.

It would be impressive if someone other than the leader was even holding a dagger. Even if they drew it, what kind of crazy bastard would commit murder in the city?

“Rather, this is an opportunity. An opportunity for a safe real combat experience.”

In the first place, the reason I called those guys little brats included not only their mental aspects but also their physical aspects.

The way we grew up eating is different. I’m the one who is deliberately living for the purpose of training and discipline from the age of 8 until the day I turn 16 and am thrust into society. And 3 years was not a short time. 

There might be guys who are taller, but my body, which had grown and increased in exercise volume after turning 10, was the epitome of sturdiness and was certainly not common.

 If their numbers increased, it might be difficult with just physical strength, but in the first place, it was a fight with a probability of losing infinitely close to zero. 

I don’t have a hobby of bullying the weak, but I have no intention of avoiding those who pick fights first. That would be an action that violates my beliefs.

No matter how much you practice, if you don’t get used to the sensation of being surrounded by people or fighting, your body is bound to stiffen up, so it’s a good experience, especially because I’m not a genius.

So when I was genuinely smiling and excited about the opportunity given by the heavens, Asirye sighed deeply and said,

“You’re really unpredictable.”

“Don’t worry too much, sis. Trust your brother. I’m not a delinquent who resorts to violence first.”

If I don’t have to fight, I won’t fight. Anyway, if I end up making a living through adventuring with the skills I learned, it will be a life of fighting for a lifetime, so why would I fill this peaceful moment with violence? That’s not what I want.

“Yeah. I may not know everything about my brother, but I know that much. There was a story that those guys were regularly stationed in front of Yance’s blacksmith shop around lunchtime. Go and check it out tomorrow.”

Based on her experience so far, she doesn’t treat me like other kids my age, but she can’t help but worry. I decided to resolve it smoothly for Asirye’s sake, and diligently cleaned the fireplace.
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After that, I was worried that I might wake up early because I went to sleep without overexerting myself in case of a possible fight, but unexpectedly, I slept soundly.

After finishing my morning routine of exercising and checking the traps set in the forest, I ate the breakfast Asirye prepared. And at an appropriate time, I rode my horse towards Ogwen.

The ride seemed to have taken about 20 minutes since I rode the horse at full speed for a change. When I waved to a familiar figure who was on guard, he waved back.

“Isn’t it Eldmia? Asirye definitely came yesterday, so what brings you here today?”

“I heard someone was looking for me, so I came to hang out, wondering what it was about.”

“Hmm. Don’t cause any trouble.”

“You worry too much, uncle. What trouble could I possibly get into while meeting someone?”

“Kids your age cause trouble even in their sleep, you brat. Be careful, especially since there’s been an increase in weird guys lately.”

The number of guards who had become familiar with our faces over the past 3 years had also increased significantly. Joking around, I entered the village and headed straight to the blacksmith shop run by Yance.

I wondered if the weird guys he mentioned were the ones I had beaten up.

It was gradually approaching lunchtime. As I walked through the lively city and arrived at the blacksmith shop, I could clearly see a group glaring at passersby from the corner.

The six children were skinny, dirty, and I really didn’t like the way they opened their eyes. At least one of them was definitely one of the guys I had beaten up.

I got off my horse at a suitable spot, tied it in front of the blacksmith shop, approached the guys, and the one who had been beaten up by me glared and picked a fight.

“What is it, you bastard? Won’t you get lost?”

“I heard you were looking for me, so I came. Should I go?”

The eyebrows of the six guys twitched strangely and then quickly turned into an “ah” expression. 

They probably couldn’t recognize me right away because I had cut my hair. The guy who had been beaten shouted,

“You fucking bastard! Just the person I wanted to see!”

The guys who were squatting started getting up and began to swarm towards me. It was clearly an attempt to surround me, so I took big steps backward, and another guy shouted,

“Fuck, are you running away, you moron?”

“What are you saying? It’s clear that you’re moving to surround me, so I’m moving to avoid being surrounded.”

As I walked backwards to where my horse was, the guys glared at me, maintaining their clumsily attempted encirclement. 

When several seconds passed without them doing anything, I had to speak up first.

“What are you looking at? If you have business with me, say it quickly. I came because you said you were looking for me, but I have no business with you. I’m busy.”

I spoke with a sigh because their behavior was so frustrating, and just then, a freckled guy grinned and opened his mouth. His eyes were also hazy, and he seemed somewhat lacking.

“You moron. Are you scared?”

He was truly acting the way he looked. I unknowingly frowned at his incomprehensible and illogical thought process.

“If you’re stupid, don’t even start talking. Please, can the smartest one among you respond to what I said? Why is this guy talking nonsense?”

“What did you say, you moron?”

“I came because you said you were looking for me and told you to state your business, but the blockhead asks back if I’m scared. What the hell is he talking about? You have nothing to say? If glaring at me like this is your job, can I go?”

“You fucking bastard!”

I really couldn’t understand, but the freckled guy scowled and swung his fist. Well, I don’t need to understand anyway.

-Bam!

“Ugh!”

Since that fist was aimed at my stomach, and not my face, I just took the hit and punched him back. 

As expected, it didn’t hurt much, and only some dust got on me from his dirty fist, so I brushed it off and looked at the rest of the guys.

The gazes of the five guys were all fixed on the one who had been punched and was unable to get up after collapsing.

“Now, the biggest blockhead has shut his mouth, so let’s have a proper conversation. Why were you looking for me?”

“O-our boss is looking for you. Follow us.”

The guy who had been beaten by me finally spoke, stammering, but the content was quite unsatisfactory.

“Why should I?”

“What?”

“He’s your boss, not my boss. Why should I come and go as he says?”

Perhaps because what I said was true, suddenly, the guy trembled and shouted as if he was having a seizure. His shivering at the fact-bombing was truly…

“Shut up and follow us! Unless you want to see that elf bitch die!”

“…What?”

What? Elf what?

For a moment, I couldn’t keep up with the situation, so I don’t know what my expression was like, but it must have been a very dumbfounded look. 

Because the five guys started laughing as if that was a signal that they had won.

“You moron. You thought we wouldn’t know? You live with that elf bitch, right? We know everywhere that bitch goes. Do you understand, you idiot?”

“That fucking bitch is raising you by selling her body, right? If you don’t want to see her getting gangbanged for free, shut up and follow us.”

Only after standing still for a while could I understand what the guys were saying.

And I could barely understand who the elf bitch, elf bitch, and fucking bitch the guys were referring to.

Aha. So they were calling Asirye an elf bitch, elf bitch, and fucking bitch!

Did they want to die so badly that they finally went crazy?

“I am Eldmia Egga.”

“What?”

“You moron, what are you suddenly saying?”

I couldn’t bear to properly look at the guys who were babbling without understanding the situation. 

It was a situation where they shouldn’t be like this at such a young age, so my neck was really getting stiff. I forcibly pulled down the blood that had rushed to the top of my head and continued speaking.

“Just remember. Never mess with Eldmia Egga.”

Change of plans.

I’ll have to use these bastards as sacrifices to engrave my beliefs in Ogwen.
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The alleys of Ogwen were complicated.

They had become even more complicated as the population increased and new buildings were built recently, twisting and turning in all directions. 

The relatively wide streets maintained a somewhat neat appearance, but there were quite a lot of alleys that were no different from slums once you strayed a little from there.

The place I was going now was such a path. As I walked through the deserted alley, humming a tune, I asked at a fork in the road,

“This way?”

“Please spare my life. I was wrong. Please, please spare my life.”

Then the guy whose hair I was holding in my right hand, literally being dragged along, pleaded. 

I was using the guy who had been beaten by me a month ago, the ringleader of this incident, as a guide, citing aggravated spite, but it wasn’t satisfying at all.

“People might think I killed someone. Did I kill you guys? I just broke a few bones, that’s all. So, this way, you said?”

When I lifted the guy’s head, he let out a painful groan. The reason I was dragging him by the hand was simple. 

I had cleanly shattered both of his shin bones so he couldn’t run away. The guys who had relied solely on their numbers, confidently entered the deserted alley, they had become half-crippled like that as well.

At first, the guy had been screaming loudly, but  in the face of greater violence and pain, he had already become quiet 5 minutes ago.

“Sob… sob… spare my life…”

However, it wasn’t pleasant that his answer was irrelevant. It was even more unpleasant for me, who was already displeased with the fact that I was spending my time on this matter.

From the moment I heard the abusive language directed at Asirye, the plan for real combat experience had long been thrown out. 

I wanted to inject my beliefs into these unpleasant guys as quickly as possible and return home.

“The reason I left your hand intact was to indicate the direction. So both of them don’t need to be intact. Do you want them broken?”

“Eek! T-that way! Not this way, that way!”

It didn’t even take 20 seconds to shatter the shinbones of four guys. I could now use physical enhancement as naturally as breathing, to the point where I could confidently use it anywhere. 

It was a level that couldn’t be handled just by being four or five years older than me.

That’s what physical enhancement through aura was. Even a little kid around 10 years old could kill monsters and shatter people’s bones if they properly mastered it. Even guys who had trained to some extent might be able to keep up with the movements, but they couldn’t withstand the impact. 

Moreover, I wasn’t activating it with refined aura, but with mana, so the output was different from the start. Even if I carefully adjusted it for my growing body, this much was possible.

With such combat power and a mental age of over thirty, I originally intended to simply finish the real combat experience by punching and kicking them once each.

That was before I heard the insults directed at Asirye.

It wasn’t just for the purpose of provocation. It wasn’t that they spat out words they had overheard just to curse, but it was the words of bastards who clearly knew what it meant. 

If I had been weak, truly unable to stand up to them, and Asirye had no combat ability, they would have immediately put it into practice.

“You shouldn’t have done that~ I didn’t know that fact~”

When I hummed to shake off the unpleasant feeling, the body whose hair was grabbed followed along, experienced a seizure.

“Sob… sob… now, now even if you regret it, what’s the point…”

“I’ve become~ a fool~”

“Wahhhh!”

The fact that it made him regret his mistakes and wail like this even though I only sang a few lines proved that it was truly a masterpiece.

“The sooner you regret, the longer the suffering.”

Then why did you insult the only support of an orphan who lost his parents?

After walking a little further, a place I never expected appeared before my eyes.

“What? A warehouse?”

“What are you doing, you bast… huh?”

“Z-Zikmel?!”

It was a run-down, shabby warehouse. It wasn’t very large, but it definitely couldn’t be called small either. Was it the property of some bankrupt merchant association? 

Judging from the lack of maintenance, it probably was. The gazes of the two guys who were standing lazily in front of the door fell on the guy I was holding, it seemed I had found the right place.

 I nodded my head in satisfaction, let go of his hair, and shook it.

A handful of the guy’s torn brown hair fell off.

“We have arrived at the destination. I don’t need you, so get lost on your own.”

“Th-thank you! Thank you!”

“Who am I?”

“E-Eldmia Egga!”

“What should you do?”

“Never mess with Eldmia Egga!”

Looks like he wasn’t a complete blockhead. After confirming the satisfactory learning outcome, I waved my hand, and the guy started crawling away on the ground. 

I cleanly broke his bones, but if he’s unlucky, he might be left with a disability. If begging doesn’t go well, he might die on the street before long.

But that’s none of my business. In a world where knife fights are common, if you badmouth someone else’s acquaintance, you should be grateful just for not dying on the spot and live on.

“Did you hear?”

“Wh-what?”

“I asked if you heard what your friend Zikmel was babbling about.”

There was no answer.

Silence is affirmation, so I leaped out and struck the jaws of the two guys with both hands.

Posture and technique were unnecessary. They were brats of that level. 

The guys collapsed without even being able to scream, and as I kicked them aside and opened the warehouse door, about a dozen brats were scattered all over the desolate interior.

A stuffy air lingered. There seemed to be windows on the ceiling for ventilation, but there was so much dust that it was of no use. Honestly, I was surprised again because I didn’t expect them to be holed up in a place like this. 

I was very curious about whether they were just using an abandoned warehouse or had a backer, but I decided to put it off for now.

In the center, they had made a chair-like thing out of a fairly decent-looking wooden crate, and the guy who was clearly the leader was sitting on it. 

If the guy sitting in such a seat with girls on either side wasn’t the leader, that would be surprising in itself.

He looked older than the guys I had beaten up. He seemed to be around 18 years old by feel. He was definitely closer to an adult than a child.

But such a guy was exploiting those little kids and reigning like a king? That was also ridiculous in its own way.

“Are you the one who beat up our guys?”

But as befitting a leader of delinquents, he was perceptive.

“Yeah. That’s me.”

As I closed the wide-open warehouse door and looked around, the guys who were scattered started gathering. Fifteen of them, excluding the leader and the girls. It was a number that could be considered large or small. 

None of the guys who were beaten by me first were in sight. Perhaps they were scattered around the village searching separately like the guide Zikmel.

If so, were they a group of at least thirty? It wasn’t a small number, but it was questionable what the guards were doing to neglect this. I pushed that question to the back of my mind once again.

The guys had nothing that could be considered a weapon. If only they hadn’t messed with Asirye, they could have lived a peaceful life playing the role of a neighborhood gang.

This must be what they mean when they say a single choice can determine your whole life.

“The bastard is so fucking brazen. But why are you alone?”

“I thought you were a bit smart, but maybe you are a blockhead. Do you think I came alone after befriending them? I crippled them and came alone.”

When I answered glumly, realizing that the glimmer of hope that he might be an intelligent being who could communicate had disappeared, the guy scowled. Seeing his face, it became clear.

No matter how tall and mature I looked compared to my peers, I was still 11 years old after all. My intimidating appearance had to be lacking due to my youthful face. 

That’s why they thought of attacking as a group even though they had been beaten up without being able to lift a finger. The faces of the guy and the others around him had a look of ridicule.

“Kid, do you not understand the situation? Do you know what situation you’re in and what you’ve done? Didn’t those guys tell you anything?”

“Wow! You may be dumb, but you act fast, buddy!”

“What?”

My declining mood soared. All those guys told me was that the leader was looking for me and messed with Asirye, but judging from the way he spoke, it seemed to be that the one who gave the order related to her was indeed that guy. 

Of course, the possibility of Asirye, who worked as an adventurer, being caught by these bastards was infinitely close to zero, but my belief didn’t move based on half-hearted possibilities.

It’s not okay because it didn’t happen. The goal is to uproot it so they can’t even think about it. With a cheerful heart, I took out the practice longsword I was carrying on my back and inserted it into the handle of the warehouse door I had just closed.

“What the hell are you… huh?”

And I folded the longsword to make a handmade padlock.

The longsword made creaking sounds as it folded. Through the training over the past days, it had already been verified that it would bend but not break easily. 

Honestly, it was a waste, but if I emptied these bastards’ pockets, I would get something anyway, so I could probably get a reasonable repair fee.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Eldmia Egga.”

After blocking the only exit and turning around, I saw the street thugs frozen in place. The ridiculous expressions had disappeared. Instead, there were only suspicion, confusion, and occasional shock.

Since I wasn’t kind enough to wait until they came to their senses, I used mana to inflate the leg muscles and ran straight towards the leader sitting on the throne of the delinquents. The distance was about 10 meters. The delinquents, who were stammering at my sudden sprint, tried to hurriedly block me, but it was already too late.

Dodging the hands trying to grab me and the idiots trying to block me with their bodies, I flew in with all my might when there was about 2 meters left.

“Now die, you fucker.”

In my accelerated senses, I saw the process of bewilderment and fear settling on the dumbfounded guy’s face.

A fight? I’m a guy living to gain the skills to catch and kill a commander of the Demon King’s army. If I trained for 3 years and gave these bastards a chance to react to my attacks, I should just die. 

And because I don’t want to die, I kicked his solar plexus without giving him a chance to react.

-Thwack!

It was closer to a feeling than a sound. It was a definite feeling, enough to easily know that the foot deeply embedded in his solar plexus, shattering even his ribs, had delivered a shock to his heart. 

What fell backwards, breaking the chair, was not the leader but a mere corpse that used to be the leader.

After confirming the guy who wasn’t even twitching, I looked around and saw all the delinquents remaining in the warehouse, including the girls who had been sitting on either side of him, frozen after witnessing that scene. 

And as if on cue, all their gazes converged on me.

“Actually, if that bastard wasn’t the leader and there’s a leader among you, raise your hand and speak up.”

No one raised their hand.
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No one raised their hand.

Instead, a cauldron of chaos unfolded with screams and terror.

“Aaah, the leader is dead!”

“Kyaaaah!”

“Mom!”

“Which bastard is calling for their mom in front of an orphan who lost his parents?! Is that the leisure of the privileged?! How dare you bluff in front of me?!”

When I shouted furiously, silence flowed through the warehouse that had become a chaotic  mess.

“From now on, any bastard who looks for their parents will taste the wrath of a child who lost his parents. Who’s the one who just called for their mom?”

In an instant, everyone’s fingers pointed to one guy. The guy, who had been trembling in fear and looking for his parents, turned pale and started shaking.

“You bastard, you have the nerve to look for your mom while doing this shit here? Won’t you come here?”

As I strode down, the delinquents parted and rushed towards the warehouse door I had blocked.

 Some even pushed a guy towards me as if offering a sacrifice, and the guy approached me, trembling, without even thinking of running away in the midst of it.

As soon as the guy with a frustrating hairstyle, a dirty blond mop that seemed to make it hard to even see in front of him, came within range, I gave him a hard smack on the head and grabbed his hair.

“Ack!”

“Ack, my ass. What did you do well to whine?! Are you a war orphan?”

“N-no! No, I’m not!”

“Then what are you?”

“…Uh, that…”

Even though he probably didn’t eat well, his body was less skinny than the other guys. His height seemed to be about 5 cm taller than me. 

Fluffy skin and face, but relatively well-maintained hair compared to that. Top and bottom clothes that were definitely not bad at first, although now worn out.

 As I noticed all the evidence, it was as if the kind Eldmia with a halo on his head was whispering in my ear.

-This bastard is a runaway teenager! Kill him!

Huh? It seemed the Eldmia whispering was not the kind one but the bad one, contrary to his appearance. 

Then, the evil Eldmia started whispering in my other ear. Judging by appearance is indeed not a good habit.

-That’s right, that’s right! Make him regret not being grateful for having his parents alive and his family intact in this damn world!

What? Where’s the kind Eldmia?

“I-I left home… to become an adventurer…”

“What the fuck? Adventurer? Is exploring the sewers of back alleys as a delinquent your adventure? 

You’re experiencing a life-or-death adventure right now, which is an adventure, but is this what you wanted? Do you want to end up like him?”

“Sob sob, p-please spare my life. I’m sorry. I was wrong.”

“I asked if you want to end up like him, why aren’t you answering, you bastard?!”

Is the delinquent trait non sequitur? It suddenly makes my blood boil again?

“No!! I don’t want to end up like him!! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry for talking nonsense!!”

“Do you think I’m a pushover because I’m an orphan who couldn’t even properly protect my parents? Do you think I’m easy because my parents passed away and your parents are alive? Is that why you’re ignoring my words and giving irrelevant answers?”

“No! Absolutely not! I didn’t know! I’m sor-! Wahhh! Please spare my life. Please spare me.”

As I grabbed his hair and shook him back and forth, he finally burst into tears again and started begging with his hands clasped together.

It’s interesting. Do they also clasp their hands together and rub them when confessing sins and seeking forgiveness here? It was unexpectedly a cross-dimensional gesture.

“How long has it been since you left home?”

“T-two months.”

“You became a delinquent in Ogwen in just two months? How old are you?”

“Fi-fifteen…”

A fifteen-year-old boy can beg for work anywhere and get paid for odd jobs. 

Especially in Ogwen, where job opportunities have started to increase recently, there are so many jobs that even kids from decent families help out neighboring merchants to earn pocket money.

But this bastard didn’t even do that and was just lying around here like a bum, only doing things like plundering others.

“You fucking fifteen? Fif-fucking-teen? At that age, even if you can’t save money and dream of becoming an adventurer with a purpose by doing decent work, you’re doing this shit, you delinquent bastard?!”

“Eek. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for being a delinquent bastard!”

“Go over there and lie face down!”

I let go of his hair to check on the other guys and was about to turn my head, pointing to the leader’s chair (which used to be one), but the guy’s eyes widened.

“Huh?”

“Huh? Did you just make a questioning sound?”

I glared at him, thinking he was resisting the punishment when he should be grateful to be spared, but fortunately, he wasn’t lacking common sense to that extent.

“I-I’m sorry! I don’t know what it means to lie face down!”

“Ah. I see. That can happen. I understand if it’s something like that. Lie down over there.”

You can’t do what you don’t know. I, whose anger had subsided, kindly corrected the guy’s posture.

“Yeah, like that. In that position, lift your upper body with your arms… Yeah. That’s the position for lying face down. Stretch your back. Now, if your body touches the ground, I’ll bury you in it, so endure it well.”

When I turned my head away from the runaway teenager, whose whole body tensed up at the final warning, and looked at the rest, I could see the urchins and delinquents all frozen as if playing red light, green light.

“So… are you orphans or runaways?”

Eldmia Egga’s chick identification center opened.

Asirye’s prediction was almost accurate. Among the 17 members, there was only one orphan, a girl.

Even among them, there were only one girl and two boys who ran away for reasons that could be considered valid, and the remaining 13 were just pubescent brats afflicted with adventurer syndrome.

Puberty in this world was truly full of ups and downs.

As I calmly watched 13 of them lying face down, 3 kneeling with their hands raised, and 1 just kneeling, I couldn’t help but sigh.

“Even I, the first victim of the Demon King’s army’s attack and the only survivor who became a war orphan, am trying to live decently, but you guys are crossing the line a bit too much.”

Come to think of it, it was a really grandiose and pitiful title. If it weren’t for Asirye, I would have had to go straight to a religious institution to survive. 

I didn’t even know the location of Ogwen back then, so I don’t know if I could have properly found a village.

Why the hell did you run away from a decent home when you have no ability?

“If your home is really far away but you have to live here because you don’t have money for a carriage ride, raise your hand while lying down.”

No one broke their posture.

“If you think you will never return home even if it means dying here because that place is not a home but hell, and you’d rather be killed, raise your hand while lying down.”

Again, no one broke their posture. It means they’re not prepared to die. In the end, the reason they couldn’t return home was simply due to pride or liking this life or any other factor.

The average age of the guys lying down was 14, and the one who had been away from home the longest had only been away for 3 months. 

Even that was exceptionally long, and the rest were less than 2 months.

“Who am I?”

“Eldmia Egga!!”

“Eldmia Egga is?”

“Someone!! You must!! Never mess with!!”

The indoctrination of beliefs was complete.

No one knew the name of the delinquent leader.

There was no need to call him by name, and there was no reason to, so he was just referred to as the leader.

In fact, it was the leader who was originally the reason for trying to steal my practice longsword. On that day he suddenly felt the spirit of a swordsman burning within him, and sent the kids to steal a sword. 

They happened to run into me, and the guys, who had never properly seen a sword in their lives, just tried to plunder it without knowing if it was fake or real because a guy who looked easy was carrying it. 

They were truly like delinquent bastards.

Moreover, Zikmel was the sneak among sneaks, so he had helped search for me and stayed behind, and the rest of the guys who were beaten by me that time had all run away. 

In the end, when I heard that there were no other members searching and the ones present were all of them, I even felt a bit deflated.

Still, it was less deflating than the disappointing shallowness of puberty in this world that exceeded my expectations. 

With a sigh, I left my spot, unfolded the practice longsword that was blocking the warehouse door, and opened the door.

“All you lying bastards, get lost and go home. I have a good memory. If I see your faces in Ogwen, I’ll shatter both your legs like that Zikmel bastard. 

If you’re confident you can survive even after that, you don’t have to go home. If not, go home even if it means getting beaten like a dog with a stick by your parents.”

There was no need to look back at the guys running away from the warehouse at full speed without a word. 

Rather, there was a guy still lying there instead of running away, so my attention was naturally drawn there.

It was the guy with the longest runaway record of 3 months. As I approached, he trembled visibly but didn’t get up.

“What? Why aren’t you leaving?”

“I-I can’t go home!”

“You didn’t raise your hand earlier.”

“I-I couldn’t raise it because I don’t want to die! I’m sorry!”

I had said that just to see if he was that desperate, but it seemed his fear was too great with a corpse lying on the floor. 

Still, seeing him stay behind without any intention to deceive, it seemed he had his own circumstances.

“Kneel over there with them.”

As I watched the guy jump up and kneel, he even raised his hands without being told to, I stood in front of the remaining guys.

“Do you want a chance to live diligently or crawl out as a half-cripple?”

It was a moment of choice.
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“I left you guys behind for no particular reason. Since it’ll be the same even if you leave here and go somewhere else, I’m just giving you a chance.”

Even if they couldn’t return home, if they left Ogwen, they would just become vagrants or delinquents in another city. Rather, Ogwen, which was overflowing with jobs and experiencing a boom, could be considered a better environment.

I didn’t simply hole up at home and only train and study for the past 3 years.

The period of 3 years that I deliberately used up, even cutting into my rest time, was by no means a short time. When avoiding training to the extent that it hinders growth, there’s bound to be some time left over even after doing this and that. 

If you hate studying, can’t concentrate, or can’t understand, even that disappears, but there was no such thing since a mental age of over thirty met an unripe brain that had set a direction. 

As if proving that education at a young age is important, learning was extremely easy.

I spent the inevitably leftover time understanding the city. To the extent that not only the guards but also some merchants remembered my face.

`

If you searched a little, there were plenty of jobs that could be done even without learning. It’s just that they didn’t really trust outsiders and kept it hush-hush.

“If you look for jobs that pay 4 copper coins as a minimum daily wage, there are as many as your headcount. 

With 4 copper coins, you can still sleep in a livable accommodation and have two meals a day. If you occasionally have extra income, you can wash up cleanly at the bathhouse, and once you get used to it, you can increase your work and earn more money. 

Then, you’ll gain trust, your wages will rise, and you’ll have some leeway.”

Even if the remaining guys had an average age of 14, they were kids who spent most of their lives doing household chores or helping out in the village. 

Since there was no compulsory education, even the concept of day labor or economic activity was often half-baked for them, so they ended up running away and becoming good-for-nothing vagrants and delinquents. 

They must have been at an age where they wanted to do only what they wanted to do.

“I’m not forcing you. If you don’t want to, you can just remember the name Eldmia Egga and run away from here. 

Of course, if you catch my eye again, your legs will be broken. But if you stay, I won’t give you money directly, but I will give you a job where you won’t be ripped off. Decide.”

Ogwen wasn’t a land of opportunity only for delinquents. With a large influx of outsiders and rapid development, if you work diligently at a young age, you can quickly establish yourself as a member of the city. 

It certainly won’t be easy, but even if they run away right now, the future they’ll get is at best a prostitute for the girls and a delinquent for the boys.

If they were the kind of people who would write a more heroic epic, they would have already been writing it and wouldn’t have met me.

After saying that and standing still for a while, no one moved. Maybe they really were kids who had nowhere to go, but they seemed to have some sense.

“Follow me.”

When I searched the dead leader’s body, I found 20 copper coins. For a moment, the image of the crumpled practice longsword flashed through my mind, and my expression crumpled, but with the information provided by the remaining guys, I was able to find the hidden money. 

When I opened the box that was used as a chair, there was a small pouch containing 4 silver coins and 40 copper coins, and I could smile brightly.

It was far from enough as compensation for the insult to Asirye, but it wasn’t bad for extra income.

I kept the 4 silver coins, and the rest was intended to be used for these guys. Leaving the corpse and the warehouse behind, we crawled out of the alley and headed to a clothing store in the market.

It was an extremely cheap second hand clothing store that sold clothes that were no longer worn in ordinary households after they had been mended.

“Uncle Tex! Long time no see!”

When I was doing various odd jobs to check the prices, I was on familiar terms with the owner while delivering clothes sold cheaply by households.

“Oh? Isn’t it Eldmia? You seem to grow every time I see you.”

“I’m at the age to grow rapidly. It’s not something extroadinary, but I’m trying to buy some clothes that are better than the rags these kids are wearing now. Do you have anything that fits?”

When I pointed to the ragged kids who followed behind me in a line, Uncle Tex began to furrow his brow, making his already thick chin triple.

“I do have some… but aren’t they street urchins? What are you going to use them for?”

“Yeah, they’re street urchins. They looked so pitiful, so I’m going to give them some work.”

“You’re really a strange one too. Skirts for the girls? Dresses?”

“Pants, since they have to run around sweating.”

“Haha. Okay. Wait a bit.”

As expected of Tex, who had been doing this job for a long time, he rummaged through the stall and boxes, and in an instant, he pulled out five sets of clothes. 

It was truly a skill to find matching ones like that, even though some were handmade by households.

The value of a top, bottom, and shoes for one person was 6 copper coins. Even though he carefully picked out good clothes, I lost the bargaining power for the quality, so I had to rack my brain desperately.

“Uncle, uncle.”

“Ah, what is it, you brat? You know it’s cheap because you’ve worked too.”

“Eh, I’m saying this because I know that. Listen a bit. I’m going to look after these kids for a while and have them do odd jobs anyway, right?”

“So?”

“But right now, they have no money, so I have to buy them clothes, wash them, and have them stay at Auntie Alisha’s inn starting tomorrow to have them work, so even the food expenses are barely enough.”

“Alisha’s place? Well, it’s the best for that price. But that’s not a reason for me to do charity work, is it?”

“I know, I know. But what kind of work can these kids do? They’re all pretty much the same, right? No matter how careful they are, clothes get dirty quickly, but for now, they have to make do with just this one set. 

Of course, they’ll alternate with what they’re wearing now, but no matter how much they wash it, how can they go to work wearing that? Of course not. But their average age is fourteen. They still have a few more years to grow rapidly.”

“Hahaha. So, whenever that happens, the kids will eventually become my customers, so you want me to make it a bit cheaper this time?”

I spread my arms towards Tex, who was leaning on the counter and smiling, and spoke grandly as if acting. Once this uncle laughs like that, he’ll give a discount.

“That’s it! An investment for the future! The virtue of a merchant! Kids’ clothes don’t sell well anyway. Moreover, who am I? Aren’t I Eldmia Egga? 

I’m not asking for much. If you just cut one copper coin each, I’ll neatly spread the rumor to the aunties raising kids that Uncle, who pitied the increasing number of street urchins in the village, gave great help in getting them settled to find proper jobs. 

You can sense what it is right away, right?”

The kids alone were not enough. Because in the end, if the kids disappear in the middle, whether they die or leave the city, the investment and everything else becomes meaningless. 

However, the story changes if you can spread a positive image with 5 copper coins. Tex’s clothing store starts with clothes that villagers sell cheaply.

Moreover, if the kids who used to be street urchins really work diligently and settle down, they will have no choice but to buy clothes here for a while due to the kindness and cheap taste they received at first, so they can see a definite effect. 

It’s a transaction where you at least don’t lose money.

“My goodness, this young brat is full of himself. Are you trying to start an agency or something? How long are you going to look after them?”

“I’ve always said. I’m going to head out into the world when I turn 16. I can look after them for about 5 years, but honestly, if I look after them for 1 year, they’ll have to find their own way, right?”

“What? You’re still only 11 years old?”

“Reliable and smart, but still 11 years old. The warranty period is no joke, right?”

“I’m at a loss for words. Just give me 23 copper coins.”

“I don’t know how to express my gratitude! This is why I like you, Uncle. Did you see? Uncle Tex cut an additional 2 copper coins that are hard to come by for your sake.”

“Th-thank you!”

“Thank you!”

Fortunately, they weren’t completely lacking in manners, and the sight of the five of them bowing almost simultaneously without even being told to was quite impressive.

“My goodness. What is this war, really?”

Even while receiving the copper coins I handed over, Tex clicked his tongue with a pitiful expression looking at the kids. He was also a father with three children and, in my eyes, a man overflowing with paternal love.

Although I didn’t bother to point out the fact that only one of those kids was actually affected by the real war.

“But thanks to people like you, Uncle, there’s an estimate to save their lives. Seeing that, isn’t the world still livable?”

“You’re really better than my son if we only consider the way you talk. You just… No. I was about to talk nonsense because I’m getting old. Never mind.”

He probably wanted to say something like “Just live in the village” or jokingly “Be my son”. However, the family situation of Eldmia Egga, the sole survivor, was a story that every villager knew. He must have thought it wasn’t a topic to be brought up even as a joke.

I smiled, grateful for that consideration.

After taking the clothes we picked out and soaking them in the bathhouse, it was already 4 pm when we came out. 

Since it would take those dirty guys at least an hour to wash properly anyway, I went straight to the destination, the inn, and sweet-talked the owner, Alisha.

“Sis! I’m here!”

“Who are you calling sis, you rude brat!”

As I deliberately opened the door energetically and entered the first floor, Alisha, who was cooking alone in the place where the kitchen and hall were integrated, shouted with her eyes wide open.

The fifty-something-year-old foul-mouthed auntie seemed to be furious, waving the kitchen knife she was holding.

“Asirye is also called sis, so Alisha sis is fine. Right?”

“You’re fucking crazy. A young brat is already thinking about chasing women, the world is going to hell.”

“Do you have a room?”

“Stop talking nonsense and go home. Asirye doesn’t beat you, so you’re like this. Already staying out overnight.”

That’s right. She was a consistently foul-mouthed auntie no matter where you put her. However, no matter how loud her voice became and how many swear words were included, there was deep consideration at the core. 

That consideration was evident in everything from the building to the food, providing the best facilities and meals among the 2-copper-coin inns in the village.

“No. Not for me, but for five street urchins. They’re washing up now to start working tomorrow.”

“…Damn it. I have just enough rooms left because someone left today, so bring them or not. What about meals?”

“They’ll have to eat here. Ah, I’ll go home and eat.”

“I’m already busy as hell, and you’re making me even busier, you bastard!”

Even so, her hands were busy preparing additional ingredients. When I brought the kids who had finished washing, after only paying the inn fee in advance, she had already finished setting the table and was waiting. 

The kids were drooling with their eyes rolling back at the hearty ingredients that definitely couldn’t be called a 1-copper-coin stew, and I declared sternly.

“This is Ms. Alisha, the owner and chef of the inn where you will be staying from now on. If you have something called a head, you will be able to easily feel the overflowing benevolence between Ms. Alisha’s lofty voice and swearing, so always be grateful and stay.”

“Stop talking nonsense and eat quickly! The food is getting cold!”

There was a small amount of meat in the piping hot stew, evenly distributed across the five bowls, which would have been impossible to find traces of if it had been boiled together.
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“Wake up and be ready by 6 am tomorrow. If you don’t come out after I knock on the door three times or if you come out unprepared, I’ll put you to eternal sleep.”

Perhaps because they had a full meal for the first time in a while, or maybe Alisha’s stew was just that delicious, but the kids’ eyes started to sparkle as I put them in their respective rooms, and only then could I return to Yance’s blacksmith shop where I had left my horse.

Yance strangely loved horses even though he didn’t raise them, he was grinning and feeding them fodder, but when I arrived, he deliberately put on a frowning expression as if he were angry.

“You brat. Is our house a stable? Where have you been wandering all day?”

“You’re right about that. I’ll just give you this as an apology, so show me a good practice longsword. I’ll buy a new one.”

“What’s this? Did you put it between cart wheels and twist it? Why is it like this?”

“It just happened?”

“I didn’t sell an item that could end up like this…”

Scratching his bald head in embarrassment, Yance still took out an item suitable for my height. But it wasn’t a practice sword made of scrap metal, but a real longsword.

“Huh? This is just a longsword with a blunted blade, right?”

Yance grinned at my considerably surprised reaction and said,

“With your physique, it’s better to start getting used to something like this. Your muscles have taken shape to some extent. Once you get used to it and get permission from Asirye, I’ll sharpen it and fix it up a bit.”

“But still, the price…?”

“I’ll make it cheap for you, don’t worry. Just give me 20 copper coins. You can give me an additional 5 when you come to sharpen the sword later.”

“Let’s just settle all 25 coins now.”

I immediately handed over the silver coins before he could say anything else. Even if my eye for appraisal was still lacking, I could tell that a longsword of this quality would cost twice as much.

“Anyway, you have a good eye and quick calculations. Asirye taught you really well.”

“Isn’t it my own excellence that I learned it all?”

Of course, it’s not that I learned it all because I’m excellent, though.

After that, I just returned home as usual. Although it took longer than expected, I was satisfied that I could still return before dinner.

“I’m back, sis.”

As I reached the cabin along the forest path, Asirye, who was milking the goats, greeted me.

“It took longer than I thought. Did you sort it out well?”

“There won’t be any more bothersome issues, but I’m still in the process of sorting it out.”

While I tied up the horse and gave it fodder, Asirye, who was carrying the milk jug into the house, hesitated for a moment and asked,

“…Sigh. It’s really strange to ask this kind of question, but… you didn’t kill anyone, right?”

“About five kids with broken legs? And one. Their leader. I killed him.”

“…Why?”

“He threatened me using you. So I killed him.”

“Couldn’t you have avoided killing him?”

“Rather than leaving him half-dead and giving room for factional strife and later annoyance, I thought it would be better to kill the leader and gain the upper hand from the start. In that sense… no. I couldn’t avoid killing him.”

If the number one person was left half-crippled, the number two person could have risen up, and there could have been an attempt to make an example of the one who had made the number one a cripple in order to exert greater influence.

However, if the number one person who was the cause was completely crushed, the number two person could seize real power and exert influence without issues based on the premise of just being careful of that cause. 

They might get greedy later and cause problems again, but it would be a story for much later compared to leaving the former case unchecked.

That’s what I thought when I killed him and started. The fact that the effect worked too well and there wasn’t even a number two person left was unexpected.

When I answered like that and tried to enter the house, Asirye seemed quite unsettled.

“I’ve also killed many people while living. That’s how it is as an adventurer. Sometimes, there were more times fighting with people than with monsters.

 Even so, if I had seen a child, especially an 11-year-old child, killing a person out of necessity, I would have tried to stop it somehow.”

Asirye’s face showed perplexity as she put down the milk jug and twirled her hair with her fingers.

“Even if they threatened using me as an excuse, even if I had to kill that guy myself, I think it’s right to stop you from killing him… I’m not sure. 

Is it because I’ve seen you for the past 3 years? The fact that you killed a person just sounds to me like my adventurer colleague killed a thief.”

“So you want to believe there’s no big problem, but you’re worried that I might grow up to be a murderer because I’m still young, right?”

When I asked because it seemed like that nuance, Asirye widened her eyes for a moment and then burst into a wry laugh, affirming it.

“You’re… really amazing every time. That’s right. Honestly, yes.”

“Since it’s meaningless for me to tell you not to worry… if something like this happens again in the future, I’ll tell you, sis. And let’s have a conversation together.”

“Conversation?”

“Yeah. I’ll say I think I should kill this kid for this and that reason. Or I think I need to rough them up a bit like this and that, and I’ll tell you everything so you can listen and judge. 

Whether I’m just trying to solve problems by relying on violence and murder. Or if I’m thinking and acting.”

Asirye’s senses were definitely sharp. My actions and thoughts were ultimately those of a thirty-something-year-old man whose anger had risen due to overflowing injustice, so the example of a fellow adventurer was almost a perfect fit. 

But my appearance was still that of a child, and it was inevitable for her to feel uneasy as a guardian who had taught and raised the young me.

And I didn’t have the taste to neglect a problem that I could sufficiently solve and make my life-saving benefactor anxious.

“If you think my judgment is unreasonable, I’ll just follow what you say. Even if you think it’s reasonable, if you’re not comfortable with it, I’ll try to resolve it without killing as much as possible.”

Then, at least, there will be fewer occasions for her to worry about my mental state.

Asirye responded with a hug. I felt grateful once again to her who cared so much for someone who wasn’t even related by blood, and at the same time, I felt sorry.

Honestly, I had only expected to live a life of a master and disciple for 8 years or maintain an awkward relationship. Neither I nor Asirye could do that, though.

“Yeah. Our brother is kind and smart. Thank you for understanding.”

“I’m grateful too.”

With the brightest expression possible, we wrapped up the day and moved to have dinner.

The meat stew made with freshly squeezed milk was delicious as always.

“But what do you mean by still sorting it out?”

“Ah, most of the kids who were like members after I killed the leader were runaway teenagers, as you thought, so I sent them all back, but five of them were really kids with nowhere to go. One of them was a real orphan.”

“Runaway tee…? Anyway, so?”

“I’m going to introduce them to jobs and help them get started so they can make a living. Today, I just got them a room at Auntie Alisha’s inn. But it will take time for them to settle down, so I’ll have to go to the city more often than before…”

“Oh my gosh, you should have said that first!”

I almost spilled the precious stew as the chair fell back from her suddenly standing up and hugging me while I was savoring the flavor of the stew. But regardless of my bewilderment, Asirye just kept patting my head.

“Yeah! There’s no way our brother, who does such good deeds, could be a murderer who kills people when things don’t go his way! How remarkably well you’re doing!”

“No, what’s the big deal? I didn’t even do it with my own money. I’m doing it with the money I took after killing the leader. Ah, right, here’s the remaining money. 3 silver coins and some copper coins.”

“Well done, well done! Then, of course, our brother, who fucking hates the slave system, couldn’t have lost his good heart anywhere!”

“No, why are you suddenly bringing up that story and ruining my appetite…”

I couldn’t understand why, but it seemed Asirye’s worries had lessened to some extent, so I decided to be satisfied with that.
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The next morning, I woke up early and headed to Ogwen, skipping breakfast.

Even if I introduced them to jobs, it was obvious that it wouldn’t even be 7 o’clock, so I could return by then and have a meal with Asirye without being late.

Although I belatedly realized that I had become a crazy bastard who openly tried to kill people in the village and fell into worry, I decided not to dwell on it since it was already in the past. 

Life had thrown too many waves at me to wander around just because I killed a bastard who deserved to die.

It wasn’t even 6 o’clock yet, but there were already many people moving in Ogwen. Not only inns and restaurants but also grocery stores that did business with them were busy preparing to open.

All of these changes occurred after the adventurers’ guild was established.

In just a year, while many things were already changing, even more things were changing rapidly.

“Sis Milena! Are you busy?”

Among the crowd, I waved and greeted a plump-looking woman in her 40s. The grocery store run by Milena supplied ingredients to quite a few restaurants and was always busy.

“Oh, isn’t it Eldmia? What brings you here at this hour? You’ve been scarce for a while, are you going to work again?”

“I’m here to introduce another kid, not me.”

“Another child?”

“Yeah. I picked up some street kids yesterday, and I’m going to have them work because I hate the sight of them.”

“Hey. This is a place that handles ingredients, so street kids…”

“Sis, I’m Eldmia Egga. I already had them wash up nicely yesterday and bought them decent clothes at Uncle Tex’s store. If you see them, you won’t even know they were street kids.”

“You’re so clever. But why street kids all of a sudden? Did you get a job from the church this time or something?”

Just how much of a versatile worker am I in the minds of these adults? Getting a job from the church. It’s something even decent adventurers struggle with.

“Just because. They’re kids similar to me. Thinking that I would have been like that too if it wasn’t for Sis Asirye, my eyes were drawn to them.”

“My goodness… you’re kind too. Well, we’re busy these days as some food stalls have started to pop up and order from us, with the construction workers and all. How many are there?”

“Three boys and two girls. The boys are over 14, so if you teach them, they’ll become useful in no time. 3 copper coins for the first day’s wage. If you’re satisfied, 4 copper coins each from the next day. How about it?”

“I can give them 5 copper coins if they work well. But it’s better to have the boys since it’s physical labor. I think I can take in two.”

“I’ll be right back~”

After parting with Milena with a friendly smile, I approached familiar merchants whenever I saw them. In fact, if the conditions were met, it was a good story for them too. 

If they were exceptionally good at their work, they could be taken in as apprentices, and even if they were average, they were easy to teach. Since they didn’t have a home, they would always work hard for their living expenses. 

Lastly, it was possible to establish a reputation as a “person of character who teaches work to street kids and helps them get a job” in the village, so unless they were hiring torturers, there was no loss.

Even if not right away, it was enough to just throw out the story in a way that they could consider it later if they heard from others that the kids were useful. 

Anyway, I was going to focus on having them work in stores that were busy from early morning until lunchtime. Once they got used to it, they would be able to earn money by doing other work in the afternoon.

When I arrived after greeting various people like that, the five children were already waiting for me in front of the inn, ready to go. 

That was quite admirable. Judging from the fact that they didn’t look particularly tired, they must have slept well.

“If you wake up early, you’ll have more things to do. Some places pay higher for working all day, and even if you only work half a day, you can do other work for the other half. I’ll teach you those things.”

While walking the streets with them, leaving the horse at the inn, I roughly explained.

“…Why…”

One of the girls spoke up. A 13-year-old girl who was the only orphan like me.

She had red hair cut short to her shoulders and some freckles, with sharp eyes but quite pretty and feisty-looking. 

If it weren’t for the war, she might have grown up cheerfully enjoying the days of being called a beauty in the neighborhood and having boys flock to her. 

Well, she might have had the kind of looks that could have gotten her in trouble with a lord if she was unlucky.

“Why are you helping us?”

“Your speech is curt? Are you crawling up to me because I revealed yesterday that I’m 11 years old?”

“…you?”

As she changed her words with a flinch, there was a strange lack of anxiety in her complexion. Considering that she witnessed someone being kicked to death right next to her and was even talking to the person responsible for that sight, it was almost an overstatement to say she was damn brave. I liked that boldness, so I stopped walking and said,

“When I was 8 years old, the village burned down in the first attack of the Demon King’s army, which was the fucking starting point of all this mess, and I lost my friends, acquaintances, and even my parents, becoming a monumental war orphan. 

In a way, I’m your senior.”

Not only the girl but also the other kids’ expressions stiffened. Fortunately, they seemed to understand how fucked up that situation was. 

There are few things as detrimental to work as a lack of empathy.

“The elf that your leader had investigated is my benefactor. Without that person, I would have either ended up like you or died, one of the two. She was my opportunity.”

Now that I had checked their reactions, I started walking again. It was a thing of the past now, so it wasn’t a big deal. 3 years was not short, after all.

“You didn’t meet someone like Asirye… I mean, my benefactor elf, so I thought that’s why you were in that situation. You just didn’t get the opportunity. So I’m just giving you a chance.”

Saying I’m helping is a bit subtle. I’m not a saint, nor am I someone who is enthusiastic about doing good deeds.

“And I’m throwing you a chance because I have some leeway. I can take it away at any time. You might feel like I’m helping you, but to me, it’s not quite to that extent….”

Just because it caught my eye.

“Of course, the people of this village are more familiar and precious to me than you. If you do a fucking terrible job or if I feel like it won’t work out, I’ll throw you all out and tell you to get lost. So whether this will really be helpful or not is still unknown.”

I had to say this much to feel at ease without regrets.
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The news that a hero had been selected by the Imperial Holy Council spread through the village.

They said that the evil Demon King would be defeated and peace would finally return, and that they were already gathering the continent’s top geniuses and preparing for a counterattack.

Finally, the light was returning.

But when exactly?

They said the hero was around my age. If a kid who just turned 12 defeated the Demon King, it would truly be a mythical feat, but there were no signs of that happening.

The reason for gathering geniuses was probably to teach the hero. Then when would he go to the battlefield?

In 5 years? In 10 years? If we have to focus on the hero while enduring this period of uncertainty , isn’t it proof that we can’t stop the Demon King’s invasion in the meantime?

What about people like me who will die during that time? What about my parents and poor siblings who have already died? 

What about the kind hearted servants? When will the souls of the people of the fief, who were only guilty of living diligently day by day, be commemorated?

It didn’t take long for my suddenly rising thoughts to reach that point. And my anger quickly cooled in the face of reality.

I knew. Even if there was a god, there would be no salvation for myself and the dead for a while.

If I grew up like this, I would probably lose my virginity when the leader forced me. If the leader died before that… well, it would still be similar.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Eldmia Egga.”

My days of just living while thinking like that were shattered.

His appearance resembled the mercenaries and adventurer warriors I often saw, with common short black hair. 

His broad back was carrying a sword, and he looked tall and big for his height. His outfit fit him perfectly, as if it had been tailored made for his impression. So with his thin voice, I just thought he was a slightly short adult.

However, the face that was revealed when he turned his head was incredibly youthful, contrary to my first impression. 11 years old? 12 years old? 

Based on his height and build, I had expected him to be a year or two younger than the leader, but if I only looked at his face, he was close to my second younger brother who died. One thing was certain, he was definitely not an adult.

It was a completely unexpected result. Looking at it that way, he felt like an alien rather than an ordinary boy.

But his eyes at least were simply sharp. I was merely checking him out slowly like that without any thought. Because of that, my mind couldn’t follow even when the boy aimed for that brief moment and jumped.

“And now goodbye you son of a bitch.”

He didn’t even shout, he just muttered it, but I heard it clearly. 

Even as I intuitively felt that the leader, who was thrown back and fell, had died from a single kick that was hard to follow with my eyes, the only thought that came to mind was that his mouth was unexpectedly foul.

Someone stronger just came and knocked down the strong. Just like the Demon King’s army trampled our fief.

It’s just… that the leader changed. From an ordinarily strong leader to a leader as strong as a trainee knight in the fief. Since he seemed to be using aura, well, he was roughly at that level.

“Do you want a chance to live diligently or crawl out as a half-cripple?”

That’s what I thought.

“Yeah, they’re street urchins. They looked so pitiful, so I’m going to give them some work.”

Something completely different began to unfold.

“Did you see? Uncle Tex cut an additional 2 copper coins that are hard to come by for your sake.”

“This is Ms. Alisha, the owner and chef of the inn where you will be staying from now on. If you have something called a head, you will be able to easily feel the overflowing benevolence between Ms. Alisha’s lofty voice and swearing, so always be grateful and stay.”

“If you wake up early, you’ll have more things to do. Some places pay higher for working all day, and even if you only work half a day, you can do other work for the other half. I’ll teach you those things.”

He didn’t take anything away, didn’t lay a hand on them, and bestowed something we had never experienced since leaving our hometown.

It took too long to realize that it was goodwill. That’s why I couldn’t bear it. I had no choice but to put my question into words.

“When I was 8 years old, the village burned down in the first attack of the Demon King’s army, which was the fucking starting point of all this mess, and I lost my friends, acquaintances, and even my parents, becoming a monumental war orphan. 

In a way, I’m your senior.”

The story of the Demon King’s army attacking a small village. 

I had definitely heard that story too. The incident from 3 years ago shocked even my parents who always maintained their composure.

I heard that no one survived.

“You didn’t meet someone like Asirye… I mean, my benefactor elf, so I thought that’s why you were in that situation. You just didn’t get the opportunity. So I’m just giving you a chance.”

I almost burst into tears.

The boy was a boy, but he wasn’t a boy. There was no way he could be a boy. It was impossible for a boy younger than me to say, give, and understand what even adults didn’t say, give, or understand to us.

How was that possible? Even though he experienced such a thing at a much younger age than us?

Even though he was just a boy from a small mountain village, and not a nobleman?

“Of course, the people of this village are more familiar and precious to me than you. If you do a fucking terrible job or if I feel like it won’t work out, I’ll throw you all out and tell you to get lost. So whether this will really be helpful or not is still unknown.”

The boy was a light.

A true light that shone down when I was at the end of despair and about to give up everything.

How much despair had I felt?

When I threw away the pride and self-respect of a noble and lied about my status pretending to be a commoner just to live. When the wage that I’d received at the end of clenching my teeth and enduring through was robbed and taken from me.

When I couldn’t even properly resist those who obstructed anything I did and made me unable to do anything. When I struck down with a rock and killed a vagrant trying to rape me. When I cut my long hair that had been my pride with my own hands and hid.

When I ultimately got caught by the man called the leader and ended up following at his side like a doll.

In all those moments, I despaired countless times. To the point where I wanted to cry out loud, asking how that could happen in such a short time. I inwardly screamed, begging for help.

But then.

When I was about to give up everything, salvation suddenly approached.

The boy’s name was Eldmia Egga.

He was a famous person in Ogwen, known by more people than not, who always boasted about becoming an adventurer and leaving the village in 5 years, with his un-childlike words and actions and work ethic.

He was the light that rebuilt my shattered hope, which even the hero couldn’t do… the light I absolutely couldn’t lose.
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Time passed, seasons changed, and in the midst of peaceful days, I turned 14.

That’s right! I had reached the stormy period of pu.ber.ty!

Kekeke… the irresistible urge was squirming.

“Just you wait, 500 push-ups. It’s not far away.”

In the meantime, my height had surpassed 175 cm. I had grown about 5 cm per year. My heart started pounding at the thought that if it continued like this, not 180 cm but even 190 cm might not be a dream.

No matter how much this was a world with wizards and aura-using prodigies, basic stamina and weight class couldn’t be ignored. Unless I became a lanky guy who was only tall, I would gain an advantage in fights with every centimeter I grew.

And I wasn’t just a lanky tall guy. The effects of deliberately putting strain on my muscles through mana and the daily exercises I had continued were tremendous.

The biggest reason I neglected exercise in my previous life was of course because I was too busy making a living, but at the same time, the minimal results from not being able to invest a lot of time played a part. 

However, training using mana had a clear feeling of effect at least once a week, so it was addictive.

Above all, obstacles such as a child’s wandering, laziness, and the urge to play didn’t apply to me at all, so time was completely on my side.

Although the war with the Demon King’s army was not over yet, at least the area around Ogwen had been quiet since that day 6 years ago.

“…Eldi? You’re not going around eating weird things, are you?”

“Huh? What is this all of a sudden?”

“No, not only are you growing like a tree…”

My relationship with Asirye had become even stronger to the point where we called each other by nicknames.

As I grew taller, the work I could share with Asirye increased, and as we shared more work, our leisure time also increased. 

Asirye had made it her hobby to watch me exercise alone as a means of enjoying the increased free time. She stared at me with a subtle expression.

“Your muscles are also increasing like a barbarian warrior?”

“No, a barbarian warrior? With such a sophisticated and civilized intellect, I’m a civilized warrior.”

“Your words are really…”

I couldn’t say I didn’t understand what she meant. Just looking at my body, there was no way anyone could think that this was a 14-year-old child going through puberty. 

Even compared to a veteran warrior, my body wouldn’t lose.

“Where did you even find and learn those exercises? Most of them are things I’ve never seen in my life.”

“Eldmia-”

“-chan-ce. Yeah. Yeah.”

Now we understood each other instantly. I grinned and tried to hug her as I approached, but Asirye jumped up.

“Hey! Hey! You’re sweaty! Wash up first, wash up!”

When I playfully rushed at her, she ran away while laughing. The shadows in our hearts that had formed due to the events 6 years ago had greatly diluted for both Asirye and me.

Since it was about time to visit the city anyway, I washed up thoroughly, and Asirye hugged me with a smile. It felt strange that she now had to look up at me.

“You’ve become proficient in spirit arts too?”

“It’s all thanks to you, sis.”

I could now use the spirit arts that Asirye had shown me on the day we first met, which seemed like a trick.

No matter what I did, there were things that I couldn’t do. Until recently, they had suddenly started working, and rapidly increased in abilty. According to Asirye, humans as a race had a low affinity with spirits in the first place. 

Fortunately, after living and sleeping with Asirye for 6 years, the spirits had definitely become familiar with me. This was entirely thanks to Asirye, separate from my efforts.

“Really? I don’t think that’s quite the case.”

“Huh?”

“Yeah. There were cases of humans who married elves and lived together until they died, but there were no cases where their spirit affinity, which they didn’t have, increased suddenly.”

“Maybe they just didn’t intend to use spirit arts?”

“Hmm. Now that you mention it, that might be the case.”

As I quietly watched Asirye pondering while rolling her eyes in my arms…… my attention started to be drawn to the elven scent and the feel of her skin! Emergency evasion! Emergency evasion!

“Anyway! I’m going to the village!”

As naturally as possible, I grabbed her armpits, lifted her up, spun her around two or three times, then put her down and nonchalantly put on my shirt and straightened my clothes. 

Unlike my steadfast sense of reason, my pubescent spongy tissue absolutely refused to obey my brain’s control. As a result, I had been struggling mentally recently. 

No matter how much I tried to discipline myself, reminding myself that she was my benefactor and a 126-year-old elf, it didn’t listen at all.

Taking advantage of that moment, the bad Eldmia and the even worse Eldmia appeared and whispered in my ears at the same time.

-All the better.

Heuung. I-I don’t particularly hate it, but fuck, that’s not it! It’s a crime, a crime! Are you trying to make Asirye a criminal?!

-Tsk.

The damn bastards clicked their tongues and disappeared. Where the hell is the good Eldmia? I wish he would save me from the sweet talk of those devilish bastards.

Morning was definitely the most difficult time to battle with my lower body. 

Trying to act as nonchalant as possible, I gathered my things and mounted my horse, and Asirye, who was stroking his forehead, suddenly spoke as if she had remembered something.

“Come to think of it, Eldi. Did you hear? They say a nobleman was discovered in the village.”

“Isn’t that expression a bit strange? Like an illegitimate child or something was belatedly revealed?”

It had the nuance of a dungeon or hidden treasure being discovered.

“No, literally a nobleman. I only heard it as a rumor, so I don’t know the details. Something about being the last direct descendant and sole survivor of a family?”

“Isn’t it just the storytellers’ skills? It’s exactly the kind of topic they would love.”

“Haha. You’re right.”

It was truly a topic that could only appear in stories.

If a few more days passed, it was clear that all sorts of stories would be added, saying that the family wasn’t just a noble family, but a renowned mage family, and that he was called a genius. 

But he had been hiding until he came of age to avoid factions and evil schemes, and that he would rise up and restore the family, and so on.

Perhaps because there was a lack of content, the people of this world loved overly dramatic things, it was a problem.
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If there was one dramatic change that occurred in Ogwen over the past 3 years, it was undoubtedly the city walls.

The wooden fence had disappeared, and a stone wall appeared, gradually becoming more solid and tall until a gate was built. 

Unless one was a fool, it was a moment where one could see how the Itisiel Kingdom viewed Ogwen.

Although there hadn’t been a single attack near Ogwen since the raid 6 years ago, they had no intention of carelessly neglecting its security. Ogwen was gradually acquiring the abilities of a fortress city.

“Halt. I will check your identity.”

“Wow, this is really too much. Do you have to stop me like this every time you see me, bro?”

“Hehehe. This is an uncooperative attitude. I’m stopping you just to see my little brother’s face, you know?”

I didn’t bother taking out my pass to show Alec, the gate guard who was smiling and stroking my horse. It was just a joke anyway. 

But even as he stroked the horse, Alec, who had really stopped me, cleared his throat and spoke.

“Hmm. Hey, if this ordeal is annoying,  you can introduce me to a girl.”

“This is absurd. You, who have lived in this village for 20 years, are asking Eldmia, a boy from the mountains, to introduce you to a girl?”

“Oh, you know. The one staying at Auntie Alisha’s…”

“There aren’t only one or two of them?”

The war continued, and unlike 3 years ago, the city started to have more orphans than runaway teenagers. 

I don’t know what kind of policy they were implementing, but a considerable number of refugees had flowed into Ogwen, and even though I tried my best, it was not a level I could handle alone. 

Even so, I gave opportunities to the kids who came and went, but only about twenty kids remained.

Now, Auntie Alisha’s inn was an inn in name only, playing a role closer to a daycare center for those children. 

With the help of those around, the inn, which originally had a capacity of 7 people, was expanded to accommodate up to 25 people, and in collaboration with the Holy Cross Society, the only religious institution in the village that worshiped Ether, the God of Light, it was in full swing providing relief to the poor. 

And our foul-mouthed Lady seemed much more passionate and happy, as if proving her character. I felt it every time, she was truly a saint. What else could a saint be if not this?

Anyway, the fact that this human was saying this to me meant that he was definitely infatuated with one of the six girls among those twenty kids.

“Ah, that brown-haired girl! The slightly chubby one!”

“Ah. Remiri?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“You’ll have to handle that well on your own. Why are you asking me? I’m going.”

“Ah, damn it, really. Hey! Hey!! Ah, seriously!”

The pigtailed girl Remiri was popular among the surrounding shops thanks to her outstanding wits and amiable impression. 

She had worked so much at Tex’s clothing store, that she could be called the store’s poster girl, so she must have made Alec Miller’s heart, the eldest son of the Tex Miller family, pound as he came and went.

But why the fuck should I help someone else’s romance? I had no intention of spoon-feeding it to a guy who couldn’t even figure out why Remiri was working at Tex’s clothing store instead of taking a better job.

It was an annoying day even from the morning. Fuck.

“Brother! What brings you here today?”

“Why are you calling me your brother again? Please stop embarrassing me. If you’re 4 years older than me, have some dignity.”

A tall young man who would be the same height as me if he got off his horse spoke to me while carrying goods in front of Milena’s grocery store. 

This guy, who introduced himself as Jin when we first met, had impressive tanned skin and reddish-brown hair, and had entered Ogwen about a year ago. 

According to what I heard, he wasn’t from the kingdom but from a foreign country called Radan across the sea.

Putting aside the fact that I was amazed at how he ended up in Ogwen, a landlocked city, let alone a port city. 

He had been diligently looking for work but was having a hard time at the time because his expression was a bit sour and haggard, causing merchants who felt intimidated to avoid him.

This nonsense happened because he caught the eye of Eldmia Egga, a man who doesn’t judge people by their appearance, and I enthusiastically helped him find work.

“What does age matter! You know more than me, more mature, and even provided me with a place to stay! You’re like a brother to me!”

“This is driving me crazy.”

The problem is that he stands out like a sore thumb. He already worked a lot because he was overflowing with energy, so his income was also different, and he ate well, but he also had a loud voice, so he stood out in many ways.

If it was just the villagers passing by, it might be fine, but now Ogwen boasted a floating population of half villagers and half outsiders. It meant there were a lot of people even though it was early in the morning. 

Since I had a similar physique, it might not look strange to others, but… it was simply embarrassing.

In the end, I decided that explanation was faster than persuasion.

“I’m going to the guild to check if the kids are working properly.”

“Huh? You mean the adventurers’ guild? Why there?”

“What do you mean why? How many times have I told you? In just 2 years, I will become an adventurer and head out into the world.”

“What?! Wasn’t that a joke?!”

“Why did you take that as a joke?”

When I asked back, even more dumbfounded, Jin, who was looking at me with a dumbfounded expression, spoke as if it was obvious.

“I mean, why would you, who lacks nothing, choose such an ephemeral life? Aren’t you going to be a knight?”

An ephemeral life. It wasn’t exactly wrong. It wasn’t a profession with only adventure and romance.

I didn’t know what Jin’s past was like, but this guy immediately recognized that I had trained quite a bit and surprised me by asking if I was a trainee knight the first time he saw me. He probably believed that I was training to become a knight. 

Still, he was perceptive enough to speak in a quiet voice, unlike earlier.

“I told you, I have to behead the Demon King’s army commander who destroyed our village.”

“Then shouldn’t you aim to become a knight?”

“In what era would I become a knight, and in what era and on what battlefield would I meet that bastard?”

The war with the Demon King’s army had reached its sixth year, but the achievements were still sluggish.

Of course, if there had been an event worthy of being widely known to boost morale, they would have circulated a proclamation, but there was no news of beheading the attacker of the monumental village on the frontier of Ogwen. 

The last good news was that they had found the hero.

It meant that the unknown enemy was still alive.

“Having a different way of thinking from the start is just like you, brother. If it’s a commander, he would naturally be leading an army, so it’s a thought that not just anyone can have. How did you come up with that?”

“Isn’t the idea of infiltrating the army he leads and catching him much wiser than the idea of joining the army to catch him?”

“That’s why I said it’s just like you to feel that way.”

I don’t know what he’s basing it on, but this guy doesn’t listen to these words I spit out with half an ear. He thinks I will really attempt it and succeed. 

He’s an uncomfortable guy because of such reactions.

“Anyway, I’m going. Work hard.”

“Yes! If you’re still here by lunchtime, let’s have a meal together!”

“Sure. See you.”

I waved my hand casually and got back on my horse, heading to Yance’s blacksmith shop. Yance’s shiny head was easy to spot, as he leisurely smoking a pipe while his apprentices stoked the forge’s fire.

“I, who have received Asirye’s permission, have arrived!”

“Already? Isn’t Asirye being too lenient in raising you?”

It was the most meaningful of today’s visits. After several spars with Asirye, she finally allowed me to carry a real sword.

‘It’s not like you’ll use the sword recklessly anyway… and you’re not a kid who can’t kill people without it.’

Although it was closer to a verification of character rather than a certification of skill.

“My diligence has simply shone through.”

I handed over the longsword I was carrying on my back, sheath and all.

“There’s no need to carry it on my back anymore! Give me! A belt!”

“Huh. I thought you were just trying to look cool, but you were thinking properly?”

“What? Uncle, have you been looking at me like that for several years?”

“Hehehe. Honestly, yes. But as expected, it’s reassuring that you’re a guy with his head on straight. It’ll take about an hour, so go play and come back.”

Yance tapped his pipe and went straight into the blacksmith shop. While trying to calm my pounding heart, I leisurely arrived at Alisha’s inn, and an incredibly busy scene unfolded before my eyes from the early morning.

From priests wearing the uniforms of the Holy Cross Society to all sorts of vagrant kids, to kids who had completely shed their vagrant appearance, it was so chaotic that I wondered if it was really early morning.

I had heard that they regularly received supplies from the Holy Cross Society, but it was the first time I had actually seen it, so I was quite flustered, but that wasn’t all.

“Those assigned to sewer cleaning, gather over here. Get the bread distributed by the priests!”

“Lunch boxes are ready for the boys drafted as manpower for city wall repair!”

“Delivery boys, come into the inn. There’s still time left, so rest inside!”

Recently, I had no reason to come early in the morning, and I just came whenever I felt like it, but before I knew it, Alisha’s inn had become an employment agency for vagrants.

Was there a capable person hidden among the kids that I didn’t know about?
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I could tell just by watching from a distance for a moment. It was very systematic.

Just by looking at the kids which were moving as if they were already used to it, I could tell that it wasn’t something they had been doing for just a day or two. 

But it was a separate matter that they came up with such a proper division of labor.

Honestly, it was hard to suppress the rising curiosity, so I slowly approached Alisha to ask her after getting off my horse, and some of the kids recognized me from all directions, and started greeting me.

“Hello, brother!”

“Hello, oppa!”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re working hard from the morning, so don’t mind me and go earn money.”

Except for the vagrants who didn’t know me at all, the kids who greeted me had a good complexion. 

They had the leisure to smile and looked energetic, which must have been proof that the kids were eating and sleeping well. 

I was going to meet Alisha as soon as possible to ask her, but due to that parade of greetings, even the priests who were diligently giving bread to the children recognized me. They were familiar faces, but fortunately, they were busy, so I could just exchange nods with them.

“Sis Alisha! I’m here!”

“Why are you coming and fucking around when I’m busy?!”

As expected, she was an unwavering foul mouth even with the priests right in front of her. The kids working inside burst into laughter upon hearing that swearing. They must have gotten used to it by now, experiencing that consistent expression of affection.

Since it seemed like I was talking to Alisha, the kids who ran into me also started focusing on their own work, just bowing their heads in greeting, so I could ask comfortably.

“I’ve never seen this before, sis. Since when have you been doing this?”

“Is that so? Well, you haven’t come often lately because you’re busy too. It hasn’t been long. About half a year?”

“That’s quite a while. Who came up with it? Did the Holy Cross Society propose it?”

“No. Levi was the one who proposed it first.”

Levi? She was definitely the only orphan among the kids I first helped 3 years ago. The one with red hair and a few freckles.

Now, she was the only feisty one who even spoke casually to me. But she proposed this?

“Really? I thought she was just good at work, but she’s exceptionally smart?”

“I know, right? When she first told me about it, she explained this and that, but I couldn’t understand it at all. But the priests understood it right away and helped out like that.”

This is a bit… substantial.

It’s no exaggeration to say that the knowledge of ordinary people in this world is focused on their family business and their own lives. It’s not easy to acquire new knowledge or skills, so obtaining someone’s knowledge and skills is difficult and costly, even just getting the opportunity to learn.

Of course, not just anyone can efficiently manipulate and calculate people. 

The idea and ability to employ and move this many people and even bring in outside organizations means that one must have experience working in a key position in something more than a merchant guild. 

At least if it were an adult, it could be seen as having managed it somehow with experience and know-how, but a young child who just turned 16 and had been doing odd jobs in the village for 3 years was out of the question.

Levi became an orphan when she was 13. Who would put a 13-year-old in such a position? Considering the time it takes for education, it’s even more impossible. It’s most likely that she received early education because it must have been clear that she would do such work from a very young age.

Such education is only possible for a merchant successful enough to run a merchant guild or a nobleman.

“These days, I don’t know if she’s going through a rebellious phase, but she’s not like before, but her work ethic is the same as ever, so it’s really reassuring.”

“What’s she like?”

“She dyed her hair with who knows what, and she cut her already short hair like a boy, not to mention her way of speaking.”

Suddenly, the conversation I had with Asirye this morning flashed through my mind.

The story of a nobleman being discovered in the village. And the typical imagination I had alone about him hiding until he came of age or something.

Such a repertoire was so common that even I accepted that imagination as “typical”, and it was something that actually happened often enough to be used frequently.

“Doesn’t she just have the leisure to dress up and is doing it on her own? How old is Levi again?”

“She said she’s turning 16 this year. Her birthday is coming up soon, right?”

Fuck.

It definitely doesn’t seem right. It really fucking doesn’t seem right. Just as my mind kept turning in a bad direction.

“Huh? Eldmia, you’re here?”

When I turned my head at the voice coming from the stairs, Levi was walking down. Tight leather pants, a shirt with a neckline so deep that it could be considered a bit too revealing, a short-cut hair dyed a dirty reddish-brown. Each one was different from the clothes Levi used to wear in the past.

It’s far from the appearance of a girl or a noble young lady. As if intentionally dressed up as a vagrant or rough in the image of the village…

But her voice calling me, her actions, and her expressions were the same as ever, so I ended up grabbing Levi’s arm and decided to go up to the second floor.

“Follow me for a moment.”

“Huh? Huh huh huh??”

“Y-you bastard! If you get horny for Levi, you’re dead!”

“What are you saying in front of the kids! What do you take me for?!”

It’s a crime, that thing!
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“Were you a noble?”

When asking kids about this kind of thing, it was best to catch them off guard when they didn’t expect such a topic to come up. 

Risking rudeness, I entered Levi’s room, and as soon as I locked the door, I looked down at Levi, who was 20 cm shorter than me, holding both her shoulders with my hands to keep her in place, and asked bluntly while making eye contact.

For a brief moment, the simple surprise that lingered in Levi’s eyes turned into shock for a moment and then returned. She managed to control her expression and answered nonchalantly on purpose.

“Wh-wha, what, what the… Huh! Wh-what kind of nonsense are you saying out of the blue in the morning? Me, a noble?”

If she had been a bit more skillful, I wouldn’t have noticed at all, but fortunately, she was still lacking. Above all, she spoke faster because she was more surprised than she thought.

“You’re not lying to your brother.”

“I-I’m older than you… And st-strictly speaking, o-oppa…”

“Don’t change the subject. I saw you trying to hide that you were surprised just now. That alone made me half convinced. Quickly tell me in your own words what your situation is. Your birthday is coming up, right?”

In this world, when you turn 16, you become an adult. For commoners, it’s just a celebration, but for merchants who deal with contracts and nobles beyond, it’s an incredibly important event.

Becoming an adult means that in case of a problem, you can inherit the family’s assets and rights. An heir who hasn’t become an adult has a relative or a servant of the family as a proxy under the pretext of being a guardian.

Of course, in such cases, it’s common for the assets to be squandered before the young heir can even use them.

“Huh? You remember my birthday… No, that’s not it! I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“You may have put what you learned into practice, but the charity work unfolding down there can’t even be conceived in the mind of an ordinary commoner. Remember when Auntie Alisha didn’t understand when she heard your story?”

Levi’s gaze wavered so much that there was no need to examine it deeply. Yes. It’s a common mistake. The mistake of believing that what you know is common knowledge.

It’s a mistake that a nobleman who lives within their own relationships is more likely to make than a merchant who encompasses both commoners and nobles in their dealings.

A child who became an orphan due to the war not only had that level of knowledge but also, when she was approaching the age of 16, her behavior changed due to a late puberty. 

As soon as she had some leisure, she switched back from the skirts she used to wear to pants, increased the exposure she never used to do, cut her hair short, and even dyed it? 

Moreover, at the timing when rumors suddenly spread in the village that a nobleman had been discovered?

“The rumor going around the village that a nobleman has been discovered. Your suddenly changed attire. Even shorter hair. Dye. Isn’t it a stretch to say that this isn’t a disguise to run away from the rumors now?”

People living their daily lives and living ordinarily day by day might just brush it off as a coincidence. After all, if you look at each one separately, they’re just an extension of things that are common around you. There’s no reason or need to think of connecting them.

But from the day I fell into this world, everything has been unusual for me, everything is suspicious, and everything looks like an incident.

No matter how much of a genius you are, you’re not born with knowledge you don’t have. The conditions to understand and accept that knowledge must be met for genius to manifest. 

In that sense, the possibility of Levi being a genius at handling people and a genius at business composition is infinitely low.

A coincidence? If I hadn’t known that this morning’s scene was Levi’s work, I would have just dismissed Levi’s drastic change in appearance as a momentary deviation.

Now that the two overlapped, it was closer to a fact than a coincidence. If not, she would have to be a reincarnator like me, but then she would have already suspected me from my attitude or noticed.

“If it was something you could handle, you wouldn’t have tried to hide your appearance. But the fact that a kid as smart as you didn’t just change your appearance and run away means you have another trick up your sleeve. 

Buying time? You just need to deceive until someone who can help you arrives. Until when… No, that’s obvious, until your birthday.”

“How…”

I felt Levi’s body go limp in my grasp. It seemed like she was about to collapse, so I hurriedly sat her on the bed behind her, and the face that had been trying to smile nonchalantly until a moment ago was replaced with a deflated expression looking at me.

“How did you know…?”
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Lagnis Lien da Levien. That was Levi’s real name.

Clearly, Lagnis was the name. Lien would be the family name, and Levien would be the form of the territory or region. I learned that’s how the kingdom’s nobles named themselves.

Things like “da” or “tsin” were attached, and Asirye had told me that they ultimately meant something like “of ~” in ancient language. 

Among them, “tsin” was only allowed for high-ranking nobles with a long history, and they didn’t bother attaching a territory name. Like their family alone was great, or something? She said such nobles were usually concentrated in the capital.

Levien was not a region but a territory name. It was located within the southern Sevil region of the kingdom where Ogwen was, and it was completely wiped out by the Demon King’s army, just like our village. I had heard about that roughly when we first met, but…

I never thought she herself was the child of the lord who managed that territory.

“Thanks to your help, I had some leeway, and with the money I saved little by little, I sent a letter to my teacher.”

She had shown remarkable talent in magic from a young age. Her father, the lord of Levien, who took note of this, used his connections to find a mage who could become her teacher, and fortunately, he was able to connect with a fairly famous mage. 

Although his spontaneous wanderlust, traveling here and there and recruiting disciples, was a weakness if anything, he was very enthusiastic about nurturing the next generation and was a true famous one-shot teacher of the kingdom who made his disciples successful one after another.

Like the mage who had visited our village a long time ago, mages seemed to be surprisingly enthusiastic about raising disciples.

“There were factional fights among the nobles. In fact, I think he received my letter when the situation was overheated regarding how to deal with our territory.”

Her teacher immediately tried to inform the Council of Elders of the kingdom’s nobles that she was still alive. It felt like a school teacher getting dragged into family issues, but she said the master-disciple relationship of the mage profession was not such a simple structure.

 Simply receiving teachings was done in any way, but forming a master-disciple bond was never light or simple.

It was said that the original master-disciple relationship between mages was not only to study and advance the way of magic while alive, but also, depending on the circumstances, to inherit the master’s task and further pave the way ahead. Although there have been changes during its long history, the master-disciple relationship is like a family connected by mana as it continues on such a foundation. Once a master-disciple bond is formed, they are not treated as outsiders even in the kingdom’s laws, so that says it all.

There are even cases where they transfer all their assets and rights to their disciples despite having their own children, and there are actually cases where the children do not take any legal action against it. 

I didn’t know about other things, but it was clear that it wasn’t something I could rashly judge with my common sense alone.

Anyway, up to that point, it was fine, but the problem was with other nobles connected to her family.

Roughly speaking, in the midst of a fierce power struggle between the royalist faction and the noble faction, a dogfight broke out to absorb the remaining assets and rights of the Levien family and even secure their status.

Since her body had not been found unlike other family members and she was considered missing, the royalist faction, who thought she needed to be found, and the noble faction relatives, who asserted their rightful ownership of the abandoned assets and rights. 

Believing she must be dead, they were fighting, so even her teacher had no choice but to hesitate.

“My father was in the royalist faction, and I was taught that way too.”

She was not an adult yet. The place that secured her safety first could arbitrarily wield everything, including the right to speak, under the name of personal protection. 

In the midst of that, if her survival was confirmed at the scene of that dogfight, it was clear that the noble faction would be burning with anger.

After respecting Levi’s wish not to fall into the hands of the noble faction through several letters, her teacher concluded to publicly meet in Ogwen on the day she became an adult.

But they caught the tail. The royalist faction had already finished talking with the teacher, so there was no reason for them to search, but they found out that someone was searching for her.

Since the only means of communication was letters, they couldn’t adjust the schedule, and the planned “public meeting” was not just a mage coming alone to meet her, but a kind of show aimed at the public eye. 

With the mage directly picking her up along with troops mobilized by the royalist faction, so they couldn’t move away to another city.

“That’s quite a grandiose script.”

The heroic return of an unfortunate young lady who lost her parents to demons, fled from the persecution of the noble faction, and went into hiding for 3 years for the glory of the royalist faction and her family. 

The mage and soldiers to show this off. Even for a local noble, if they were completely annihilated by the Demon King’s army, was it worth doing this much?

If I hadn’t met Asirye, I might have been used for similar propaganda.

“A script… You understand too quickly. Could you also have been a noble?”

“No, Eldmia, who has exceeded 30 years of mental age, is well-versed in all things in the world.”

“You’re making excuses like that again.”

Although she spoke with dissatisfaction, Levi, no, Lagnis smiled slightly. Feeling sorry for her, I ruffled her hair, and she whined, telling me not to do it.

“So this is what you meant by using your head. If it were a noble, they absolutely wouldn’t think I was the young lady of the Lien family if they saw me like this, right?”

“If they’re sending people to search for you, that might be the case… but if it’s important enough for the royalist faction to move like that, the noble faction wouldn’t be searching for you in a complacent way either. 

Wouldn’t it make sense for at least someone who knows your face to come along?”

Even though 3 years had passed, her facial features hadn’t changed much. Above all, the fact that they came straight to Ogwen meant they had clearly caught her trail. Or there was a spy who could find out the contents of the letter in the middle.

“My father hardly interacted with his noble faction relatives. There wouldn’t be many people who know my face.”

“What matters is that there are some, not none. In this situation, it’s right to assume that someone who can recognize you will come and act accordingly.”

You have to prepare for the worst-case scenario to be ready. If you act based on mediocre hopes, you always face the worst.

“Actually, in a case like this it’s better to openly leave alone the things you can easily hide. It’s not like you’re the only redhead in the entire world, after all. 

Rather, if you were originally a redhead but then dyed it, they would suspect you first. I’m not sure about the nobles, but commoners don’t consider hair dyeing as a form of makeup.”

“Huh?! Really?”

“What would I gain by bluffing you? It’s better to think about the next move instead of wasting time on that.”

When I asked about her intentions with a somewhat cautious expression, I unknowingly furrowed my brow.

“Then are you going to help or leave me alone? Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten?”

“Wh-what?”

“Never mess with Eldmia Egga.”

That doesn’t just mean to leave me alone. It means don’t fuck with anyone associated with me.

“If they come properly, they should have an official document and activities that don’t lose face publicly. 

The actions of the royalist faction and your teacher are desirable in that sense. If they had tried to take you before you became an adult, I would have told you to run away instead.”

But they mentioned it after she became an adult. I don’t know how much wealth and rights she has left, but it’s no exaggeration to say that they are the exact opposite of the noble faction who are secretly searching for her now.

“If that’s not the case, it means there’s something fishy, and if there’s something fishy, it means they can use illegal means if there are obstacles, and that can lead to acts of violence at any time.”

Rumors are circulating among the villagers, but there’s no legal notification? It means mercenaries or adventurers are searching for her at the level of asking around for rumors. 

The fact that even those rumors are being hushed up means that the atmosphere of the targets wasn’t very friendly to the extent that even spreading such rumors was unsettling.

It’s also possible to violently kidnap her and then kill all the hired individuals when meeting, claiming they rescued her themselves, and then try to pin the entire process on the royalist faction. 

From their standpoint, it’s a situation where they can do anything if they get their hands on her first.

“You think I’ll leave it alone when they make such a threatening approach to a kid who’s staying at Alisha’s inn in Ogwen, and whom I personally found and secured a place for?”

I ruffled Lagnis’s hair once more as she blankly stared at me, but this time she didn’t react.

For a noble, it’s not just their family and neighbors dying like me, but losing everything they had. 

That territory belonged to her family, and it should have continued to support her, whether she succeeded the family or married into another family.

She’s a kid who lost all that and still managed to stand up, working and smiling among commoners while ignoring even class differences. She’s my neighbor who can hold her head high anywhere. 

If she follows the royalist faction and leaves this place and time passes like that, it might be different, but not yet.

“No one can mess with Eldmia Egga anymore.”

It would depend on the other party’s attitude, but if they act like a dick, they’ll see themselves get fucked.

Whoever fucking touches little Eldmia will get fucked.

They’ll really get fucked.
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After repeatedly instructing Lagnis not to go outside the inn, I roughly asked for Alisha’s understanding and decided to stay at the inn for a while.

When I told her that I was going to keep an eye on things because it seemed there was trouble with the back-alley punks, the lady who burst into a string of curses while holding a kitchen knife readily gave me a room.

Of course, reporting to Asirye was the top priority, so I rode my horse straight home. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had ridden at full speed like this.

“I thought it had been quiet for a while.”

Asirye’s face, holding her temples, started to fill with worry.

“Don’t worry. I won’t die. I won’t kill them either. If I kill them in this kind of problem, they might find fault.”

“How do you really… No. You’re right. You’re judging well. So this time, just focus on being careful.”

When I hugged Asirye, who sighed deeply and spread her arms, she slowly opened her mouth after a brief pause.

“Once you’re entangled in the factional strife of nobles, you should never take it lightly. Once they target someone, they’ll try to take them even if they have to order a knight to do it. I agree because I know better than anyone that your beliefs are sustaining you now.”

“I know.”

“Honestly, I want to run right away, search thoroughly, and help, but my little brother wouldn’t want that, right?”

“Yeah. That’s right.”

Now she’s playing the role of my nanny, but in the end, she was an adventurer and at the same time an elf who had lived for over a century. 

What I had learned from her so far was literally focused on general knowledge and survival skills encompassing all aspects of life. Combat-related things were extremely small in comparison.

Her specialty, magic, was a weak area for me, spirit arts couldn’t be used for killing in combat against humans, and she didn’t know much about swordsmanship. 

At most, she would tell me what was good when I cobbled together the knowledge and basics I had from my previous life and taught me a little bit of the swordsmanship used by elves.

Even though I had the characteristic of burning mana to strengthen my body, I was extremely lacking in technical aspects, and naturally, I could say that I was much weaker than her. It was natural that her mere presence next to me would serve as a deterrent, no matter who came looking.

However, that would make her face known as a person involved. I couldn’t let her directly take actions that might turn the nobles of a kingdom into enemies when we have no idea what could happen in the future.

I didn’t have the hobby of driving my savior into danger.

“Levi’s birthday is in half a month, so if they want to make a move, they’ll do it within that time. I’ll finish it quickly and come back.”

“Half a month… Actually, there’s not that much leeway. Wouldn’t their goal be to announce it in their favor from the position of a guardian while having the underage Levi? Even if you ride a horse to Laheira, which has transport wyverns, and take the fastest wyvern, it would take 3 days to reach the capital. Of course, if you change horses and wyverns at each scheduled point, you could get there in a day, but I don’t know if they’ll go that far.”

“Oh.”

Come to think of it, that was true. I almost made a big mistake by overlooking the travel time.

“Even if they’ve finished all the other preparations, I think they’d want to wrap things up within a week from their standpoint.”

“You’re right, sis. Thanks to that, we’re in a slightly more advantageous position.”

“Hoho. That’s right. The side that gets impatient is bound to make mistakes.”

I almost missed something important and proceeded with the matter. Asirye finished the hug, and looked me over again and said,

“Sigh… It’s really amazing. When I used to go on adventures in the past, I would wander alone for a month… Half a month feels really long.”

“It’ll be a week at the earliest. I’ll come back quickly, so cheer up.”

“As if it’s up to you.”

Asirye, who smiled while stroking my hair, saw me off without saying much.

After riding my horse back like that, retrieving the sword I had left with Yance, and purchasing a belt to wear it, when I returned to the inn, the bustling area in front of the inn had been neatly cleaned up.

“Oh my? You even brought a sword?”

Alisha, who was organizing the tables she had lent to the priests of the Holy Cross Society, looked at me as if she was dumbfounded. Even though she must have been tired from standing and cooking since dawn.

“I always carried a sword, didn’t I?”

“Who are you trying to fool? The one you always carried on your back was a practice sword, right? Judging by the way you’re wearing it on your waist, you sharpened the blade or something. It’s a special day indeed.”

When I unknowingly widened my eyes and gaped at her unexpectedly sharp deduction, she snorted and said,

“Your expression is fucking ridiculous. My husband was a swordsman. He died like a swordsman though.”

“I really couldn’t have imagined. Wasn’t sis an adventurer too?”

“That’s right, you bastard.”

“Wow, I really couldn’t have imagined!!”

It’s Lady Alisha’s unimaginable past! I haven’t been this shocked in the past 6 years!

“Stop talking nonsense. Did you eat breakfast?”

“No, not yet.”

“Come and eat. I made extra, so I was going to eat with the kids.”

Following the gesture of Lady Alisha, who was always overflowing with benevolence, I entered and saw about ten children, who had been busy cooking and distributing earlier, all sitting around preparing to eat.

“Huh? Is brother eating with us today?”

“He said he’s staying here for a while. Levi. Later, after eating, show him an empty room. I’m going to give some stew to the priests and come back.”

“Yes, auntie.”

So she’s called auntie among the kids. It’s a series of new facts. Thinking that there were really surprising things happening since the morning, I sat down and the kids kindly took care of this and that for me.

“Brother, have this.”

“Oppa, have this too.”

“This too.”

But they’re trying to give me too much!

“You brats. I can eat by myself. Am I a kid?”

Seeing them take care of me because I solved their food, clothing, and shelter, I could really feel that the kids had some leeway now. Even so, all I did was secure a place for them with a few copper coins, so their kindness was too much.

“By the way, bro. Why are you staying here? Did you get scolded by sis Asirye?”

“Even if I get beaten to death, I would never do anything to get scolded by sis.”

“Then why are you staying here?”

“Levi beat up the back-alley punks who messed with her. I’m keeping an eye on them in case they retaliate.”

It was a joke I made to see Levi jumping up and down in denial, but far from jumping up and down, Levi smirked instead. 

Moreover, the smarter boys simultaneously tilted their heads and expressed doubts. Are the boys tilting their heads?

“That can’t be right? Did new guys come or something?”

But that reaction is a bit strange. That can’t be right? Why are they saying that when the punks got beaten up and are grinding their teeth?

“What are you talking about? New guys?”

“No, the back-alley kids don’t touch the inn people?”

“Huh?”

Have I been too indifferent to the village lately? Why do I not know so many things? When I sent a gaze demanding an explanation, the boy chewed on a stew-soaked bread and added an explanation.

“Because you’ve been stirring things up, they don’t even come near this area. Rather, they avoid it.”

Oh no! The little kids laughed when they saw my expression.

“Ah! Bro, you were lying to tease sis Levi, right?”

“What, it was a lie? Eldmia oppa can’t be a mage then!”

The effect of the back-alley belief indoctrination class I occasionally held must have been tremendous. I was surprised by the unexpected answer, but it was already spilled milk. Stroking the giggling little kids, Levi said,

“That’s right. Eldmia oppa is a liar, so he can’t be a mage.”

Kuk…! Levi is… smiling…!
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After getting a hearty meal, I helped with the cleanup and dishes, then took Levi to the adventurers’ guild. As Lagnis readily walked out at my suggestion to go out, she asked,

“Didn’t you tell me not to move from the inn earlier?”

“That’s when I’m not around. From now on, you have to periodically go back and forth on the same path with me for the remaining period.”

“T-together? W-why?”

“So that they realize there’s no opportunity and either give up or make a reckless move.”

Half a month is not a long time to find someone. Of course, it would be crazy if you had to search for someone across the entire kingdom, but if it’s finding someone who wasn’t originally a villager, was a vagrant, or is a vagrant within Ogwen, it’s not that difficult. 

Even I could find them without much trouble if a few characteristics matched.

“A place with many eyes. A place where the guards openly strut around. A place with many adventurers. We’ll wander around those places and show that there’s no gap for kidnapping or threats. 

It doesn’t matter if they don’t notice your changed appearance, and it doesn’t matter even if they do.”

In the first place, the temple of the Holy Cross Society is right in front of Alisha’s inn. The priests there may look kind and simple, but in the face of injustice, they become fanatic holy warriors. 

Tailing and then kidnapping, they’ll crush their heads with bare hands as soon as they’re discovered. Even if there’s a slightly big commotion, they won’t be able to do such a bold thing in front of people who would come out wondering what’s going on.

“Just because there are rumors that they’re looking for you doesn’t guarantee that they haven’t found you yet. 

They might have already found you and were just waiting for the right opportunity, and I might have found out before that. Now, what should we do then?”

“W-well?”

“We have to roam outside. Among as many people as possible.”

We need to stay for a long time in a place where we can call for help at the top of our lungs at any time.

Putting my arm around her shoulders and sweeping the air with my palm as if telling her to look at the vast city, I felt Lagnis’s shoulders stiffen in my hand.

“In this town, the only ones who would ignore us if we shout for help are probably the adventurers.”

“Ah!”

Lagnis, who finally understood properly, widened her eyes.

Still, she’s a kid who has lived diligently for 3 years. Moreover, a kid who always works hard, taking on any job. 

Ogwen has a lenient atmosphere towards people who work hard. Whether they’re outsiders or other races.

“Well, let’s take this opportunity to eat this and that and look around. I’ll handle the expenses later, so pay me back when you have some leeway after we go back.”

“T-that’s right! Then we s-shouldn’t get separated, so we n-need to stick together!”

“Of course! Let’s act as lovers for a while.”

“L-l-lovers!”

Like a smart kid, she understands as soon as I say it. It’s always a good feeling when communication is smooth, so I grinned and walked down the street with my arm around Lagnis’s shoulders.
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14 years.

Looking back at my life, I never really enjoyed a proper break.

It was like that even before I was 8, not to mention after that. It just changed from spending time with dreams and expectations to spending time with anger and venom.

Positively speaking, I had spent it densely and fruitfully, but negatively speaking, I had overworked myself to the point of child abuse. 

I had pushed myself to the extent that I suspected I might have developed a kind of obsession, so I decided to just take a good rest this time.

“Let’s go sightseeing!”

After finishing a simple errand at the adventurers’ guild, I unilaterally declared to Lagnis.

“Why did you go to the adventurers’ guild?”

“Nothing much. I just asked if there were any adventurers they hadn’t seen until recently.”

Since if they were aiming for kidnapping, they were limited in the people they could use. Even if there were surveillants, it would be mercenaries or adventurers. 

Thieves would risk even entering the village, and if caught in the middle, they could blow their backs without a chance to handle it. Those who had to be hired for a high price would leave traces and make it harder to clean up later.

It’s a world where those with high skills can cut off their employer’s head if they’re abandoned. They won’t be able to use such high quality people recklessly.

The more pawns they have, the more they want a pawn that can be easily cut off.

Offering affection and snacks as bribes to the sister receptionist and checking the information every day was the first step in what I would do from now on. 

The information I heard today was “There were no particularly new faces.” Since I had expected that much, I decided to enjoy sightseeing without regret.

The Ogwen sightseeing began, and it was a more pleasant experience than I had imagined.

Even if it was a place I didn’t usually go or didn’t need to go, I first moved my feet and checked it out if there were a lot of people. 

There were many pricey things, from food to equipment, but generally not experiencing shops catering to adventurers, and just looking around was quite an enjoyable experience for both of us.

“Have you been to places like this a lot?”

“No. Not at all.”

When I led the way too fearlessly, Lagnis, who had been enjoying this walk careleslly, asked.

“Huh? You don’t know where you’re going?”

“To be precise, I only knew these shops existed. What reason would I have to come here?”

Essential tools or information that could be considered adventurer tips were taught by Asirye anyway, and I had no reason to purchase equipment, including armor, since I was still growing. 

All the other miscellaneous things were meaningless now, even if I would buy them later. In fact, if it weren’t for this opportunity, I wouldn’t have come here on purpose before I turned 16.

But even if we wandered around like lovers, there wouldn’t be any dating spots or tourist attractions in a city that was just starting to grow into a fortress city, right? 

If they had been there from the beginning, it would be different, but there was no such thing in Ogwen, and now that it was a frontier, there was no room to create such things in a border city. 

Well, I don’t know what it will be like later when the adventurers’ guild grows and the wanderer population increases, but it wasn’t like that yet.

In the end, there was nothing else to do but enjoy window shopping for new things.

Still, we could buy and eat hard-to-eat chocolates, or overly sweet snacks at stores that specialized in adventurers. 

So this area, which was unexpectedly close to an adventurer district, was actually perfect for a dating experience.

“By the way, I didn’t know they sold these things to adventurers. Do adventurers really make a lot of money?”

“What, chocolate?”

Lagnis nodded, looking at a snack store right in front of us with a huge signboard advertising chocolate.

“Yeah. Extremely sweet snacks too.”

“Because sweet foods help when you use your brain a lot. They have a lot of sugar, so they don’t rot easily, and in the case of chocolate, it’s also high in calories, so it’s not bad as an emergency food. 

Rather than making a lot of money, wouldn’t it be something close to first-aid supplies for them?”

Potions do exist in this world, but they’re still expensive. From low quality to high quality, they’re all just expensive

. There are various types, from the insane effects that instantly regenerate wounds much like a troll does, to the effects of a nutritional supplement taken before bed, but they’re expensive.

After all is said and done, adventurers who haven’t reached a certain level have to rely on food, medicinal herbs, folk remedies, and medical knowledge, just like in my previous life.

Asirye also very enthusiastically educated me about medicinal herbs and poisonous herbs that could be found in the forest. She really taught me all about elven folk remedies to folk remedies commonly used by adventurers. 

Some of them were close to superstitions, so I had to filter out the adventurers’ folk remedies.

“It’s quite systematic. But chocolate is expensive, right? They use that as first-aid supplies?”

“You got it. Miss! Just give me two chocolates!”

“Miss? Hoho. Just give me 9 copper coins, dear.”

“As expected, a pretty miss with a kind heart. Thank you!”

A woman in her 40s gave us the chocolate. I received two chocolates that seemed to be only half the size of a piece of nutritional

jelly. I handed one to Lagnis, and chewed on the other. Hmm. It seems to be roughly between 85% and 99% cacao.

“Huh? Copper coins? 9?”

“Originally, it’s 10. You know the taste, so try it, young lady.”

I know what she’s worried about. The chocolate she originally knew must have been something that required silver or gold coins to eat.

 However, even if she realizes that the quality is different from the chocolate she knew, it would be hard to accept that this tiny thing costs 5 copper coins. From a commoner’s perspective, It’s enough money for two meals a day, accommodation, and even a bathhouse.

However, unless they’re complete novice adventurers, this price isn’t that expensive for adventurers whose activity level is intense enough to need these things. That’s why they can afford to do business targeting adventurers.

After thinking for a moment like that, Lagnis boldly chewed on the chocolate she was holding, and her face instantly distorted.

“Ugh.”

“The raw material for chocolate isn’t sweet. This is bitter. The chocolate you ate… well, it’s a dish that’s made extremely sweet through a series of processes we commoners can’t possibly know.”

Well, the taste was no different from my previous life, and it was actually like that.

If it was when Lagnis was a noble, she might have spat it out right away, but now she couldn’t spit out food worth 5 copper coins and was somehow chewing and savoring the taste.

Is this why they let kids try cacao? It’s quite fun to see their reactions.

“Hmm… At first, I thought it was just bitter, but surprisingly, it seems pretty good. The fact that it’s not overly sweet… it might even be addictive?”

Contrary to my expectation of hearing complaints, Lagnis, who brightened up her expression faster than I thought, finished eating the chocolate very quickly as soon as she got used to it. Oh my gosh.

Still, I was satisfied that she seemed to be enjoying herself, forgetting the quite serious situation she was in.
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We wandered around like that for the next four days. There wasn’t much of anything new. After all, there was a limit to the excursion in a border city.

Still, eating this and looking around there, even Lagnis, who was stiff at first, naturally started to lean on my arm and pretend to be lovers quite well, and time was flowing as well as always, so it wasn’t so bad. While spending the day without fail like that, I was pondering what weird thing to feed Lagnis today.

-Bump.

“Ah.”

Someone passing by bumped into my shoulder. To be precise, it was just a brush while passing by. I don’t have a hobby of shoulder-bumping with people. But the following monologue was not ordinary.

Oh, it couldn’t be. Childish and obvious…

“Ugh, fuck, my shoulder is all stiff.”

The following muttering. Muttering? No, it would be more accurate to say it was a prelude to raising his voice.

It was a definite line of “that” to the extent that even adventurers passing by reacted immediately. Quick-witted adventurers were widening their eyes, expecting the upcoming squalid spectacle.

Yeah… If you want to nitpick, this is the glove thrown by nobles for a duel.

A line that plays a role similar to that glove in the world of delinquents…

Lagnis was walking and laughing, not even imagining that it would be directed at us, and I had no reason to intentionally stop, so I walked on my way while racking my brain.

Delinquent? Well. They don’t have the guts to act like thugs in an area swarming with adventurers. A pure lunatic with no relation at all? 

There’s a possibility, but even those kids don’t usually mess with villagers. Why would they choose to do something that would get them caught by the guards for no reason?

“Have you seen this crazy bastard? Hey, you bastard! Can’t you see I’m wearing a sword?! My friend’s shoulder is shattered!”

By the time I had made that judgment, I was suddenly enlightened that there was no need to worry again.

Wait a minute? If they’re delinquents, I can just beat them up, and even if it’s an adventurer who picks this kind of nonsensical fight, I can just beat them up, and even if it’s someone hired by the noble faction we were targeting, I can just beat them up, right?

Along with the sudden realization, I felt like I could see the bad Eldmia and the even worse Eldmia smirking while swiping their noses.

It was an evil smile as if mocking me for worrying about something like a moron.

-Hehe, idiot.

-Hehe, moron.

Oh my… I’m laughing at myself for what I was trying to worry about. At the same time, I could tell that angry footsteps were approaching from behind, stomping steadily.

-Grab!

“Fucking ears are block…”

The moment a hand landed on my shoulder like that.

“Aaaaaaaaahhhhhh!!!!”

“Huh? Huh huh?”

“E-Eldmia?!”

I apologized to Lagnis in my mind, who was startled and terrified, and took action.

“Scaaaary!!! It huuuuurts!!!”

“Huh? Y-you, fuck, what are you…”

And with only the pure strength of a trained body, as soon as I twisted my body, I showed a man’s romance to the face that appeared.

Bending my waist, twisting my whole body, gathering all my strength into one fist, drawing in anger and passion, and swinging a true man’s punch.

Its name is! Galactica Phantom!

“Who the fuck are you, you fucking bastard?!!”

Whether it’s a telephone punch or whatever, you just need to hit them faster than they can react!

-Kwang!

The unidentified man, who had my fist stuck in his face, collapsed without even being able to scream due to the sudden impact, then belatedly started flailing.

“Ack, ack!!”

“Before you squeal like a pig, you should apologize to my shattered shoulder first, you delinquent bastard!!”

If you’re going to pick a fight, this is how you do it.
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“Ga-Ganilson!!”

The punch was solid. His nose was definitely broken, and he might have lost a few front teeth too.

The adventurers who immediately understood the situation and went into spectator mode burst out laughing in genuine happiness at the sight. 

Some even pointed at the guys and laughed while holding their stomachs, speaking in a foreign language I heard for the first time. Even though I staged it, their reaction sent chills down my spine.

Other people’s fights are the most entertaining, and I aimed for the stupid ending where they get a taste of their own medicine, but laughing so innocently like that is a bit… Isn’t their sensibility somewhat off?

Putting aside my contemplation of this world’s twisted sensibility for a moment, I ignored the guy called Ganilson, who was rolling around covered in tears and nosebleed, and approached his hesitating companion while gnashing my teeth.

“Hey. Hey! You fucking bastard, come here. That son of a bitch shattered my shoulder, what are you looking at, you bastard?! 

Is that the attitude you should have towards a guy who keeps a friend who shattered people’s shoulders?! Huh?!”

When you tell paid mercenaries or adventurers, who are almost on par with delinquents, to pick a fight with a passerby, how high would their level be?

How much would those who ordered them to do that have taught them, and how much would they know about me, who doesn’t even properly live or work in the village?

That was exactly their level. Adventurers or mercenaries surprisingly low in level, from who knows where. Truly a disposable pawn to be used and discarded for measuring combat power.

“Huh?”

“Huh is fucking informal, you delinquent bastard!!”

As I injected mana into my foot, adjusting my strength appropriately, and kicked his shin, the guy collapsed from the unexpected impact and started wailing.

“Uwaaaaah!”

“Just fucking overreact. Does that hurt? Does it hurt?”

Of course, it would hurt like hell. But to those watching, it’s an exaggeration. Because the kick itself doesn’t look that hard.

I had already made an impact with a manly punch using only muscles, so they wouldn’t think I used physical enhancement for just pretending to be in pain. 

The surrounding adventurers were already showing what it means to roar with laughter, and I turned my body and wrapped my arm around the surprised Lagnis’s shoulder again and moved. 

If it were an alley, I would have even emptied their pockets, but it wasn’t something to do on the main street.

“My mood is ruined because of some idiots.”

“Uh, Eldmia?”

As I scratched my head and lowered my hand, making a gesture of covering my mouth with my fingers, Lagnis, who noticed the situation, followed me without a word. 

Leaving behind the numerous sneers directed at the two guys who were floundering on the ground, we walked for a while before Lagnis opened her mouth again.

“Then those people earlier were…?”

“I’m not sure, but it’s probably right. I think they were just hired for a short time with loose change. It seems they were trying to check what kind of guy I am… I hope they see me as a delinquent bastard with the worst temper since I acted like that as much as possible.”

“Why did you do that?”

“It’s easier if they underestimate me.”

I only had a sword on my waist and showed movements that lacked even the basics. And the two guys who got hit by that collapsed and couldn’t even get up. One guy might be mistaken for exaggerating, even if the other guy isn’t. That was the important part.

Through several experiments with Asirye, we found out that my physical enhancement using mana is not noticeable even to those who can detect aura, unless I apply a considerable amount of enhancement.

Even aura users detecting aura is based on the aura operation method, and since I’m not using any operation method right now and just wrapping mana around me like armor in an extremely crude way, it seems to be undetectable.

Even if I heavily enhance it, it only looks similar to a buff from magic, she said. It was an aspect that I regrettably neglected because it was inefficient in many ways and learning the operation method wasn’t easy.

But now it’s helpful. It allows for unintended weak character cosplay.

It was a measure I took with the possibility of knights being deployed, as Asirye said. No matter how confident I am right now, I don’t think I can beat those so-called knights while picking my nose. 

Even if a knight with physical enhancement equivalent to or slightly inferior to what my body can withstand comes, there’s a high possibility of me dying due to the difference in swordsmanship.

Then, it’s even more important to make them think I have nothing and let their guard down to reduce the risk.

“Still, thanks to those guys, I think we can be sure of a few things.”

“Like what?”

“The fact that the noble faction realized your location faster than we thought, and the fact that they didn’t consider at all that someone might be protecting you.”

That’s why I used those guys as experimental mice. Because an unexpected variable has been sticking around for four days.

“They must have been watching from somewhere. By now, they probably think you’re sticking with some local delinquent bastard to survive. I don’t know how they’ll interpret my sudden appearance, but I don’t think they’ll interpret it negatively for us.”

“…They’ll use a different method?”

“Of course. But I think they still have the possibility of using those guys. Since I smashed one guy’s face and roughly kicked the other guy, I think I’ve created a plausible excuse for revenge. 

It’s too obvious, but if they keep trying to test the waters through them, they’ll come to the inn or find us with another gang in a short time. Naturally, they’ll hire kids with better skills.”

Whether they check my skills or confirm if there’s some unknown backing behind me. They would normally want to review after putting me in a situation where I can’t easily win.

But they’ve been continuously monitoring for at least four days… Are they also waiting for something? It’s not like there are guards at the inn, so it would be hard to run away if they infiltrate and kidnap at night.

Unable to think of anything substantial, I told Lagnis and started thinking together while buying and eating this and that again. 

We had to act naturally as if nothing had happened. While we were licking the ice cream that was being sold, made with the fruits of alchemy that I couldn’t understand, Lagnis said,

“Even if they kidnap me here, they have to go to Laheira to ride a wyvern, right?”

“That’s right.”

Wyvern rental places are only in truly big cities. There’s no other way around here except the closest Laheira.

“Could it be… that they’re not planning to ride a horse to get there, but to ride a wyvern from here?”

“Huh?”

“They could secretly load a wyvern, kidnap me with the wyvern… and use the carriage used for transportation as a disguise. 

Because we were thinking ‘of course they’ll ride a horse to Laheira’ until just now. Taking advantage of that blind spot.”

Is this the difference between commoners and nobles? Certainly, I wasn’t able to come up with such an idea.

The reason wyverns are only found in big cities in the first place is because their management requires high-level personnel and they are expensive means of transportation. In this era, it has the same status as a 1-2 person aircraft. 

They’ll actually transport it, hide it, and then ride it and fly away? It’s definitely the idea of people with money. If that’s really the case, it becomes impossible to track them as soon as they leave the city, so it’s worth attempting from their perspective.

“If they’re really rich, it seems feasible and very likely. Assuming what you said is true, is the reason those guys are being so sluggish because the wyvern hasn’t arrived yet? Because it’s more convenient to kidnap right on time than to keep the hostage and risk being suspected?”

“I don’t know exactly how long it takes from Laheira to Ogwen either… but I think that’s the most plausible. Or maybe their plans are also messed up and the wyvern transportation is delayed.”

Well, there’s no law that says I’m the only one who has to be annoyed, tangled up, and bothered in the world. They’re human too. I should rack my brain harder so that I can assume even the crap that people overflowing with money will do in the future.

But then… isn’t it a huge waste of money?

Is there really such tremendous value in Lagnis right now that they have to go that far? Am I missing something? It’s hard to get a sense of it with my brain.

Since the territory has already been devastated, rebuilding will be difficult for a while. It’s a time when they’re too busy reinforcing what they have rather than building something new. 

Unless there are tremendously huge resources or something like that, there’s a high possibility that it will disappear from the map, just like how our village disappeared.

But Lagnis definitely spoke as if there were still remaining assets when she first explained her situation to me. The noble faction took her death for granted in order to absorb the assets and rights and secure the pretext.

I thought the assets were the money left in places like banks, and the rights were about the territories to be rebuilt after the war. I also thought the pretext was just a part of the factional strife… but I can’t shake the feeling that I judged it too complacently.

“Lagnis.”

“Yeah?”

“When you first told me… you said the nobles were after your family’s assets, rights, and pretext, right?”

“Yeah. That’s right.”

“As a commoner, I don’t really understand why the two factions are fighting over you to this extent. I can accept that they’re just trying to use people to take you… but is it such a huge matter that they would even attempt wyvern transportation?”

Because they are convinced that her life or death will bring a big change to the balance of the two factions that have been maintained so far. Because it’s worth enduring the demerit of wyvern transportation, which I have no idea how many gold coins it would cost. 

So this is the whole mess.

“Do you have any specific ideas?”

“Hmm. Even though you’re smart, there are inevitable parts due to perspective after all.”

After looking at me as if it was interesting, Lagnis suddenly smiled as if she had won, and explained.

“Because the territory isn’t the only asset of the family. From the money in the bank to the stakes in various businesses. Many are still under my father’s name. That’s the asset. Honestly, even that alone can make wyverns seem trivial.”

The assets are as expected.

“The rights would refer to all the rights as a margrave. From the noble faction’s perspective, they can’t help but desire not only the private soldiers that can be held with the margrave’s authority but also the military discretion. 

I think it’s enough to make the capital nobles, who are only allowed to have 10 or 20 private soldiers, go crazy.”

…Wait a minute. Margrave?

“The pretext isn’t much different from what Eldmia somewhat expected at first. It would be something like:

‘The young lady of the Lien family, who inherited the will of the margrave who gave his life to protect the country and the people, returns after several years and succeeds him, pledging loyalty to the king once again.’

Or ‘They fought for the people and the king, but due to the king’s incompetence, they couldn’t avoid annihilation, and the last survivor of the Lien family was found after the noble faction’s care and painstaking efforts. The king didn’t even try to find the last blood of his loyal subject.'”

Not much different? It’s very fucking different from what I expected?
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For the first time since my brain hurt after I got scolded by Asirye, my brain shut down again.

Lagnis, whom I thought was just a rural noble, was actually a high noble?

“I thought you were a rural noble.”

“…I thought you would obviously know.”

Rather, Lagnis replied with considerable surprise at my answer. Seeing her reaction, it must have been a famous noble house and a well-known incident to the point where it would be strange not to know.

“I’m so surprised that my heart is pounding like crazy.”

“Pfft. What’s that?”

“No, it’s not something to laugh about. Do you want to feel it?”

“T-t-that’s not what I meant!”

No, my tender heart is beating like crazy, but why is she getting serious? Anyway, it feels like the difficulty level has suddenly skyrocketed. I carefully brought up the most serious problem while reviewing one by one the factors that I thought didn’t even need a shred of worry until now.

“Would the noble faction have wyvern knights?”

“…Hmm.”

Lagnis’s face stiffened and she fell into thought, immediately understanding what I was worried about.

At most, two people can ride a wyvern. Then, wouldn’t they have no choice but to hire someone who can fight and also pilot a wyvern in case of emergencies?

In the world, such people are called wyvern knights. Naturally, they are knights who ride wyverns instead of horses and are specialized in magic and aura to take advantage of aerial superiority rather than lances, no different from war weapons. 

As Asirye told me in the past, it’s difficult to perfectly achieve both, so their skills can’t be said to be truly outstanding, but that’s only when comparing knights to knights.

If I fight them now, I’ll definitely lose.

“…No. No. I heard a story from my father a long time ago. Most wyvern knights are directly under the royal family. 

Because of that symbolism, except for one or two that the noble faction forcibly selects and uses for external activities, they’re all definitely part of the royalist faction. 

There won’t be anyone they can use lightly enough to move for this kind of thing.”

“Couldn’t they secretly train them internally?”

“Unless they have permission from the king, those who have learned wyvern piloting cannot learn any combat techniques. 

If they violate that, their family for three generations will be executed for treason.”

“Huh? Really?”

“Yeah. Really.”

It was quite a brutal law, but I let out a big sigh of relief at Lagnis’s conviction. In any case, it’s a law that’s tremendously helpful to us right now.

“If it were a wyvern knight, I would have had no idea what to do. It’s a blessing in disguise.”

“…There’s no answer other than running away, right?”

“Unless they’re stronger than the Demon King’s army commander, I can’t do that.”

In the first place, if I run away alone, it’s a violation of my belief, and if we run away together, we’ll get caught anyway. I patted Lagnis’s shoulder and said,

“If they brought a wyvern, what other ending is there besides getting caught? It’s better to hope they let their guard down and try to stab them. Anyway, we avoided that worst-case scenario, so it’s fine.”

“…Hehe.”

“What are you grinning about? We only avoided the worst, so don’t let your guard down.”

Even if they really brought a wyvern, unless it’s a large wyvern, the one piloting the wyvern would have to be a non-combat personnel, which alone greatly reduced the risk. 

For now, we decided to be relieved by that fact and continued walking.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The encounter with the combat power measuring devices with replenished personnel happened exactly two days later.

“Hey, I heard our friends were indebted to you.”

The guys, who all looked rough, appeared near the adventurers’ guild area. It was a section not far from where I had beaten up the two guys last time.

At first, I thought it was unexpected, but when I thought about it calmly, I became convinced that it rather smelled like a performance. 

They were waiting for us in order to take revenge, with burning eyes. There were eight guys who seemed to be adventurers. More than I thought, and their vibe was different from the first two guys.

But still, they didn’t feel strong. In the first place, if they’re taking on this kind of job, they probably don’t have proper skills. The hiring criteria would have been just a bit stronger than the neighborhood thugs.

“Oh, yeah. Take good care of your friends from now on. Then, see you!”

“Wha?!”

With that, I ran into the alley next to me while carrying Lagnis.

“H-hey! That fucking bastard, catch him!”

Can you catch me? I still have the experience of living between home and Ogwen. Just following the route that comes to mind right away, there’s no need to even run while holding Lagnis from her waist. 

As we ran like that, Lagnis, who only had to be carried, came to her senses belatedly.

“Y-you startled me!”

“Is this enough to surprise you, Margrave? I need to run while holding you for a bit, so just hold on tight. I’ll explain later.”

Compared to how surprised I was, it wouldn’t even be considered surprising. Well, it’s not like I can blame Lagnis for not asking in detail and making assumptions on my own.

The pursuit was more persistent than I thought, but after running through the winding paths and crossing some rooftops, they seemed to give up. Only then did Lagnis, who had some room to breathe, manage to catch her breath and ask.

“Those people, were they strong?”

“Not really?”

“Then why did you run away?”

“I was curious how many times I’d have to repeat this for them to directly come to the inn.”

Since she looked completely lost, I decided to sit down for a moment and give her an additional explanation. 

As it’s gradually getting dark, if we kill some time, those guys will probably decide on today’s plan and take a different action.

I just hope it’s not the disappointing result of waiting in front of the inn today.

“I’m speaking confidently because they’re still moving within the range I expected, but I think the guys just now were also close to experiment rats thrown out to figure out what kind of guy I am and how skilled I am. 

If I lure them into an alley and fight, I’ll beat them all up… but if I do that, their level of caution will skyrocket.”

“So that’s why you didn’t use aura?”

“Yeah, that’s ri… huh? How do you know that?”

“You used it when you killed the leader back then.”

I know she’s talking about the guy I kicked to death for showing the desire to touch Asirye 3 years ago…

But how did she know it was aura when even Asirye said it didn’t feel like aura and felt more like a buff? As I gaped, unable to control my expression, she opened her mouth with a rather puzzled look.

“I saw the estate knights sparring with aura. There were many movements that couldn’t be followed without aura. The speed you showed then wasn’t possible without aura.”

Tilting her head as if to say no, it seems she didn’t realize it by sensing something, but purely based on the movements she remembered, she guessed what was possible and impossible. 

It was like a thief being sensitive to their own condition, but since I had already reacted without realizing it, I couldn’t deny it, so I nodded roughly.

“Yeah, that’s right. I thought you could sense aura.”

“That’s… not something just anyone can realize. You probably won’t understand.”

Actually, I didn’t realize it either, but I just pretended to be a genius and said I see. Anyway, we need to get back to the main point.

“Time is on our side anyway. The fact that they sent guys like that even after two days have passed is proof that the other party is being extremely cautious. 

Unless the result of exhausting all that caution is something other than those guys, they’ll definitely be desperate to find out information. It’s been 6 days already, so there are 9 days left? 

Even if I just run away like this without fighting, they’ll be very anxious, right? I’d like to do this for about 3 days, but I don’t know how it will turn out.”

The best thing is to end it without fighting. Because the moment we fight, unpredictable variables occur. Of course, given the nature of the situation, that’s probably impossible, but I can at least hope for it, right?

“…I thought you were acting on a whim, but you’re thinking and moving a lot, huh?”

The sincere look in her eyes was so irritating that I smacked her on the head.

Then, as evening came and we passed through the darkened streets and returned to the inn, a very disappointing result was waiting for me.

“Now, will you try running away again?”

I guess the result of exhausting the tracker’s caution and patience was those guys.

Somehow, I thought they gave up a bit too quickly, but the guys were all in front of Alisha’s inn without exception. Not just standing there, but clearly blocking the entrance.

“I’m glad I feel like you’re pressed for time… but did you guys touch our Lady Alisha or the other kids inside by any chance?”

“Heh. If you run away again, we’ll have to touch them.”

“Eldmia!! Get these fucking bastards away from the store!!”

Did they lock the door? Seeing that there’s no problem, I was relieved. Even though the guy leaning on the door in response to that shout tried to intimidate by knocking on the wall, Lady Alisha only responded with her usual swearing.

“Can you really handle it? If it gets noisy, the guards will come in an instant, you know?”

Actually, I noticed while talking. As expected, the guys answered my question with a sneer.

There’s no way the guys were waiting for the timing of our arrival. From the moment they lost us, they must have gone to their employer, explained the situation, and were now waiting at the inn. 

I know the night patrol team starts making rounds after 6 o’clock, but there’s not even a proper sound of people around.

It’s so disheartening that they bribed the city patrol without any hesitation. Come to think of it, that’s also the idea of people with money.

“We don’t give a fuck about you. Actually, we have business with your girlfriend.”

“I know, you moron.”

“So… what?”

“I said I know. Isn’t it obvious?”

It’s not all bad.

Because I got to know that they don’t have time, they have a lot of money, they have ties with the city, and they’re letting their guard down enough to believe they can knock me down or make me run away like this and take Lagnis. 

Were they watching from somewhere nearby? Were they inside a building? If the hypothesis that they would fly away on a wyvern was correct, they might have already left the city and were waiting outside after giving orders.

That’s something I can find out later, so I decided not to care too much.

“I’m Eldmia Egga.”

As I drew my sword I greeted them to indoctrinate my beliefs. As if they had expected me to draw my sword, their sneers remained unchanged. The guys began to confidently take out their weapons one by one.

Very desirable.

“First of all, since you touched Lady Alisha’s nerves, you’ll all get stabbed in the thigh together, and then we’ll get started on your education.”

The real indoctrination of beliefs comes after that.
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“Ha! The fucking kid is hilarious. Just because you bought a sword, you think you’re all that?”

With faces full of sneers, and some that were pissed off that I looked down on them, they waved their weapons – daggers, swords, axes, whatever they could get their hands on. It’s an extremely normal reaction. 

No matter how incompetent, they are people who wear the adventurer’s badge. They must have some pride.

Adventurers.

With a grading structure meticulously divided into 8 colors that seem to have gotten ideas from a seven-colored rainbow, they wander without the obligation of direct taxation or the resulting protection from the state.

Among them, up to the third lowest grade, they’re just adventurers in name only, and most of them are close to armed robbers. The difference from robbers is whether they try to follow the country’s laws a little or not.

I can tell by frequently visiting the guild. Most of the requests they can take on are at a level that can be covered by numbers and equipment.

If you’re just a little calm and can properly swing a weapon to deal damage, you can solve problems by gathering comrades or buying good equipment. Of course, the income isn’t that great when you consider the risk. 

Even with such requests, there are people who die. Rather, doing day labor like repairing the outer wall is much safer and pays better.

They’re like that too. Looking at those with their grade tags hanging around their necks like dog tags, most of them have iron or yellow tags. In other words, the 8th and 7th grades out of the 8 grades.

“Look at him flashing his sword. Have you ever killed a person, you delinquent bastard?”

In other words, they’re just runaway teenagers who have been wandering around foolishly for a long time and evolved into runaway adults.

I tapped Lagnis’s shoulder and gently pushed her back, and honestly answered the guy who was at the front, probably playing the role of the leader, and diligently running his mouth.

“I haven’t killed anyone with my sword.”

“A guy like you… what? Your sword?”

“Yeah. My sword.”

I really don’t know how much they’re looking down on me, but they were walking towards me leisurely within my range, so I didn’t even need to use the sword and just rushed in and kicked him in the solar plexus.

-Bam!

“Ugh!”

I don’t know why he was so confident when he only wore leather gauntlets and greaves without proper breastplates, but the guy immediately sat down and made a gasping sound.

“Huh? Huh?”

“Why do stupid kids always make similar sounds? First, one knife stab.”

It went in properly, so he won’t be able to move for at least a minute, and his hands and feet will be shaking even after that. Without even bothering to examine, I stabbed his thigh with the sword.

-Stab!

“Argh!!!”

“I stabbed you gently, you bastard! What are you exaggerating for!”

Frowning at the ear-piercing scream, I stabbed the opposite thigh. This should be enough to make me look crazy.

“Ahhh!!”

“T-that crazy bastard! What the fuck are you doing?! Kill him!”

Only after the second scream rang out, the guys rushed in with the reaction I intended.

It was clear to see that they were just running to swing their weapons without any swordsmanship or anything. Moreover, their sight of proudly running at their own pace in a disorderly manner was so frustrating that I unknowingly gave them advice.

“Hey, hey! The blade is still sharp. There are plenty of stabs, so don’t fight and come in line.”

“Die, you bastard!!”

“You’re getting advice from this bastard?”

The guy who boasted the fastest running speed raises his sword high above his head to slash down.

Not threatening at all. The sword he’s holding has a blade length of about 70 centimeters at a glance. For that to reach me when swung, he needs to take at least two more steps.

“If it’s a one-handed sword, you should stab instead of cut, you bastard.”

What was he thinking, coming at me holding a longsword? Without further ado, as soon as the guy took one more step forward, I also stepped forward and stabbed his thigh.

“Argh!!!”

“They only gathered morons. Did they spend all the money on bribing the patrol?”

There was no need to even properly hold the sword. Even though two guys already had holes in their thighs, the other guys were bravely rushing in without any preparation. At the very least, if they had the idea to throw their weapons, it would be threatening, but judging by their appearance, it was clear that was their trusted method and they wouldn’t even think of letting go of their weapons.

None of the guys had weapons longer than the two who went first. There was no point in pondering any further, so I held the longsword upside down like a throwing spear.

At this moment, this is not a sword. It’s a belief injector.

“Don’t worry. Those guys are just exaggerating. It won’t hurt if you get stabbed gently. Don’t forget to rub it after getting hit.”

There was no need to even draw mana. No need to dodge either. Just watch the guys running, momentarily leap forward about two steps, aim for the thigh and stab, and they’ll get hit. Even fish are smarter than them.

“Ack!”

“Ahhh!”

“Fuuuck!”

“Mom!”

“What the fuck, mom?! You’re getting extra punishment, you bastard! Give me your other thigh too!!”

“N-no! Please, nooooo!!!”

How dare a mere criminal bastard look for his mother when he’s in pain and having a hard time? Even I, who is diligent and innocent, don’t have a mother to look for.

It took less than 3 minutes to stab them all as if I was stamping a “well done” stamp. Listening to the wailing sounds made by the bastards who had fallen to the ground bleeding, I gestured to Lagnis.

“For now, go inside the inn. We don’t know what might happen. If something seems off, shout right away.”

“Ah, okay.”

As Lagnis ran into the inn, skirting around the guys with quick steps, I started disarming them by throwing or stomping on the weapons they dropped or were holding and tossing them towards the inn.

It would be quite profitable to sell them all. After finishing the cleanup and trying to take even their shoddy armor and pockets, one guy started screaming at the top of his lungs.

“You fucking bastard! You dog-like bastard! I’m going to kill you, fuck!”

It turned out to be the guy who had rushed at me first.

As I walked over to him leisurely, he struggled to somehow spit at me and curse me even while drooling.

“You fucker, do you know what you’ve done?! Do you know who hired us to do this?! You’re dead! We’ll tear you apart and kill you! Even that bitch next to you! We’ll burn down that fucking stupid inn and kill everyone!!”

“Yeah? Then there’s no choice. Since that shouldn’t happen, should we cut off one of your feet and both your arms? I won’t cut above the upper arm. 

But if I leave the forearm, you might attach a prosthetic and swing it, so I’ll have to cut it off. If you die from blood loss, consider it bad luck.”

“N-no! No! Noooooo!”

It’s not difficult at all. Before the guy could struggle, I swung the sword and cleanly cut off his left arm. As I said, I left the upper arm.

“Aaaargh!!!”

The other guys who were lying down watched in ashen faces as the guy who had run his mouth wrong had his left arm cut off. Since I cleanly cut off the arm of their comrade down while assuming an awkward posture without even properly assuming a stance, they felt that something had gone terribly wrong.

It’s really interesting. Do they think they can escape unscathed because I’m not killing them right away? So they can take the next opportunity and take revenge? Was this world that merciful to them?

Even in back alleys, people die every other day, not to mention outside the city, and even murders due to duels between adventurers are so common that even the country doesn’t care. 

It’s just that I don’t pay attention to such things and keep them by my side, but it’s a world where murder is rampant.

In such a world, I can’t understand why a guy living as an adventurer can casually make threats to kill someone while in a helpless state.

Thinking like that, I kicked the guy’s body to the side to cut off the other arm, and he started begging in a desperate voice.

“Ugh, p-please! No! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Please forgive me just this once!”

“I introduced myself earlier, didn’t I?”

“Ugh, huh? Yes?”

“I’m Eldmia Egga.”

I quietly looked at the guy who was gripping his already cut left arm with his right hand and struggling to stop the bleeding. 

Just by looking at his face, I could tell he was trembling in fear, unable to even guess what the crazy guy who cut off his arm and put holes in his thighs was trying to say.

It’s not like I enjoy this either. I’m a person with normal modern Earth sensibilities. In other words, I’m not a psychopath who gets excited by the sight of blood or can laugh at a severed arm. 

Cutting people and seeing blood are far from pleasant, and in fact, severed surfaces make me nauseous every time I see them. Originally, seeing something that shouldn’t be seen brings a surprisingly large sense of dissonance.

It’s just that I realized this world needs such things due to the incident I experienced in the 8th year of my reincarnation.

“I have one lifelong wish. What do you think it is?”

“Ugh, sob… I-I don’t know.”

“My wish is to warn bastards like you to never mess with Eldmia Egga no matter what, and then make sure no one can touch me.”

That’s why I don’t laugh. I don’t get angry on purpose unless provocation is the goal. I know that each of those emotions can drive me to death in a world like this.

“Those who threaten to kill me. Those who touch the people around me to threaten me. Those who try to harm me. Those who try to use me. I have a grand wish to make an example out of all of them, so they can never lay a hand on me.”

I lightly tapped his remaining right hand with the sword, but as if he believed it would be cut off if he ran away, the guy didn’t move an inch, even holding back his tears. 

When I casually wiped the blood off on the guy’s shoulder, he started trembling and even pissed himself.

“So now I’m in a big dilemma. If I trust your words and leave your right arm and two legs, wouldn’t there be at least one guy who thinks I’m an easy target and tries to take revenge? That’s what I think.”

“Nooooo!! Never! Absolutely not!! I-I was talking bullshit!! I’m sorry! Please spare me!”

“When did I say I’d kill you? I’ll just cut off your arms and legs. Of course, if you, with all your limbs cut off, get filled with rage and say you’ll kill me, I might kill you.”

“Ugh, sob. Please. I’m sorry. I’ll never show my face again. Please…”

Still, perhaps because it’s another world, even severed limbs can be reattached if you go to a temple and pay a proper price, as long as it’s not too late. 

Of course, the proper price is ridiculously cheap considering the risk of losing body parts. If I don’t empty this guy’s pockets, he’ll probably be able to reattach his arm.

“What’s your friend’s name?”

“Huh?”

“Are you using your head? Should I start by cutting off your ankle? Or will you change your mind if your severed arm gets so mangled that it can’t be reattached?”

Even so, even if you have such conviction. Having a body part that normally doesn’t grow back get cut off is bound to be terrifying. Even I would be like that.

“I’m Abnam! I’m Abnam, a yellow-grade adventurer who lived in Guld Village in the western region of the Itisiel Kingdom before becoming an adventurer, Lord Eldmia!!”

“Your attitude has become commendable. You understand why I asked for your name, right?”

I’ll spare you now. But if you fuck around, I’ll find you and kill you.

Abnam seemed to understand that perfectly.

“I understand! I will never touch Lord Eldmia again! I won’t even come near you! If anyone even thinks of doing that, I will definitely stop them!”

“It’s fortunate that you’re smart. Take good care of your arm. You’ll need to reattach it later.”

“Th-thank you! Thank you!”

“You. Do you want to help stop his bleeding or have your arm cut off like him?”

“I’ll help!!”

The guy who got the second knife stab jumped up as if forgetting the pain in his thigh and rushed in to help stop the bleeding.
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“What in the world is going on over there!”

The city patrol showed up more than ten minutes after I sorted out the whole situation.

It wasn’t like they brought the guards with them, but the way six of them showed up together, it seemed like there was a scheduled time. Judging by their expressions, they were quite flustered by the unexpected result.

Well, instead of me, who should have been dead or beaten down according to the original plan, they got to see eight adventurers tied up like dried fish, so it made sense for them to be flustered. 

After cleaning up the surroundings with the help of Alisha and the kids, I told everyone to go inside and I sat outside with the guys.

I had already finished questioning them. Abnam and the rest of the guys didn’t even dare to lie. Fortunately, what they confessed didn’t deviate much from the situation Lagnis and I had speculated.

They’d incapacitate me, kidnap Lagnis, and leave the city with the help of the patrol. After that, once they go to the meeting place in the nearby forest, their job would be done. 

It wasn’t clear yet whether there was a wyvern or if they would ride horses, but that was something I could confirm with my own eyes later.

Since it was a very urgent matter, the employer displayed a high-handed attitude, telling them to execute the plan without mistakes, and went ahead to the meeting place first, so it would seem like there were no separate surveillance personnel. 

If I could handle this ordeal well, there would be no problem leaving Lagnis at the inn.

Fortunately, none of the faces of the patrol were familiar to me. If there were such bastards among my acquaintances, I would have been very pissed off.

“V-violence has been reported. Looking at the situation, there’s no need to ask further. Drop your weapons and surrender. We will immediately arrest…”

“Bullshit. What arrest are you patrolmen talking about? Instead of spouting nonsense, quickly call the guards.”

“Wh-what?!”

Arresting criminals is not within the authority of the patrol. The guards are the military, the patrol is just a vigilante group working with equipment provided by the state for payment. 

All they can do is provide initial response when an incident occurs and inform the guards so that the 5-minute standby team can be dispatched.

The very idea of arresting me is just nonsense to somehow smooth over the situation. That’s why I can confidently intimidate them.

“You’d better hurry before I tie you all up.”

“Are you ignoring the patrol’s orders and resisting arrest right now?”

The guy at the front spoke, and the rest of the guys drew their swords. I understand. They must be confident with their armor and swords. They wouldn’t want to get caught for their corruption either.

But unless what they’re holding is a spear that isn’t allowed to be used within the city, there’s nothing threatening.

A spear itself is a symbol of the law. It’s not for nothing that the kingdom prohibits possession of spears by anyone other than regular soldiers.

 If the guards had come with spears, even if I had evidence that the guys had taken bribes, I shouldn’t have resisted. That would become an act of turning the city into an enemy.

But swords can be bought as long as you have money. It’s the most common weapon carried by adventurers. If you look around a bit at armor shops, you can easily find similar regulated armor.

That’s the difference between the patrol and the guards. In fact, the only means for the guys to prove their identity is the patrol badge provided by the city.

A patrol badge that can be easily forged if you want to.

“I just made a claim that has no legal flaws, but you’re drawing your swords? Are you guys not real patrolmen but fakes impersonating the patrol? Are you trying to pull some tricks to untie these guys?”

“Don’t talk nonsense! Can’t you see this patrol badge…”

“Anyone can forge that. There’s clear evidence that you’re not doing what you should do, so what does that have to do with it?”

The guys who were acting high and mighty faltered slightly. They must be wondering why their swagger as patrolmen isn’t working, but honestly, if they don’t attack, it will become annoying for me. 

My goal is to tie up even these guys and catch the mastermind of the incident at the meeting place. Do you think I’ll let the bribe-taking bastards do whatever they want?

So I don’t draw my sword. I deliberately pretend to have a hard time and wave my hand as if I’m exhausted. Only then will the guys become arrogant and believe they can subdue me, committing misconduct.

“You’re not making sense! Since you’re resisting arrest, we will subdue you by force!”

With that, the guys put on a brave face and took a step forward.

“You fucking bastards fell for it.”

“What?”

I wrapped mana around my body, rushed in, and threw a punch. These guys were so shoddy that I didn’t even need to raise the output of mana that much.

There are several reasons why the patrol doesn’t have the authority to arrest, but one of the main reasons is that in most situations, they don’t have the ability to do so. The armor and swords they wear are close to decorations, used for intimidation.

These guys are just civilians with some strength. Since resisting the city’s authority itself is a stupid thing to do, citizens comply even if they just dress up the appearance. 

That’s why they just give patrol badges to civilians who have excess energy and nothing to do, and use them as patrol forces at a low cost.

That’s why they’re so complacent.

“You law-ignorant impersonating bastards! I’ll tie you all up and hand you over to the guards!”

“Aaah!”

Even the swords they swung were shaky and slow, not threatening at all. Even the adventurers would be elite soldiers compared to these guys.

After knocking out the guys who might have broken their jaws, I shouted.

“Alisha! Levi! Tie these bastards up with the kids. Jin! Go to the guards and report this.”

After sorting out the situation like that, the kids came out of the inn and acted according to my instructions. Jin looked at the patrol with a serious expression, but asked me again.

“Will it be okay, brother? They’re still the patrol, though?”

“There are plenty of reasons. How dare the patrol try to arrest a citizen? If you tell the guards, they might even take away their patrol badges, right?”

“Hmm… But still…”

“It’s fine. Anyway, I’m going to catch the guy who bribed these bastards now. As long as they’re kept alive, it will be resolved well.”

Unlike the other flustered kids, Jin, calmly grasping the situation and started helping, he ran towards the guards after my answer. What in the world did that guy used to do?

“Eldmia. What on earth is this situation?”

Alisha asked me with an endlessly serious face, unlike usual, but it seemed right to leave this to Lagnis’s judgment.

“Levi will explain. I still have things to sort out, so I’ll be back in a bit.”

Alisha didn’t bother to stop me and ask. As she said herself, she was an adventurer once, so she was well aware of what needed to be sorted out in this situation, and I ran towards the location that the guys had told me. The most concerning part was that I had to leave the gate late at night, but when I actually arrived, there was no need to worry at all.

“Hmm? Halt! Who… What? Eldmia? Why are you here at this hour?”

“Brother Alec?”

Surprisingly, Alec and an unfamiliar guard were standing at the gate. I don’t know much about that stranger, but I definitely know how to deal with Alec.

“I was worried about how to explain, but this is fortunate. Some fucking bastards were trying to kidnap the girls at Aunt Alisha’s inn, and I beat them all up.”

“What?! Re-Remiri?! Are the others okay?!”

It’s resolved like this.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Of course, the guys’ goal was only Lagnis, but who cares?

Faced with the danger to the woman he was interested in, Alec became furious and very favorably allowed me to go out.

“Just half-kill them!”

Leaving behind the enthusiastic response, I entered the forest appropriately. Finding a path in the forest when night had just fallen was not an easy task, but it was the same deal for the other guys.

“From the entrance of the forest facing the gate, about three steps inside… at the base… This is it. Luminous spores.”

The traces left by rubbing luminous mushroom spores were not difficult to find. The spores, which normally lose their light within an hour of being dug up from the ground, were clearly glowing, perhaps because they had undergone magical processing. 

I Followed the markers that indicated the next location with arrow signs while muffling my footsteps. I soon saw an artificial campsite and firelight.

Suddenly, a sense of unease surged.

Was this a campsite that originally existed in this forest? Or was it artificially created?

Both options didn’t look good. If they had prepared in such detail to the extent of conducting a preliminary survey of the surrounding terrain, doesn’t it mean they had been aware of Lagnis for a long time?

But then why did they move so sloppily and urgently this late? Sorting out my complicated thoughts, I continued walking, and an unfamiliar voice was heard in the quiet forest.

“…what do you think will happen?”

As I narrowed the distance while trying to suppress my anxiety, I gradually began to hear the conversation the guys were having.

“…the brat was unexpectedly not easy to deal with. Lord Delt said his skills are probably on par with a trainee knight.”

“If that’s true, those idiots will all be slaughtered.”

“That’s how it is with adventurers hired for loose change. Maybe they’re ratting out our location right about now?”

It felt like the blood was draining from my hands and feet. At the same time, my instincts warned that there was no room for hesitation. I thought I was one step ahead, but the guys were having a conversation assuming I would come looking for them.

It’s a trap. There was someone smarter than me.

I wrapped mana around my whole body, kicked off with all my might, and jumped out. The noise made by brushing through the undergrowth drew the guys’ attention towards me.

“What, an animal…”

“Fuck! It’s him!”

“How is he already here?!”

A carriage for transporting wyverns. And a wyvern on top of it. One guy trying to run towards that wyvern as if turning his body. Three guys gathered around the bonfire, glaring at me with bulging eyes and trying to draw their swords. 

One guy hadn’t fully turned his head yet, still showing his back. Up to that point, it wasn’t a scene that deviated much from my expectations.

But the content of the guys’ conversation proved that I was wrong.

The guys had read one step ahead of me and Lagnis. They were assuming that the adventurers would fail and I would come here. Judging from their attitude, their goal was to kill or incapacitate me when I came looking for them like this.

That means someone is still targeting Lagnis, who is defenseless at the inn right now.

Ignoring even the cold sweat running down, I drew my sword and plunged it into the back of the closest guy. 

The sword tip, thrust in at a speed incomparable to usual as maximum output mana was layered on top of tensed muscles, instantly pierced the guy’s heart.

Everything could fail. I’m sorry to Asirye, but due to my inexperience, I can no longer avoid murder.

“That guy is an aura user!!”

“Damn it, he came too fast!”

The guy running towards the wyvern must be the pilot. If that guy unties the wyvern and mounts it, I won’t be able to chase him.

There was no time to even pull out the sword, so I charged forward with the pierced corpse and twisted the sword, slicing from inside the body to the side and pulling out the sword.

Three swords almost fully drawn. And one guy standing apart from the main group, unlike the two slightly close together. What should I do?

My body moved before my thoughts, pushing the corpse towards that one guy and then leaping towards the other two.

“Fuck…!”

Gripping the pommel instead of the longsword’s hilt to slash from as far away as possible, I stretched my whole body like casting a fishing rod and attempted a slash. 

The sword swung with all my might to strike the necks of the two guys simultaneously shone like lightning at that moment.

“Aaaargh!”

The scream came from behind. Without even having time to appreciate the two heads falling off from the horizontal slash that had more faith than technique put into, I straightened my distorted posture and stabbed the guy struggling with the corpse I had thrown. 

I used so much force to balance myself that I thought my big toe might come off, but it was effective.

“Urk…!”

Since it was a stab attempted with my whole body, I fell over with the guys.

But I was convinced that I had at least incapacitated them, so I rolled and got up, threw my sword at the guy who had almost reached the wyvern, and shouted.

“Take your hands off right now if you don’t want to die!”

-Thud!

As the sword flew like a javelin and stuck into the carriage carrying the wyvern, the startled wyvern flailed. 

In the process, the wyvern pilot, who was hit in the torso by the swinging tail, rolled towards me, and I couldn’t help but let out a genuine sigh of relief.

“Ugh! Cough! Cough!”

To avoid showing that relief, I walked over with long strides, pulled out the longsword I had thrown, and stepped on the solar plexus of the wyvern pilot who was still collapsed and in pain. 

It wouldn’t be painful since the purpose was just to press him down with weight so he couldn’t move.

“If you don’t tell me what this situation is right now, you’ll never…”

“I-I’ll talk! So please spare my life!”

I never thought the day would come when I’d be pleased to have my words cut off. Today just happened to be that day.

“I like your quick judgment. Untie the wyvern right now.”

“Huh?”

“I may have been fooled up to this point, but I have a brain to deduce the rest. Unless you’re bravely going to give your life for the diversion operation planned by that Delt guy, I’ll listen to your explanation on the way, so hurry up and prepare to fly. 

Don’t try any tricks. I can’t kill you because you need to pilot the wyvern, but I can get rid of your fingers one by one.”

“I-I’ll do it right away!”

The plan failed. I even committed murder after boasting to Asirye. If my prediction is correct, Lagnis is being splendidly kidnapped by someone unknown right about now.

Trying hard to suppress the rising impatience and maintain composure, I mounted the wyvern following the wyvern pilot, and only one thing came to mind.

Today seems like it’s going to be a really shitty night.
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My head hurts.

Amid the mild dizziness and the strong headwind that came out of the blue, the only thing I felt was confusion.

I definitely remember… Eldmia left, saying he would wrap things up. 

Waiting for Jin to call the guards and pondering with Auntie about what to do with the bloodstains in front of the inn.

I also remember briefly turning my head towards Auntie, who was going inside, saying she should prepare a warm cup of tea for when Eldmia returned later.

And then my memory cut off.

“It seems you’ve regained consciousness, Miss Lien.”

My body was tied up like a piece of luggage. I belatedly realized that I was wearing a hood.

It seemed to be a measure taken to ensure that I won’t get a cold while flying. Thanks to that, even though it felt like a tremendous wind was blowing, I wasn’t cold.

Cradled in the arms of a person whose voice gave no clue as to who he was, I sorted out my thoughts while looking at the dizzying scenery unfolding below.

“It was a wyvern after all.”

“Did you and that mysterious friend of yours deduce that together? It’s a clever judgment.”

The owner of the voice was a young man, but I had no memory of him. 

Perhaps it was someone I had forgotten because it was too long ago, but the fact that nothing came to mind right away remained unchanged, so it didn’t matter.

The utterly serene voice felt like proof that he had anticipated all the actions Eldmia and I had taken, and I unknowingly bit my lip.

“Was it a diversion?”

“That’s right. In fact, it was more about dealing with a possible royalist faction’s interference rather than your friend. 

Procuring two wyverns, and using the wyvern pilot we had as a pawn was a painful expenditure… but since we succeeded like this, I think it was worthwhile.”

“A wyvern knight participating in this low-quality kidnapping and still managing to feel a sense of accomplishment… the honor of the noble faction must be rolling in the dirt.” 

“Shouldn’t you guys be digging through the sewers of the entire city at a time like this, and not flying? It would take more than a year or two to retrieve your remaining honor from the pile of dung.”

“Hmm. What a fresh and sharp expression. Did you not neglect your learning and studying?

Although, merely surviving in that harsh environment for 3 years must have been overwhelming. 

Margrave would have definitely been proud if he had seen you. He also had an incomparably sharp tongue.”

For a moment, I thought it was an insult that brought up my parents, but Lagnis could tell that the man’s attitude was sincere.

In fact, the sharp tongue that Father Engrin Lien da Levien had when he faced his enemies was almost like a spear.

Seeing that he knew that well, he must have seen it at least once, but I couldn’t figure it out at all.

“And I’m not a wyvern knight. While I feel relieved that you don’t remember me well, I’m also a bit disappointed.”

“It’s treason! To ride a wyvern and learn swordsmanship without being a wyvern knight!”

“Well, it’s fine as long as you don’t get caught.”

Lagnis felt a chill at that reaction. To commit an act that amounts to treason so nonchalantly?

“Miss may not know the dark side of nobles yet, but surprisingly, there are quite a few people who secretly learn wyvern riding once you leave the capital a bit. 

Most of them do it as pre-learning, dreaming of becoming a wyvern knight someday, rather than with impure intentions, but there are bound to be some who aren’t included in that majority.”

“…What happened to Eldmia?”

When I abruptly cut off the conversation and changed the subject, the man fell silent for a moment.

“I see. I was watching from afar, so I couldn’t hear well what he was saying, but it was Eldmia. Eldmia Egga, right? He’s probably dead.”

I felt like my heart had sunk, but the man continued speaking calmly, naturally, and indifferently, regardless of my feelings.

“I’m the type of person who needs to set a perfect bait to feel satisfied, even if it’s just a decoy.

I had stationed four friends who only had the knight’s test left to pass on the wyvern pilot’s side. 

No matter how much your friend could fight, in the end, it was just a crude brawl without foundation. He probably couldn’t last a few exchanges against them and died.”

The rising cry that reached the end of my throat disappeared. At the same time, my heart started pounding for a different reason.

‘A crude brawl without foundation?’

Eldmia, who had been using aura since at least the age of 11 and was learning techniques from an elf who had lived for 120 years?

The man thought he had read all our moves, but he was completely misjudging Eldmia’s skills.

‘Then their level of caution would have skyrocketed.’

On the roof of a building whose owner I didn’t know, the words Eldmia had said flashed through my mind with a chill.

“Hmm? Are you crying?”

Perceiving the trembling Lagnis, the man lowly hummed as if it was troublesome.

“I’ve heard that young ladies sometimes say they like men overflowing with wildness… but that friend was closer to a delinquent than wildness. 

Not to mention him being a commoner. Don’t dwell on it too much.”

I didn’t answer. 

Realizing that the man’s misunderstanding was the last twist that could overturn this entire situation, I chose to remain silent.

Lagnis was smiling.
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“So that human named Delt decided to ride the wyvern himself?”

It was only a few dozen minutes ago that I was surprised by the surprisingly good ride quality of the wyvern.

I was sitting on top of the fiercely flying wyvern, holding the waist of the wyvern pilot.

“Th-that’s right. If those adventurers succeeded in de-defeating Mr. Eldmia, I would escort the young lady, and even if they failed, with the wrong information, Mr. Eldmia would come to our side and d-… no. It would buy time…”

“You thought I would die? To those 4 guys earlier?”

“…….”

“You didn’t even do it, so why are you trembling? I’ll cut off your fingers if you don’t answer.

I’ll use them to find you by the traces of your fingers when you return home”

“I-I’m sorry! You’re right! Delt was convinced that Mr. Eldmia would die to them!”

“Were they that strong?”

They were humans who couldn’t even use aura. While I was having that doubt, the wyvern pilot who introduced himself as Gies opened his mouth, trying to recall.

“That’s… I don’t know the specifics either, but I remember Delt telling them that they could leisurely wait for the knight’s test once this job was over.”

“Meaning they had the skills to easily pass the general knight’s test?”

“Exactly.”

It’s truly an unfair world. The difference between having something like aura and not having it is this huge.

I had no idea how twisted the power imbalance of this world was, considering that the general knight’s test of the kingdom isn’t played with marbles or hopscotch.

 The difference is just this large.

Still, it was clear that the guy named Delt, who might be a wyvern knight, had completely misjudged my skills. That alone showed a possibility.

“But why were you dragged into this? Aren’t wyvern pilots high-level personnel? Isn’t it the end for you if you get caught up in a conspiracy like this?”

“Be-because of my parents’ debt…”

Oh, fucking world!

The wyvern pilot Gies, whom I thought was a hateful bastard, turned out to be a rare filial son in this dog-eat-dog world!

After listening I grasped his story.

He became a wyvern pilot through his own efforts alone, and was nearly a self-made man, but his parents’ eyes were blinded by the sudden increase in their son’s salary, leading to excessive spending.

He unknowingly ended up sitting on a pile of debt. In the process, the private lender who lent him money was owned by a noble belonging to the noble faction, so he ended up helping with this job in exchange for debt forgiveness. 

It was a heartbreaking story.

“No matter how I think about it, it seems like you were set up?”

“Huh? Set up?”

Gies asked back in a confused tone, so I kindly explained. 

After hearing all the hypotheses that they deliberately targeted a wyvern pilot, approached him over a long period of time, and made him indebted in order to use him, Gies couldn’t hide his shock.

“Oh my gosh, is that even a plausible story?! How can a person come up with such an evil idea?!”

“There are scammers everywhere. If you were a guy who knew that your parents were shitty, wouldn’t it be very effective?”

At first, I was so annoyed by everything, and I really wanted to cut off at least one finger joint whenever I had the chance.

But when I thought that he might also be a victim, those feelings disappeared without a trace.

“Really… I really don’t know. Even though I think it might not be true… looking back, there are more than a few things that seem suspicious.”

“…Hey! Don’t fucking worry about it! Who am I going to save now? Lagnis Lien da Levien, the Margrave. The successor who will fully inherit all assets and rights once she meets the royalist faction.

If you hadn’t cooperated and had bitten your tongue and died, it would have been the end of this saga, let alone my pursuit, so I’ll tell Lagnis that you actively helped.”

“Re-really?”

“I lost my parents when I was young, so I’m merciless to unfilial children, but I’m a bit weak to filial ones. I’ll try to use my head to erase even the sins you had, so just match your words well later.

If you were manipulated by those fucking noble bastards, you should have at least one good thing happen to you.”

“…Sob. Th-thank you.”

Those noble faction bastards are really hateful from head to toe. They even prey on commoners with private lending.

Thanks to that, an unexpected connection was formed, but the irritation remains.

But for now, Lagnis was the priority.

“By the way, are we really sure we can catch up to them? In the end, if we lose them, I’m fucked and even if your current debt disappears, a future where you can be manipulated in the same way again will unfold.”

“Th-that’s nothing to worry about. Because Mr. Eldmia moved much faster than Delt anticipated, if we just keep flying like this, catching up to them is literally only a matter of time. Although they’re far away right now and we’ll have to fly for a few hours to see them.”

“As long as we can catch up.”

“But… even if we catch up, don’t we have no other options?”

“I’ll stake my life on one fucking act.”

“Fu-fucking act?”

The man who stole Lagnis might be a wyvern knight. The reason I consider it fortunate that he misjudged my skills is because thanks to that, I was able to buy a lot of time, not because I believe I can beat him with that.

No matter how much I racked my brain, there was only one way to defeat him in the air.

“Yeah. I’ll jump from a higher place than him and stab the wyvern’s head.”

Even I think it’s a crazy thing to do, but there’s really no other answer.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Based on their name, they might seem like a cheap imitation of dragon knights, they are high-level troops who not only serve as mobile artillery on the battlefield.

Dominating the air and firing magic, but they also make significant contributions to collapsing the enemy’s formation using ridiculously long swords crescent moon blades, taking advantage of their aura-enhanced bodies and the wyvern’s acceleration.

Even the worst drawback of having to learn both mana and aura is somewhat compensated because they are the military. After all, the military is a group that quickly learns only what is necessary and specializes in it. 

Unlike adventurers who have to endlessly strive while considering all variables once they decide to learn both, a wyvern knights’ magic doesn’t need to be further studied once it reaches a certain level.

Insufficient parts will be supplemented by the military’s troops and support anyway. 

Simply comparing, it’s closer to just completing training slightly later than other aura users. In exchange for being a bit late, they can gain more than double the benefits, so it’s no exaggeration to say it’s low risk, high return, at least in the military.

Of course, considering a knight’s personal achievements, the waste of the limited resource called time and extremely long training period dissuades most people from even attempting to become knights.

In fact, there’s no guarantee that such achievements can be made. In that sense, it might not be a bad choice. It’s a world where there are plenty of knights who never get to feel their aura during their lifetime.

How could there be an answer in fair and square combat for a tender 14-year-old kid who might face such a guy?

It was an extreme choice between two options. Either bend your beliefs or stake your life.

“Mr. Eldmia! They’re starting to come into view!”

I had no idea how many hours had passed or how far we had flown. Occasionally, a few dim villages and forests passed by, and I fell asleep in between to conserve my stamina, but the main reason was that the wyvern was much faster than I had imagined.

One thing was certain: if I had lost Gies or the wyvern, I would have been running like crazy right now, cursing the world while pondering ways to enter the capital in time, figuring out ways to prove my identity, ways to find Lagnis’s location, and all sorts of things beyond my abilities. 

In that regard, I had no choice but to send infinite gratitude to the guy named Delt.

Concentrating on the direction Gies was pointing, at the end of the sky that was starting to dawn, something the size of a grain of rice was flying.

“Wow. I can barely see it. Can wyvern pilots normally see that well?”

“No way. At this altitude, only wyverns can fly alone in the sky, so if you see something, you just think, ‘Ah, that’s it.'”

I thought it was based on transcendent eyesight, but it turned out to be based on reasonable and proper inference.

“I thought that not only was it amazing how you pilot without sleep, but you also had good eyesight. 

Now raise the altitude, how high do we need to go so that guy doesn’t notice us?”

“Actually, if you approach while gliding from above, it’s hard for them to notice even if you get as close as a one story building. Surprisingly, it’s hard to imagine something flying above your head in the sky.”

Indeed. Since we’re flying at a position almost the same as the clouds, it makes sense. The only things flying higher or similar to this would be other wyverns or dragons.

“But you have to kill the wyvern before Delt even notices your presence, so you’ll need to raise the altitude a bit more.”

Fuck. Now that I’m aware of it, I’m starting to realize just how reckless what I’m about to do is.

“Gies. It’s only been a few hours since we met, but I’m placing the second-greatest trust in my life in you. You know our lives, mine and Lagnis’s, depend on you, right?”

The plan itself is simple. I stab the wyvern’s head and take the tied-up Lagnis, and Gies catches us. 

If I embarrassingly fail to stab the wyvern’s head and fall, Gies quickly comes down to catch me, and we try again. Gies confidently said there would be no mistakes since they often do something similar when exchanging items between wyvern pilots.

“I will definitely catch you, even for the sake of a debt-free life.”

“Yeah. Anyway, since the altitude is high, there’s some leeway for falling, so it’ll work out somehow.”

“Mr. Eldmia… you’re really amazing. Even trained wyvern pilots need a really long time to accept that.”

“If you grow up with your village burned down when you were 8 years old, you become like this.”

In fact, I was just repeatedly achieving mental victories through the knowledge of my previous life, but since there was no basis for comparison anyway and it couldn’t be proven, I just said that roughly.

“Then I’ll go up. Since the opponent might be a wyvern knight, I won’t send a separate signal for your time to jump. I’ll make it flap its wings once we reach a suitable distance…”

Although I couldn’t see his face, his tension was conveyed through his voice. 

Indeed, how many times in your life would you have to help someone doing such a crazy thing? I also wanted to succeed in one go since I wouldn’t do this twice.

“It’s almost dawn, right?”

“Yes. Since we’re flying towards the capital, the sun will rise right in front of us.”

“Can we time it with the sunrise?”

“Let’s do that.”

This guy shows no hint of anxiety or hesitation when it comes to flying. Could this guy actually be an unexpectedly skilled wyvern pilot? 

Maybe that’s why they wanted to get their hands on him, even if it meant subduing him with debt.

Once it came into view, the distance was closed in an instant. 

While admiring Gies’s skilled flying, we gained altitude and flew above Delt, but he didn’t notice us at all.

In front of the guy, who was flying with his black shining armor, fluttering cloak, and deep brown hair, Lagnis was tied up like a bundled blanket. 

Actually, since she was wearing a pulled down hood, there was no way to confirm if it was really Lagnis, but that seemed to be the case based on the circumstances.

And even though it’s something I anyway have to do… the wyvern’s head looks infinitely small.

“Fuck.”

I’m not scared. Maybe it’s because the situation is too surreal, but now that I’m assuming I’ll fall, this high altitude feels like an airbag for safety.

In my mind, numerous shadow Eldmias demonstrated the optimal movements to place the sword on the wyvern’s skull and screamed as they fell. At that moment, the wyvern’s wings flapped.

“Here we go.”

I was proud of myself for jumping out without a moment’s hesitation, drawing my sword.

The sound of the wind hitting my ears began, and the fall started.

Gies must indeed be a capable pilot. I could intuitively tell that if I fell like this, I would be able to precisely touch the wyvern’s head. It was a frighteningly accurate distance calculation.

Even while I was falling exactly towards the wyvern’s head, which seemed to maintain a horizontal position in the sky as if I were fixed, Delt didn’t notice the anomaly. 

I thought he would see me in his field of vision by now, but it was only when I thought that a calm yet puzzled gaze belatedly turned towards me. In fact, the expression “belatedly” might be unfair from his perspective. In terms of time, it would have been less than 1 or 2 seconds.

“…?”

At that fleeting moment, what could be read from his expression was a question.

It was a face that couldn’t understand why a person was falling from above him. It was too surreal of a situation that he couldn’t even think about who it was and only pondered why I was falling.

“That’s obviously…!”

Without even having time to calm my wildly beating heart, I held onto the sword with both hands with the sole thought of not letting go, and struck down on the wyvern’s head.

“Because of gravity, you fucking bastard!!”

Feeling the momentary resistance of a skull, the wyvern’s head was split.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

He thought dawn was breaking.

Since it was Delt’s first time flying in this direction towards the capital, his eyes were more strained than he expected, and he unknowingly frowned, but that was it.

The moon setting and the sun rising was an extremely natural phenomenon.

That’s why, at the moment his gaze met Eldmia’s, what filled Delt’s mind was a simple question.

‘Why is a person falling above my head?’

The fact that he felt their gazes met in less than a second was probably due to the extreme tension and confusion in a situation he couldn’t even imagine or anticipate in the slightest.

Someone fell with a meaningless shout. 

Even though he saw with his own eyes the blade of the sword being buried up to the root in the wyvern’s head, Delt couldn’t react.

He couldn’t even understand.

‘How is he not falling?’

In Delt’s eyes, unable to accept the situation, it only looked like someone had suddenly fallen from the sky, and was crouching on the wyvern’s head in a strange posture. Maintaining balance on nothing.

It transcended common sense, transcended perception, and even transcended understanding.

“I am!”

That’s why.

Until the moment Eldmia ran across the wyvern’s neck, which maintained strength for a short time, twisted the sword, and swung it with both hands right in front of him, Delt couldn’t react.

Even though he had fought countless battles for his family, trained, and didn’t shy away from dirty work, he couldn’t react at all.

Even to movements like a skilled aura user, even seeing the burning, almost blazing eyes, even seeing the graceful blade glinting in the sunlight that brightened the dawn, he couldn’t properly recognize the threat to his life.

“Eldmia Egga!”

Only after hearing the one phrase that became the answer to all his questions did Delt understand.

‘Ah, so that’s how it was.’

That was the last thought Delt, whose neck was cut in a single blow, could have.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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It didn’t matter if they fell.

Lagnis turned her body by instinct to look at the owner of the voice.

The sunrise and strong wind brought tears to her eyes, but it didn’t matter. She would have cried anyway, even if it wasn’t for that.

There was a time when she was still living a happy life in her territory, a thoughtless childhood. 

Like other noble young ladies, she read a lot of novels, dreaming of romance in novels.

The fact that the war with the Demon King’s army had broken out was just a stimulating subject for her noble peers. 

In their minds, there was no such thing as a life of defeat and exhaustion by the Demon King’s army, or a desperate future.

Rather, it felt like a mythical and heroic era. They were delighted that they were living in an era of glory and romance where many heroes would be born, knights would emerge, and love and honor would be sung.

Looking back, it was a thoughtless and silly childhood, but it was also true that she had dreamed of meeting such a knight.

A knight who confesses his love and kills a dragon to prove it, a knight who fights for his honor and presents glory along with a single flower, and so on. She was thrilled with various imaginations. 

When some young ladies hired painters to show small drawings of the knights or princes from their imagination, she was secretly envious and wanted one too.

That’s why she could be sure.

Even if she brought all the knights she had imagined and the knights the other young ladies had imagined, none could be cooler than the sight of him falling like lightning from the sky, piercing the wyvern’s head, and cutting down the kidnapper like a flash of light.

“Eldmia!”

In joy and delight, Lagnis burst into tears.

She wanted to believe he would save her. She simply wanted to believe in him, because it wasn’t a situation where he could obviously save her. 

Even though she felt disgusted to the point of trembling at herself, she could only believe and wait without doing anything, she couldn’t let go of that belief.

“It worked!”

Eldmia, who was laughing with a smile more innocent than any she had ever seen, was falling. 

Of course, she and the dead wyvern were also falling. Judging from his laughter, the kidnapper, who was definitely dead, would naturally be falling as well.

But Eldmia just smiled as if he had nothing to worry about. Even while falling, he had the composure to put the sword he was holding into the sheath and tie it so it wouldn’t fall out, laughing more cheerfully and refreshingly than ever.

That’s why Lagnis laughed along.

“Now, let’s go home! Lagnis!”

“Yes!”

Believing in the light that brightened her, she smiled brightly.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

I never thought I would come to another world and do sky diving, which I had never done in my previous life, but anyway, it was undeniably a successful experience.

Except for my whole body creaking due to the physical enhancement I had used with all my might, it was perfection itself. 

Gies was truly skilled enough to catch Lagnis without any burden, matching the speed, and even shortly let me ride behind him again.

“I’ve never heard that name before. I wonder if it’s an alias.”

Having avoided falling to our deaths like that, we landed on the ground, lit a bonfire, and took a short break.

The night long flight gave us a considerable amount of fatigue. Actually, the most tired ones would be Gies and the wyvern.

Still, we weren’t in a situation where we could relax enough to sleep, so I tried to have a conversation to overcome drowsiness, but Lagnis couldn’t guess Delt’s identity. 

We had time until we would start flying, so I had intended to check his belongings if I was lucky enough to kill him, but now I gave up because the corpse and equipment that fell from that immense height couldn’t possibly be intact. If we found them, we would probably see fragments of the corpse, not the corpse itself.

Gies told me that even a wyvern would have a hard time maintaining an intact corpse falling  from that height.

“I confirmed that there was a fairly large village nearby while flying earlier. Let’s eat something there and depart. We have to fly for a long time again.”

While we were resting, after finishing the story about Gies, Lagnis made it clear that she would protect him in the name of her own name. She even promised that while she couldn’t make a promise in the name of the Margrave now because she wasn’t an adult yet.

She would protect and reward him again through proper procedures after becoming an adult, dispelling Gies’s worries. In the process, I found out that Gies was in his mid-twenties, but I, with a mental age exceeding 30, decided not to dwell on it.

It’s awkward to call him brother now.

Thanks to that, we were able to move towards the village while maintaining a not-so-awkward atmosphere.

“Since you have a clear identity as a wyvern pilot, we won’t be turned away at the door.”

“Yeah. I’m receiving help like this again.”

“We’re already a community of destiny. It’s too embarrassing to even call this help.”

As it was an identity guaranteed by the kingdom, when we actually entered the village, Gies received not only wary gazes but also admiring gazes. Human relationships are truly unpredictable.

It’s a natural story, but the wyvern’s food expenses were higher than the three of us combined. 

I was surprised when Gies calmly bought a whole pig, but after seeing the wyvern eat it all alone, I had no choice but to understand. It was indeed worth the expensive maintenance costs.

While having a meal, I heard that although the wyvern was clearly someone’s asset in the noble faction, it would be difficult for them to claim ownership because they had carried out the job in a dishonorable way from the beginning. That seemed to be the common opinion of both of them.

Thanks to that, Lagnis started organizing her thoughts with the intention of taking care of Gies and the wyvern together as a package deal. The fact that a cold-hearted look befitting a noble appeared on her face as she pondered was both fascinating and refreshing.

When we finally returned to the Itisel kingdom after flying for a long time again, it was just past lunchtime. It would have been better if we had arrived very late to avoid people’s gazes, but instead, we arrived when it was very bustling.

The city must have already been on alert, as the gate guards called the security forces as soon as they saw us and conducted a quasi-arrest, and we had to walk to Alisha’s inn while receiving many gazes.

“Levi!”

“Auntie!”

I never thought I would see Alisha’s crying face in my life. It wasn’t just a sad face, but seeing her running to hug Lagnis while shedding tears, it was easy to guess how much she had been worried. 

As expected, she had a kind heart that couldn’t be hidden even with swear words.

“Eldi.”

Beyond that was Asirye, quietly looking at me. At that call, I had no choice but to timidly approach her, feeling my confidence that had been overflowing until just now instantly disappear and becoming discouraged.

“How did you know to come here?”

“Jin told me. How could I ignore it when he ran to me without even riding a horse, asking for help with his two feet?”

“He said he needed help?”

“Yes. He said the security forces were also anxious because the patrol team ended up like that, so he asked for help.”

He’s an amazing guy, really. If I ever get the chance, I really want to catch him and ask what the hell he used to do.

But for now, the meeting with Asirye took priority, so I decided to confess honestly since it was better to be punished first anyway.

“I judged too carelessly, and as a result of the situation getting complicated, I ended up killing someone. I’m sorry.”

“I find it hard to believe that Eldi judged carelessly”

“Lagnis and I put our heads together… but he was reading one step ahead of us.”

If Delt had perfectly grasped even my skills, he wouldn’t have considered the adventurers as disposable pawns at all and would have left nothing at the campsite. If that were the case, Lagnis wouldn’t be here. We were simply lucky.

When I explained the general course of events to her, as there was still time before the security forces’ interrogation, Asirye hugged me with a faint smile and said:

“Yeah. If you can judge like that, I don’t think it’s something for your sister to worry about. As long as you made a cool-headed judgment.”

“Thanks, sis.”

“Rather, your sister is curious about how Eldi defeated such an opponent? Even if you flew on a wyvern, it must have been very disadvantageous for Eldi, who can’t even properly use magic?”

“Ah, about that.”

Asirye’s thoughts were not wrong at all. If I had fought Delt normally, even if his swordsmanship was poor, I would have been the one to fall.

Aura is ultimately a concept of reinforcement. Whether reinforcing the body or the weapon you’re holding, simply put, the role of aura is to make it sturdier. 

I’ve heard legends and rumors about crazy bastards whose swordsmanship has reached the realm of magic, but it’s not like I could imitate that.

Seriously, how can a sword wielded by a person cut through space? It must be a lie.

In the end, unless you can shoot sword energy like an arrow like in martial arts novels, or make the sword fly around on its own with shadow swordsmanship, it’s natural that you can only be hit one-sidedly by a mage in aerial combat. 

“My heart was already pounding a bit. Gies, that is, the excellent flying skills of that wyvern pilot friend, played a big part.”

“Oh my, is that so?”

“Yeah. As soon as I jumped, I knew. Oh? If I go like this, I can place the sword on the wyvern’s head right away”

“…Huh?”

“I thought it was a complete lie that the world feels slow when a person is nervous, but from the moment I gripped the sword with both hands so as not to miss and struck down on its head, it only took about 1 second? 2 seconds? That time felt like an eternity. That Delt guy probably felt similarly to me…”

“Wait, Eldi? You jumped? Aiming for the wyvern’s head? From where?”

“Huh? Of course, from the wyvern we were riding on.”

When I suddenly stopped describing the situation, wondering what she was talking about, and looked at Asirye…

Asirye, who was looking at me, seemed to stiffen with a faint smile, then rolled her eyes and fainted.

“Aaaaah?! Sis?! La-Lagnis! Water! Water!”

“Eld…? Kyaaaah! Miss Asirye!!”

Oh my fucking gosh! I shouldn’t have said it!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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As soon as Asirye regained consciousness, she unleashed a merciless back smash.

In the end, it took a considerable amount of time to calm Asirye down, who was crying and beating my back with enough momentum to ruin it. Even with the help of Lagnis and Alisha, I was barely able to calm her down.

“No, I mean, the height was so high that there was actually more leeway until I would reach the ground, so it was safe…”

“Do you want to see your sister’s heart burst and die?!”

‘You fucking insensitive bastard!’

“You really have no sense!”

But in the end, I misspoke and got slapped by three women with their palms. Seriously. It hurt like hell.

To think I would be beaten up after resolving an unbelievable incident.

“Honestly, from the perspective of a bystander, it was a heroic sight that would make even minstrels cry… but from the eyes of a family member, it would be enough to make them furious.”

Gies, who listened to my grumbling complaint, gave an answer that I had no choice but to acknowledge as a proper argument with a wry smile.

In the end, Gies and the wyvern were in a position where they could only move once Lagnis was recognized as the Margrave after becoming an adult. 

Regardless of how their first meeting went, he was a person who made a significant contribution to saving Lagnis, and thanks to Alisha, who heard the circumstances and lent a room for free, he ended up staying at her inn.

We all received an interrogation from the security forces, but no particular problems arose. 

More precisely, it almost happened, but it was passed over without issue thanks to the testimony of those around us.

Time passed like that, and Lagnis’s birthday approached.

“This is something I don’t particularly want to get involved in…”

“After doing that reckless thing in the sky hundreds of meters above, you want to back out at the end?”

As if she had heard an absurd story, Lagnis, who was sitting in a chair pretending to be calm, spoke with a deflated expression.

“The word ‘end’ is only used at a grave site.”

“Don’t try to beat around the bush with useless words.”

Lagnis, who would have normally brushed it off, took an unyielding stance and grabbed me.

Of course, since this would be the last time we saw each other face to face, I could understand her feelings, but that could just be casually discussed and then I could step aside when the royalist faction’s group arrived.

However, she insisted on accompanying me to the end, citing anxiety, and even Asirye sided with her, so I had no choice but to pass the time at Alisha’s inn.

But what can I do? My original goal was simply living thorough retaliation and revenge against those who touched my surroundings. Of course, this time, I unintentionally brought about a result of apologizing through death, but in the end, my business was already finished.

Now that it has been confirmed that there are no abnormalities in my body, I’m in a hurry to return to the days of training. Even if I experienced a fairly big incident, what I have to do in the future is even more dangerous and bigger.

It was unfortunate that Lagnis’s grand plan to backhandedly strike the noble faction by following the trail was shattered because Delt died and the captured guys all had insufficient information.

“I didn’t plan that far ahead.”

“Such a lax attitude is not good. Even more so if you’re going to live as a Margrave.”

It may not be advice to give to a 16-year-old girl, but in the end, regardless of my common sense, she is an adult in this world.

The path ahead of her, who today officially became the successor and inherited the position of Margrave, was clearly going to be a thorny one. 

Although she will be a Margrave with only a name and wealth for a while since there is no territory to protect, her influence will gradually grow over time, and cunning schemes incomparable to this one will continue to torment her.

“You need to be aware that you’re entering a world where there is no longer a tall uncle Eldmia to help you.”

“Not even an oppa anymore, but an uncle now?”

“Well…”

‘Yeah, Eldmia, who has exceeded 30 years of mental age, must possess an intelligence bordering on an uncle.’

As a reward for impudently interrupting my lines, I messed up her hair.

“You know it well.”

“…Can’t Eldmia come with me too?”

“I’m busy. I have to train for 2 more years under Asirye and then go cut off the head of the commander bastard who destroyed my village.”

The fact that Delt died without even crossing swords with me was thoroughly due to the situation. 

I was only able to kill him with a single blow by attacking with a strengthened body at the moment he inevitably had to organize his thoughts when faced with something beyond common sense. 

Even that, if I hadn’t deliberately drawn out mana and went all out, there might have been a counterattack with a moment’s difference.

The moment I cut his neck, I could tell right away from his expression that he belatedly understood the entire situation and accepted his death. 

Although at that moment, I felt pure joy that all those reckless attempts aligned and succeeded at once, it’s different now.

If it were a direct confrontation, I would have been the one to die.

Even though there was such a strong guy, there must be many more outstanding than him, the Demon King’s army still remains and the Demon King hasn’t been killed even after 6 years of war.

There were too many strong ones to surpass in order to uphold my beliefs. As a result, the time that hadn’t felt particularly short until now felt extremely insufficient. I had no choice but to develop an obsession.

“There are also many outstanding knights on the royalist faction’s side. My position is considerable enough for them to go out of their way to create today’s script to bring me. If you want, sufficient negotiation is possible.”

In other words, to have me formally learn swordsmanship from a knight. 

With an infinitely serious face and determined eyes, Lagnis stated firmly while looking at me.

She’s not particularly wrong, and it won’t be an empty promise either. And it’s not a bad condition.

If she can’t get the help of a knight, she might even consider putting me in the Royal Academy in the capital at her own expense to give me an opportunity to learn. 

I already know well how much she feels indebted to me due to the series of events. That’s why there was a part that was difficult for me to readily accept.

“Who would teach a guy who can’t even be used as a soldier and would run out to seek revenge once he has the skills?”

“Still, there might be people who see your talent and impart teachings. Surprisingly enough, there are many such stories.”

“Well, I don’t know. If someone at the level of the King’s Ten Swords comes and tells me to learn, I’ll consider it.”

If I learn from such people, I wonder if I’ll learn what I need, and then it will be revealed that what I thought was talent was actually not talent, so I’ll naturally get kicked out? Come to think of it, it might be a quite attractive situation.

“Even they have a hierarchy of skill. Are you saying you’ll consider it even if it’s just the 10th one?”

“If there are as many as 10 swords, I’m not in a position to be picky. If it’s above the 5th sword, shouldn’t I beg them to take me without even needing to think about it?”

I answered with a laugh, thinking that we were finally moving away from the somewhat heavy atmosphere to light jokes.

“Those words.”

Then.

“Don’t go back on them.”

With a smile that clearly had a different meaning than mine, Lagnis threw a meaningful line.

That smile… yes.

It was very similar to the smile she showed me when I lied that Lagnis had beaten up the delinquents, as if it was ridiculous. 

Thanks to that, an inexplicable chill ran down my spine.

“Hey, don’t smile like that, it’s scary.”

“A smile full of goodwill is scary. That’s too much.”

“What goodwill? It’s clearly a smile full of intent like,

 ‘Ha, you think you can put such conditions on me? You think I can’t do it?'”

“If it’s ultimately beneficial to Eldmia, wouldn’t it be a smile full of goodwill after all?”

The deepening smile stimulated fear. It’s as if preying on prey, giving the illusion that the earth’s axis is trembling under the pressure…no, It’s really shaking?

“I guess they’ve arrived.”

Fortunately, it seemed I wasn’t the only one feeling something strange, as Lagnis got up from her seat, looking outside the inn. Wondering what the hell they were pulling to make this happen, I followed her outside and couldn’t help but doubt my own eyes.

“Holy fucking shit.”

People on the biggest main street leading to the inn were making way to the left and right.

“Is this what you meant by coming to greet me?”

Beyond the parting crowd, five individuals who clearly looked like nobles, knights, and mages were walking majestically on horseback, wearing splendid horse armor.

“I told you. It’s a script that takes into account the public eye.”

Lagnis answered, standing next to me. But I couldn’t bring myself to turn my head and confirm with her. 

The presence of the soldiers, densely lined up behind the five riders and walking in lockstep, was too great for that. The sight of dozens of soldiers wearing kingdom military regulation armor, incomparable to the city guards, approaching while escorting a single carriage was truly a spectacular one. 

At the same time, I could understand why she had finished saying goodbye to everyone except for me yesterday.

Today, she was not Levi from Alisha’s inn, but Lagnis Lien da Levien, the last survivor of the Levien family who protected the Itisiel Kingdom. We couldn’t even have a proper farewell.

“It’s been a while. Sir Ekaf.”

Lagnis, who had already taken three steps forward at some point, spoke to one of the knights riding a horse, looking like heroes who had left their names in history.

The knight with striking platinum-blonde hair and clear purple eyes slowly opened his mouth along with the others as they dismounted from their horses.

“Ekaf Tzin Ogatorf, the King’s 3rd Sword, pays his respects to the Margrave Levien, the shield of the kingdom.”

Because she was an adult, the knight knelt down, simply calling her Margrave without any embellishment.

As he knelt down on one knee first, the others who had dismounted from their horses also knelt down. 

As they knelt, even the lined-up soldiers knelt, and as the soldiers knelt, even the citizens who were blankly watching knelt in suffocating silence.

I was so fucking surprised that I missed the timing to kneel.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Where is this place?

The command tent within the encampment of the self-proclaimed “Margrave Levien’s Guard”, built on the outskirts of Ogwen.

Who am I?

Eldmia, who was squatting, got overwhelmed by the atmosphere and got dragged along by Lagnis’s forceful attitude, without being able to say a word.

No, this doesn’t make sense. 

The image of Lagnis, the girl I knew, was completely gone, and she looked just like a noble herself. Does the early education of nobles start from the age of 1? 

I couldn’t fathom how she had hidden such an atmosphere until now, to the point where I got completely intimidated.

The carriage escorted by the soldiers was to take Lagnis.

I trembled, thinking I might be kidnapped straight to the capital like this, being led by Lagnis, who got on the carriage as if just the suffocating greetings were needed.

Fortunately, that didn’t happen.

When I heard their story, they said they would stay in town for about 3 days, to receive supplies from the city and also receive a report on the previous kidnapping.

There were five people riding horses, but only two were accompanying us now. Sir Ekaf and Lagnis’s teacher. 

In effect, these two were representing the guard. The others seemed to be adjutants.

They wanted to hear directly from Lagnis about the recent incident. 

That meant not only Delt’s kidnapping incident, but the entire journey Lagnis had taken since the Margrave’s territory was destroyed. 

Lagnis, who had spent time organizing the story while waiting for the guard expecting this, delivered the story very neatly and clearly, organizing the events. 

Only after sorting it out like that did the conversation finally start to move on to personal topics.

“I never imagined the Margrave would be in Ogwen.”

I, who had been sitting like a borrowed rice sack for that long time, afraid to even go to the bathroom, was confused as to why I had to be there.

They continued talking among themselves as if they didn’t care about poor Eldmia at all. 

In fact, even though Lagnis had told me in advance in the carriage that this would happen, and that it was an unavoidable etiquette when nobles and non-nobles had a conversation, it was indeed uncomfortable to be in a squatting position.

Ekaf Tzin Ogatorf, who was also one of the commanders of the Kingdom’s Knights, and the King’s 3rd Sword. He had a long-standing relationship with the previous Margrave Levian. 

The previous Margrave was the first to warn of the changes in the Demon King’s army, and Ekaf was the one who properly considered and accepted the previous Margrave’s claims and raised their voices together. 

Naturally, they had to visit each other frequently.

It might be embarrassing to say that it was thanks to that, but his and Lagnis’ relationship wasn’t at a light level where he could confidently step forward in this kind of situation.

“While recovering my body, I ended up coming here. Sir Ekaf also had a connection here 6 years ago, right?”

6 years ago was when our village was destroyed, so did he visit for an investigation?

When I actually recall, no one really came to the village, so he might have just stayed in Ogwen, received a report on the situation, and left.

Ekaf only acknowledged Lagnis’s words with a light nod, without saying much.

I wondered if she had touched on something uncomfortable, but Lagnis didn’t seem to mind at all and shifted the conversation to her teacher. 

They were already all acquainted with each other, and since they were the main focus of this conversation, the story proceeded without any proper self-introduction.

Indeed, there was no place for me to intervene. 

I missed Asirye so much it ached.

“I will repay the favor of my teacher helping his lacking disciple throughout my lifetime.”

“There’s no such thing in a master-disciple relationship.”

The old man with long white hair and beard was a true natural-born mage himself.

Instead of a pointed hat and robe, he wore sturdy-looking leather armor and a hooded cape, with several potion bottles, magic books, a one-handed sword, and a staff each on his belt, presenting a radical appearance.

It was indeed the kind of appearance you would expect from a mage fighting on the battlefield, but it was terrifying to see an old man whose face showed the passage of time maintaining a huge physique like a macho bodybuilder. 

It seemed like sunglasses would suit him very well.

He was one of the few accomplished battle mages, exuding a combative atmosphere that should be taken as a testament to his survival, rather than his old age. 

His presence was no joke, enough to make any decent guy lower their eyes immediately if they encountered him on the street, and his way of speaking was also extremely sensible.

“Even the kingdom’s law doesn’t distinguish us as outsiders. In the end, we’re like family, so how could I have acted and received a reward from you? Just think about succeeding the previous Margrave in the future.”

Although he seemed like someone who would value physical education more than theoretical education, I realized once again that people should not be judged by their appearance alone.

He was so enthusiastic about discovering and nurturing talented individuals, even going out of his way to do so. 

Unlike the others, the old man started speaking while looking at me.

“Rather, I should repay the favor to the young man who helped you. I’m late with the introductions, but the nobility’s formalities are a bit like that, so please understand.

I am a mage called Radnelband Acrisan. Due to my extremely cumbersome name, I am called Rad, Lagnis’s magic teacher, and the owner of an insignificant bookstore.”

“I’m Eldmia Egga. You seem to quite like books”

“Huh? Ahahaha! That’s right. You’re a warrior.”

I was puzzled, thinking if it was the library I knew, and if it was a mage’s jargon since he confirmed me as a warrior, but Lagnis immediately added an explanation next to me.

“Mages call their personal research labs ‘bookstores’. The name of the Mages’ Association building is called the ‘Mage Library’.”

It seems that it’s not the structure of magic towers or whatever that I only saw in novels. 

Still, the profession of mages revolves around books all the same. As I understood, Radnelband, who was laughing heartily, spoke as if he found it interesting.

“By the way… you must still be young, but it’s amazingly surprising. Will you also become an adult this year?”

“I still have 2 years left.”

“Oh my. 14 years old? Isn’t that the same age as your daughter, Ekaf?”

“…That’s right.”

Whether he was simply a man of few words or not, Ekaf answered briefly but started examining me closely as if his interest was piqued. Radnelband was the one who actually continued the conversation.

“Not only is it surprising that you killed that damn Delt, who deserved to be burned to death, with a single blow, but what the hell! Jumping from one wyvern to another with your bare body without any magical assistance?! Did you have the courage to do that while seeing the clouds and the tiny scenery unfolding below your feet?”

“It was so high that there was actually leeway until falling, so I just thought the wyvern pilot would be able to help.”

“Hahaha! No matter how I look at it, it seems the Imperial Holy Council chose the wrong hero!”

Even his laughter sounded like a barbarian warrior rather than a mage. Are all mages in this world actually like that? I couldn’t know since I had never met a mage directly except for Asirye and a visitor I briefly saw when I was young.

“Of course, that’s also surprising, but we can’t easily overlook the fact that you killed the 4 underlings Delt brought along. 

According to him, they had the skills to pass the knight’s test. Did you already awaken your aura at that age?”

“No. I was just lucky. It’s embarrassing to call it skill, since I relied on luck from the beginning to theend.”

Aura users can recognize other aura users. Lagnis also knew that fact, so she showed a very puzzled reaction whenever I told such a lie, but when Ekaf didn’t say anything, she remained silent, looking even more puzzled.

“You’re humble. But your trained body is also extraordinarily exceptional. Who did you learn from?”

“I have an elven adventurer I met when I was young as my teacher.”

“An elf? I absolutely don’t mean to disparage elves, but I’ve never seen a muscular elf like you.”

“Physical training, well, it just happened.”

“Oh my. If the knights find out that there’s a body that can become like that just by chance, they’ll all wail in sorrow.”

I don’t know if it’s because he’s not a noble or if that’s just his personality, but he speaks bluntly even with a person who is the commander of a knights’ division right next to him. 

And as if such blunt words and actions were familiar, Ekaf, who was pondering without minding at all, threw a question at me.

“I have no choice but to agree with Sir Radnelband’s words. Since when did you start training?”

“I started at the age of 8 and have been consistently doing it as much as i can without it hindering my growth.”

“8 years old? Are you from a knight’s family?”

Just as I was about to answer indifferently, thinking it was a thought that could be sufficiently made, Lagnis grabbed my hand and put the brakes on. 

Wondering what was going on, I looked at her, and she answered instead after making eye contact with me with a rather serious expression.

“He is the sole survivor of the Demon King’s army’s attack 6 years ago. He has been training for revenge on behalf of his deceased parents and villagers.”

“What?!”

“There was a survivor…?”

Unlike Radnelband, who was shocked and surprised, Ekaf only showed a reaction of widening his eyes, and looked at me with a strange expression.

“…The ruined shrine.”

“Pardon?”

“The two graves made next to the collapsed shrine. The corpses of the thieves. Five? No, was it six?”

I got serious goosebumps. Is this guy a shaman, and not a knight? 

Quite perplexed, Radnelband and my gazes poured onto Ekaf, but he only muttered in disbelief.

“That was you…? No, how could an 8-year-old child do that?”

Oh my gosh. The story he mentioned earlier about coming to Ogwen 6 years ago was actually a direct reconnaissance of our destroyed village?

When I turned my head to look at Lagnis, her expression remained unchanged. She had already expected it.

She just silently squeezed my hand she was holding with a little more force.
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Ekaf Tzin Ogatorf.

Not an ordinary knight, but one of the prides of the Itisiel Kingdom.

known as the youngest commander of a knight’s division in the kingdom and one of the King’s Ten Swords, possessing outstanding swordsmanship skills and excellent leadership.

Surprisingly, he said that 6 years ago, on the day I killed those thieves, he took on the role of a reconnaissance rider and investigated the village. 

I wondered why such a person acted as a reconnaissance rider, but conversely, it was a serious enough matter for him to do so. At least, that’s how he judged it, and if such an outstanding person judged it that way, it must have been correct.

After all, the Demon King is not some shitty mutt from the neighbor’s backyard, and his army attacked the kingdom for the first time in hundreds of years, so it was indeed a grave incident.

“It was only after nightfall that I could reach the village. As it was the first invasion in centuries, I was cautious in my movements… and arrived too late.”

What he found was a completely shattered village, the corpses of thieves presumed to have different times of death, mounds of dirt not yet dry, and the graves of my parents that I hadn’t finished burying. 

It seems he tried to check further to see if there were any survivors, but without much success, he just came to Ogwen and wrapped things up.

Our cabin wasn’t in a position to be easily seen, and I fell asleep really early that day out of exhaustion. It was a truly exquisite missed connection.

“But… to think there was a survivor. Moreover, he killed those thieves at such a young age?”

“I understand it seems like there’s something wrong with my humanity, but I hope you can understand that it was a conclusion I reached because it was hard to tolerate the act of desecrating my parents’ graves when even their mementos were about to be taken away.”

“Huh? What are you talking about? We’re discussing how you could have such skills at that young age. If you killed the thieves, you did well.”

I was at a loss for words at Radnelband’s response, which was incongruously flippant. 

Is it even plausible to have such a reaction when an 8-year-old child killed six people? I’m starting to have doubts about the humanity of this world.

“I understand what you’re trying to say… but honestly, I feel the same. The age of 8 is difficult to overcome even the issue of strength, let alone skills. 

I feel sorry for asking only questions in a situation where I should praise your achievements, but… it’s such a surprising fact, so I’d like to ask for your understanding.”

“Actually, when I was young…”

Putting aside the absurd connection, now that the past murder has been ridiculously exposed like this, it’s too late to hide my mana, so I decided to slightly alter the story and convey it.

With the help of a passing mage, I was able to feel mana, and by repeating that, I was able to manipulate mana. At that time, I used it to enhance my body and kill them. 

However, after hearing from my teacher that it was dangerous, I realized it and sealed it, but I used it this time to kill Delt.

I didn’t really lie, roughly explaining it like that, but instead of deliberately saying I could use it like eating meals, I explained it in a way that felt like I was risking my life to use it in a life-threatening situation. The expressions of the three people completely froze.

“Even if it was for survival… it’s really a miracle that you crossed such a dangerous bridge and remained unscathed. It’s the first time I’ve seen someone capable of that.”

“I’m saying this because I actually saw someone explode and die while doing that… it’s truly a miracle.”

Thanks to Radnelband, who had an actual eyewitness account, a strange silence lingered, but it was also Radnelband who broke that silence and opened his mouth.

“It’s clear that aura isn’t felt or anything. But to have such growth despite that, Lagnis. This is why you purposely brought him, right?”

“Yes. Teacher.”

When I glanced over, Lagnis was smiling faintly, easing her stiff expression.

“Not only did he save me twice, but he also possesses talent. As someone who carries on the will of the previous generation, I can’t not give proper compensation and opportunity to my savior.”

“Indeed… even if he trained from the age of 8, it’s an admirable achievement. Not all knights’ children turn out like that. Even my daughter would have to concede a few moves.”

“Certainly, your daughter is outstanding, but it’s a bit much to compare her to a friend who has shown such prominence since the age of 8.”

I almost blurted out, “No matter what, isn’t it too rude to talk about someone else’s daughter like that?” but Ekaf nodded his head.

“Certainly, there’s no comparison.”

This suddenly made me feel embarrassed and flustered. After organizing his thoughts for a while, Ekaf cleared his throat, looked straight at me, and continued.

“Is your goal to avenge your parents and the villagers?”

“That’s part of it… but after experiencing such a big incident at a young age, I don’t want to go through that again. My goal is simply to make it so that no one dares to harm me.”

“Are you saying you want power?”

“No. I just want it to be a fact.”

“A fact?”

“Yes. The fact that if you mess with Eldmia Egga, you won’t end up well. Whether it’s power or force, I don’t particularly care as long as I can do it. That’s why I helped Lagnis too.”

Perhaps because what I said was too blunt, Lagnis secretly poked my side, but I couldn’t bring myself to react in front of such people, so I endured it by gritting my teeth.

“It’s a very long-term goal. That goal may be difficult, but I can help with the revenge of killing the Demon King’s army commander who led the destruction of your village. If that actually becomes possible, it will be a big help to the kingdom as well.”

As if it were an obvious fact, Ekaf continued speaking with a calm face showing no change in expression.

“If I say I’ll help, would you be willing to come to my family and receive teachings?”

The proposal that Lagnis wanted far more than me finally came out of his mouth.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Although I pretended to ponder inside, in the end, there was only one choice I could make.

Using my guardian as an excuse, and getting out of the situation for now. 

Lagnis didn’t brush off my story so that I would consult with Asirye, and both Ekaf and Radnelband acknowledged it, as they heard that Asirye was my teacher and savior. 

They even lent me a horse, saying that it wasn’t just for today anyway and that they could give a grace period until the last day. Still, I’d like to highly appreciate the fact that none of them came out forcefully.

Come to think of it, it’s a ridiculous thing. Because I don’t need to ask Asirye anything in the first place.

There’s no reason to be scolded for acting recklessly to save Lagnis. Originally, it was a contractual relationship that simply started with an 8-year period as a condition when I saved Asirye. 

In fact, Asirye doesn’t need to care much whether I live or die. Rather, it’s just becoming free a bit sooner.

However, it was evident that neither of us could do that. I was sincerely at a loss with Asirye, and Asirye was sincerely worried that I might die.

If my parents were alive right now and told me not to follow Ekaf, would I even ponder? No matter how much I think about it, I would have just nodded my head, saying “Yes, I understand,” and silently followed Ekaf.

However, the 8-year contract, the contract that had only 2 years left, is making me contemplate Ekaf’s proposal. 

There is a part of me that wants to reject the perfect opportunity to properly learn swordsmanship, master aura, and become stronger with all sorts of excuses and just spend 2 more years with Asirye .

I couldn’t tell if it was because that happiness had a specified end or because of personal feelings.

Even though I rode the horse as slowly as possible to calm my conflicted heart, I arrived at the cabin in an instant. 

I couldn’t tell if it was because the military horse was strong, or if I got lost in time while lost in thought, so I decided to just blame it on the unnecessarily energetic military horse.

If I were to judge by time, it would be around 4 o’clock, and even though it had only been a little over a week since I had been here, a part of my heart ached at the sight of the cabin.

And at the center of it was Asirye.

I was momentarily distracted by her platinum-blonde hair, which had a stronger silver hue, shining in the light filtering through the leaves.

Asirye, who had reacted to my sound with her ears perked up, stopped feeding the horse and welcomed me with a bright smile.

“Welcome back, Eldi.”

“I’m back, sis.”

I got off the horse I was riding, tied it appropriately next to our horse, and Asirye, who examined it with interest, asked,

“No matter how I look at it, it’s a military horse. It doesn’t seem like you would have received it as a gift… I guess the story isn’t over yet?”

“Exactly. I have a problem that I need to discuss with you, sis. They just lent it to me, saying I’d have to come back anyway.”

“Discuss?”

Seeing Asirye’s face showing puzzlement, my mouth, which was hard to open, but it opened anyways, and it became even harder to open. 

But since it wasn’t something I could keep delaying, I slowly began to speak.

“Lagnis’s standing seems to be much greater than I thought. It’s not just that an escort came, but a guard unit arrived.”

“Oh my.”

She was someone who had only exchanged light farewells with Lagnis, saying she wasn’t particularly interested, and returned home, so she was indeed unaware of anything. 

Still, she seemed quite surprised, as if she hadn’t expected it to be to that extent.

“One of the representatives of that guard unit was a person named Ekaf, the King’s 3rd Sword.”

Asirye’s face, which had been listening with her ears perked up out of mere curiosity, subtly stiffened with just those words. As I hesitated at that reaction, Asirye asked in a lowered voice,

“He asked you to join his family, didn’t he?”
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It wasn’t a difficult situation to predict.

Even if I didn’t know what the average person of this world was, I knew my background was definitely not ordinary. That’s why I had anticipated that Asirye would notice as soon as I brought up Ekaf’s story. 

Nevertheless, when it actually happened, it was hard to look her straight in the eye.

Not because I had committed a sin, but the act of confirming her reaction to my words itself was scary. 

I didn’t want to face a situation where she didn’t feel sorry about parting, and I also didn’t want her to be sad and grieve over it.

“Yeah. He said he couldn’t help me make it so that no one can touch me, but he could help catch that Demon King’s army commander.”

So even when Lagnis demanded that I accompany her to the capital under the pretext of learning, I knew better than anyone that I had made excuses about the King’s Ten Swords, which I considered to have no possibility, as if half-jokingly.

But this world, which always surpasses imagination, did it again.

My inner anger, which I had packaged as simply a belief while pretending to be half-joking, was jumping up and down, telling me not to cling to happiness that was limited in time anyway, and furiously telling me to accept Ekaf’s proposal.

“I can’t even help you with that.”

It’s natural. She was just an elven adventurer who was only slightly different from an ordinary person.

No matter how much she was the savior of my life, that fact doesn’t change.

“That will be the same even after the remaining 2 years pass. To achieve your goal, you can’t miss this opportunity like when you first met me.”

Even though she explained it in a calm voice, it felt like it was strangling my whole body. Every time I took a step, I wanted to lift my eyes and face her, but I couldn’t.

Except when moved by anger caused by irrationality, I was just an ordinary person. 

An utterly unremarkable person who worries about the relationship with the person they like getting twisted.

“…Yet Eldi is pondering that proposal.”

Asirye slowly approached and gently hugged me. 

My eyes, which had already grown taller than her, were filled with only her hair, but the trembling of Asirye hugging me let me know how she felt even without facing her directly.

“Elves don’t have the concept of time passing quickly.”

While putting strength into her embracing arms, Asirye whispered.

“Not only elves but most long-lived races are like that. Because time is what they have left. For us, time is always just something leisurely. That’s why there are more elves who return to the World Tree without regret in life than those who die of old age.”

That whisper was so precarious that I couldn’t help but know that she was pretending to be calm.

“But once we start getting involved with humans, we get swept away by them, who flow by in an instant. 

In their short lives, unlike us, the years, the death that closely chases after them throws a net to drag them away, and we find ourselves mesmerized by the sight of them running tirelessly to live a more satisfying life before that happens, like a jewel made of flickering flames.”

I had no choice but to raise my arms and hug her back. The increasing trembling, the sobbing voice, let me know that she, like me, had come to not want to part.

Nevertheless, my own silence, which I maintained without being able to say I would refuse, and my inner thoughts, which I had turned my eyes away from and didn’t properly face, were speaking for themselves.

“Even knowing that at the end of that fleeting happiness, there may be centuries of burning pain and sorrow, we are drawn to it… Most despair. That’s why elves who have had such experiences always advise young elves. 

Always be wary when dealing with humans and to always be mentally prepared. But it’s still endlessly insufficient.”

8 years.

The period I had proposed, thinking it was long for me but a moment for her, an elf, had become not just indifferent because it passed quickly, but excruciatingly painful because it was too fast.

“Of course, I wasn’t unaware of that. It was advice I had never forgotten during the 60 years I had wandered out of the forest. Whenever my interest in Eldi turned into affection, I reminded myself of it.

 I was preparing myself to calmly face our parting at every moment as 1, and then 2 years passed on like that.”

If it had simply been a matter of me leaving for a short while, getting stronger, and returning, she would have sent me off with a smile.

We would have confirmed through conversation that we both felt sorry about parting, and eventually, we would have reunited with a smile when I returned.

“So I thought I could brush it off with a smile even if Eldi felt there was nothing more to learn from me and ended our contract early…”

Even if we couldn’t confirm each other’s feelings, we could have intentionally left room to meet again through a deal that cunningly postponed the remaining 2 years. 

If it were her, she would have pretended to be fooled and accepted it while laughing at the irrationality.

“But… while I’m happy to know that Eldi also doesn’t want to part with me, I can’t stop crying because I know I can’t hold onto you, and I feel like I’m going to die of sorrow that this moment came 2 years earlier than expected.”

But she knows what I’m pursuing.

Because she has watched my side every moment that the young Eldmia, who thought his relationship with her would end lightly, had spoken of and put into practice, she knows better than anyone. 

Even though I joke around and laugh as if it’s nothing, she knows that the driving force that keeps me living that life right now is the anger towards that day 6 years ago, so she can’t even say the words to tell me not to go.

If I had met an ordinary death in my previous life. Even if I couldn’t become properly independent in an increasingly destitute life, if I hadn’t died right after deciding to live diligently and kind-heartedly, believing that good days would come if I didn’t give up on my dreams and held onto hope.

At the very least, if that death hadn’t been from being stabbed by the sword wielded by the robber who killed my parents. 

If at least the villagers and my parents hadn’t been massacred while I was living with the same determination after being reincarnated in this world. 

Of course, if that had been the case, I wouldn’t have been able to meet Asirye , but if. If I could have met Asirye even then and had the same relationship as now.

Only after making that assumption did the Eldmia in my imagination and assumption stop by Asirye’s side. 

In other words, if I didn’t assume that much, the anger towards the irrationality accumulated from my previous life stimulated my obsession and couldn’t stop.

It was a clear trauma. The fact that my lifelong will to live righteously had collapsed twice without being able to resist the simple, irrational, and unjust violence.

Even if it was greatly diluted thanks to Asirye, it was a wound that hadn’t healed, instantly cracking and bleeding again if I experienced something similar.

“Thank you, Asirye.”

I don’t apologize. Because it’s not my fault. It’s not like I got hurt while running wild alone, but I was hit while staying still, so apologizing to Asirye for the trauma caused by that is absurd.

The ones who should apologize are the bastards who made me like this.

That’s why I’m grateful. Because you watched over and supported me, who lives with the sole intention of overcoming such trauma.

That was all I could do now.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Asirye’s crying continued for a long time after that.

She said she would calm down, but whenever she saw my face, she would burst into tears, and before I knew it, it was evening.

“Are you a bit calmer now?”

“How could I be…”

From her perspective, no matter how calm she tries to be, in the end, the moment I leave her sight, she would feel like watching a pufferfish that could die at any moment. 

It was a heartless question for me to ask, but I had no choice but to ask.

In the end, by the time the stew I started making was finished, leaving Asirye, who had cried her heart out and became exhausted and hungry, was able to stop crying. 

While carefully observing her reaction, I sat her at the dining table and set the table, and Asirye, who had been keeping silent with her head down and her ears drooping, finally opened her mouth only after I sat across from her.

“Come back.”

“Huh?”

With a haggard face that I hadn’t seen at all recently, Asirye said,

“I’m anxious and scared, but it’s also true that Eldiy is not ordinary. You can actually handle mana too.”

“……”

“If it’s a goal you can’t give up anyway, it’s better to properly learn from the best in the long run to increase your chances of survival. So come back.”

Asirye’s eyes, slowly raising her head to look at me, were red like a rabbit’s, but her pupils were clear.

“I’ll be waiting here until you kill that bastard and return.”

“…Okay.”

“when you come back, let’s go on a trip together.”

“…Okay.”

“No matter how many months or years it takes, Eldi will work hard and suffer a lot. And if you become strong enough to kill someone like that, you’ll be so strong that ordinary guys won’t even be able to touch you.”

Slowly picking up a spoon and scooping up the stew, Asirye smiled with difficulty.

“You’ll be able to afford the luxury of enjoying a trip with me.”

I ended up crying too because I was so grateful for those words.
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The tears of Eldmia, who’s mental age exceeded 30, were not embarrassing. 

Even an elf who had lived for 126 years cried. They were extremely reasonable tears.

“You’re really amazing.”

Asirye was dumbfounded by my mental triumph and slapped my back.

In the end, when we woke up the next day with swollen eyes, we had no choice but to look at each other’s faces and laugh.

However, except for our swollen eyes, there was nothing special. 

We spent the remaining day as if nothing had happened, waking up as usual, training as we had always done, stealing more of Asirye’s work than usual. 

The only thing different from our daily life up until now was our promise to exchange letters through the adventurers’ guild.

As if believing that if we did that, we would naturally meet again safely even as time passed.

We spent the day ordinarily as if we had made a promise, and we prepared my luggage as if we were going on a trip together, and faced the last day.

In fact, there wasn’t even that much luggage. 

Just light clothing, one of Asirye’s canteens, a few bandages, and Asirye’s pouch filled with various medicinal herbs by type.

A small sleeping bag was all I needed.

I put the clothes in the sleeping bag, rolled it up in the scabbard, and carried it on my back.

It was such a light attire that you would believe I was going on a picnic on the next hill, and not going far away.

“You don’t really need to wear a sword since you’re going with the guard unit anyway. Rather, if Eldi now wore a sword, it could be an insult to the guard unit.”

I had never carried a sword on my back since I began wielding a real sword, so it felt very awkward. But after hearing Asirye’s explanation, it couldn’t be helped. 

No matter how much credit I had, the fact that a civilian child under the age of adulthood, who had not even been recognized as a warrior in front of everyone, couldn’t let go of a weapon was no different from not being able to trust the guard unit, and her explanation was extremely reasonable.

“Come here.”

After finishing all the preparations, Asirye called me, pointing to a chair. When I went straight over and sat down, Asirye, who had been standing behind me and stroking my hair a few times, showed me something.

“Earrings?”

What Asirye was holding in her hand were earrings of the same color as her hair. 

The earrings were about the size of one finger joint and looked like braided hair. They were incredibly solid, as if coated and compressed, even though I couldn’t tell what thread they were made of.

“What is thiiiiis?!”

And before I could even ask in puzzlement while admiring it, she suddenly put it on my ear.

I unknowingly screamed at the feeling of something being pierced into my earlobe, but surprisingly, there was no pain. 

However, I couldn’t stop my startled heart from pounding at the small hook flying towards my eye.

“You startled me!”

“It’s an elf’s earring. It’s a kind of amulet where you cut your own hair, braid it into a shape, and complete it by processing it with magic. It signifies a safe return.”

“Asirye…!”

Realizing that she had been making something like this since yesterday, I got up and looked at Asirye, and she also had earrings on her ears.

“Huh?”

The shape was the same, but unlike mine, they were a color that shone black like ebony. 

Looking closely, if what’s on my ear is Asirye’s hair, doesn’t that mean that one is my hair?

“I cut it the other day when you were sleeping.”

As if reading my question, Asirye spoke bluntly.

Recently, I hadn’t been grooming it often, so it had gotten a bit long, so even if I cut a little bit, that much would come out, so there was no need to worry about looking like a rat had eaten my hair.

But honestly, if it had that meaning, I wanted to make it myself.

“No, I don’t mind the cutting, but does it have meaning even if you make it yourself? If there was such a thing, I want to be the one who would make it for you…”

“It doesn’t matter, so don’t worry. What’s important in this is the heart and the form.”

It felt a bit subtle, as if it didn’t matter. But she smiled with satisfaction as she put it on her own ear, so I decided not to add any unnecessary comments. 

Well, anyway, it’s good if we’re both satisfied.

“Come back, Eldi. Write letters whenever you have a chance.”

With all the preparations finished, Asirye briefly greeted me as I got on the borrowed military horse. 

At that moment, many thoughts flashed by, but I realized that the best thing to do was to answer with a smile.

“Yeah. I’ll be back, Asirye. I’ll send one as soon as I arrive, so visit the village often.”

I rode the horse, leaving behind her waving her hand with a satisfied smile.

I waved my hand for a long time, turned around until the cabin that was gradually getting farther away, became smaller and was hidden by the trees.
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In the end, I arrived at the campsite, forcibly holding back my tear glands that had started to relax from about halfway through. 

Lagnis, who came out to greet me as soon as she heard the news of my arrival, burst into a hollow laugh as soon as she saw my appearance, as if she understood the situation.

“So even Eldmia can shed tears?”

“Something got in my eye.”

“I’m sure. Then can I take it that you’re accepting Sir Ekaf’s proposal?”

“I said I didn’t cry.”

“Who said what?”

I was annoyed by Lagnis, who was smiling without even trying to hide the subtle expectation in her voice, not knowing other people’s feelings, but I didn’t refute it because it was true.

“Yeah. Anyway, for the revenge I’m going to do it’s better to do it this way, since it increases the chances of survival. Asirye agreed too.”

“Yes, yes. That’s right. Honestly, I was worried that I might suddenly hear the news of your death a few years later after you refused, given your personality, but you really thought it through.”

“What kind of guy am I in your mind?”

“A reckless man who just rushes in first and then thinks?”

“Damn it, that doesn’t seem right, but it doesn’t seem wrong either, which is a bit annoying.”

It’s hard to deny or affirm because even though I make plans and rush in, those plans always come with recklessness. 

Thanks to that, I forgot my sad feelings and made a subtle expression, and Lagnis, who looked at me with a satisfied smile, took me to where Sir Ekaf was.

“Thank you for accepting the proposal.”

“I should be the one thanking you for giving me such an opportunity.”

Sir Ekaf, who would now feed and shelter me along with his teachings, naturally started using honorifics, and he was very happy with my decision. 

I thought that a knight of that caliber wouldn’t lack people to teach, but he seemed happier than I expected, so I was surprised.

Radnelband, who noticed this, added an explanation next to me.

“It’s not only your talent, my friend cherishes his daughter quite a bit. But there are hardly any kids who can keep up with her among her peers, so he was worried about that when he met you.”

According to him, Sir Ekaf is very humble and serious compared to his position and reputation, and he considers that a virtue. 

So, while he was proud of his daughter who was growing up proudly, he was recently very worried that she might fall into arrogance because she was too outstanding. 

With her about to enter the Royal Academy, where the top geniuses gather, he thought he would feel a bit more at ease if she went there, but he couldn’t ignore what was bothering him right in front of his eyes.

Honestly, aside from all that uninteresting explanation, it was an explanation full of praise to the point where it would seem like flattery if anyone else had said it, but when Radnelband said it, it just felt like a plain truth. A

re mages really animals that only speak the truth? It just sounds like the truth for no reason.

“She actually got the qualification to enter as the top student at the Royal Academy this time, so she’s indeed outstanding. She doesn’t talk much, but she has a kind heart too.”

“…Recently, I felt a bit of distance from her, which is bittersweet.”

Seeing him praise her even more than Ekaf, her father, it doesn’t seem to be just empty words. 

Come to think of it, if she’s the same age as me, she’s 14 years old, so the distance he feels is probably because of puberty.

“Hehe. Come to think of it, didn’t you say last time that she got upset because the clothes weren’t sorted and washed separately. So she didn’t even bother to talk to the servants?”

“But she didn’t reprimand or show irritation… Sigh.”

It seems puberty in this world is really not much different.

It’s unbelievable that even a person who is the King’s 3rd Sword sighs like that when it comes to his daughter. The common nobles I picked up in this world didn’t openly show such deep family affection.

Since Tzin is included in his name, he must be a very high-ranking noble. But contrary to the commonly known nobles, perhaps the high-ranking nobles are united by strong family bonds.

“Anyway, I won’t deny what Sir Radnelband said. It will clearly be a good opportunity for both of you to grow.”

Sir Ekaf, spoke with a dignified smile.

I couldn’t help but feel that he was truly a good person, he seemed to have a faint halo emanating from his back. 

It wasn’t as bright as when I faced Asirye, but anyway, that’s how it felt.

This person… might be a man of character!

“Thank you, Sir Ekaf. Lagnis? Honestly, thank you for giving me such an opportunity…”

Lagnis, whom I turned to for greetings, had a subtly stiff smile on her face, fidgeting with her hands gathered together and pressing her thumb. 

For some reason, that looked… subtly anxious and uneasy.

As if something unexpected had gone wrong…

“This much is natural for a savior. I still have a long way to go to repay you, so you can expect more.”

It must be my imagination that she seems to be biting her lower lip and smiling.
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The guard unit set off without hesitation the next morning as soon as the schedule was sorted out.

When I asked Lagnis where Gies was, she said that if he went to the capital together right away, he might be targeted by the noble faction and end up in danger.

So they decided to have him stay in Ogwen and prepare a residence for a while.

After all, even if he couldn’t be a witness, he would be able to easily track down a few people associated with the noble faction.

If it was revealed that he was sticking with the royalist faction, he might immediately receive an assassin gift set.

Still, it was disappointing to not see his face before leaving after flying together in the sky, but we would see each other again someday.

“So, what are you going to do?”

Lagnis, who had been giving me a displeased look as I was lying down on one side of the carriage that was excessively wide, suddenly asked.

“Huh?”

In the comfort of not being shaken, I was savoring the lingering feelings of parting that hadn’t disappeared yet, so I failed to grasp the point of her question a beat late.

“Have you decided which one you’ll accept, Sir Ekaf’s proposal or my proposal?”

“Of course I have to stay at Sir Ekaf’s house, what an obvious question… Ow!”

“Why is that obvious?!”

I was kicked in the side by a surprise attack, but it was truly unfair.

No, even if you think about it rationally, if you were given a choice between living in Lagnis’s villa that was about to be gloriously revived while commuting to Sir Ekaf’s mansion.

Or I could choose living in his house as a freeloader, and eating the systematic meals and training that the family’s soldiers eat. wouldn’t you naturally choose the latter?

Just in case, I weighed it again with a cold intellect, but the latter was still advantageous.

“I’m telling you, the levels are different from the start. You’re still young, so you don’t know how much of a significant impact commute time has on the quality of life.”

Having lived in my previous life, suffering from a two-hour one-way commute, I prided myself on being more aware of its importance than anyone else in this world.

However, Lagnis, who had no way of knowing my experience, just inflated her cheeks and kept beating me.

The journey that followed, along with trivial pranks, was definitely smooth. 

No matter how many crazy, murderous psychopaths were out there, only a few lunatics would want to rob or attack a procession of this scale.

Moreover, one of the King’s Ten Swords and a battle mage who looked like he could snap a barbarian warrior’s neck were exuding an extraordinary presence at the front.

Even if they were truly a madman of the century, they would have no choice but to politely step aside.

Because of that, the only things we had to do were look at the passing scenery, eat, and sleep, so even Lagnis became very energetic and violent like this.

“Even if you come up to the capital and the interference continues, you might not know, but they might have already concluded that they won’t dare to do anything for a while. So why would I refuse Sir Ekaf’s proposal and live in your house… Ow! Ouch! At least! Let me finish speaking!”

“You insensitive bastard! I’ll! Give you! A beating! A beating!”

It was a miserable day when I couldn’t help but lament the unjust and unreasonable violence, but of course, I never yielded my opinion until the end.
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The capital we arrived at after six days far surpassed my imagination, and was a huge city.

Honestly, with Ogwen and the stories I heard, I lived without any particular expectations for the civilization of this world. 

Of course, Ogwen maintained a culture closer to medieval fantasy that you could only see in games, rather than a realistic medieval period, but it was difficult to call it clean and sophisticated even as a compliment.

However, the capital was different. It was so refined, clean, and magnificent that it could be called fantasy anywhere. 

It had a grandeur of a different form from modern cities lined with buildings.

In the end, faced with a culture shock I had never expected, I couldn’t help but admire it, taking the typical actions a country bumpkin would take. 

However, Lagnis’s entrance into the capital was not so easy that I could stick my body out the window and look around the world.

Because she was not supposed to directly reveal herself until the official announcement, we had to close the windows and draw the curtains so that no one could see inside as we approached the capital.

“This… isn’t the capital sightseeing I had in mind…!”

“You weren’t even that interested.”

“Not… anymore…”

I’m seriously curious about what buildings there are, what they sell, and how much they charge. I heard that adventurers’ guilds also exist in the capital, but I couldn’t even imagine what kind of work they would have for adventurers in such a splendid city. 

Would they even have a place to stay?

While I was pondering such things, we first stopped at Sir Ekaf’s mansion. 

As the carriage stopped in the training ground attached to the huge white mansion that gave off a feeling similar to a Greek temple, Lagnis, who was very dissatisfied, said,

“Get off. You’ve arrived at your destination.”

“Why are you sulking again? We’ll be within spitting distance anyway.”

“Hmph! Go suffer with Lady Ogatorf and regret it!”

Lagnis roughly pushed me out, harshly closed the carriage door, and left the Ogatorf mansion like that.

Before I could even be dumbfounded after being suddenly left alone, one of the mounted knights who had joined the guard unit approached me and spoke.

“Follow me. The head of the family told me to explain about you to the family members and servants and give you a room.”

Judging by the fact that he referred to Sir Ekaf as the head of the family, he must have been a knight belonging to the Ogatorf family. Since he didn’t seem to have any intention of introducing himself, I just nodded my head without saying much and followed him.

As we entered the mansion, an atmosphere flowed as if the grass and the servants would live quietly and calmly so as not to tarnish the family’s honor.

An old gentleman who was the very embodiment of a butler greeted us.

“You must be tired, Sir Randa.”

“This is just the beginning, head butler. Are the madam and the young lady here?”

“They are currently out attending a tea party hosted by Viscountess Aridene.”

“If it’s that person’s tea party, it will take some time. Then, could you prepare a room for this boy to use for now?”

Randa, the knight, pointed at me while turning his body, as if he intended to slack off for a while. 

When the old butler silently asked with his gaze, he shrugged his shoulders and answered.

“He’s a child the head of the family has taken an interest in and brought. For now, just treat him as a guest.”

“I see. I will guide him right away.”

Randa, who lightly bowed his head in greeting, turned around and strode out of the mansion.

Judging by his appearance, he wasn’t just slacking off, but rather didn’t have enough time to wait for the lady of the house who had gone out to play, so he had just handed me over.

“I am Yan Gridsea, the head butler of the Ogatorf family. May I ask your name?”

A mustached head butler who uses honorifics even to a boy. So such a person really exists.

“I am Eldmia Egga.”

There was no need for me to explain in detail, and it was awkward to say nice to meet you in advance when I didn’t know what I would be doing in the mansion from now on, so I just introduced myself and closed my mouth.

Nevertheless, Head Butler Yan, who smiled faintly and bowed slightly, said to me as he climbed the stairs of the central hall,

“Please come this way. I will guide you to your room.”

The room I was guided to was so nice that I really wondered if it was truly a guest room.

Yan gave me freedom by closing the door and leaving with a brief greeting without saying much, but I couldn’t even bring myself to sit on the fluffy and extremely sophisticated-looking bed and sofa with my not-so-clean appearance, feeling like I was doing a tap dance on a bed of thorns. 

In the end, unable to do either, I went into the bathroom in the corner of the room and crouched down in the bathtub.

“This… this doesn’t seem right.”

But it was certainly better than dirtying those expensive pieces of furniture. 

Strangely feeling stable amidst a storm of emotions, I fell asleep while blankly sitting there without any thoughts at all.

How long had I been asleep like that? I unknowingly woke up to the sound of rough footsteps coming from afar.

-Bang!

“Young lady! Why are you doing this…!”

For a moment, forgetting even where I was, I almost drew my sword from the sleeping bag I was holding. 

Only after my half-asleep mind belatedly realized that the loud noise I just heard was the sound of the door to the room I was in being kicked open, did I hear the voices and assess the situation, barely able to put down my luggage.

“Oh my, young lady! The head of the family said to treat him as a guest!”

I couldn’t guess at all why she made such an intense entrance. 

In the midst of such an incomprehensible situation, while I was confused for a moment, the presence-filled footsteps approached, and the bathroom door was roughly opened.

-Bang!

In front of the door that opened like that, a person who was clearly the one who kicked the door open with her foot stood proudly, looking down at me.

With long platinum-blonde hair that had a deeper golden hue than Asirye’s, and purple eyes that resembled her father’s, the girl revealed who she was.

“I am Cheryl Tzin Ogatorf.”

What?

Is she also the owner of a belief similar to mine?
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She was fourteen years old, wasn’t she? Certainly, she still had a youthful face, but she was quite a beauty.

Her eyebrows, which were evenly thick, went well with her fierce eyes, and the only makeup that seemed to be a bold red eyeliner was a definite point on her white face. 

It was easy to guess that if she grew up like this, she would become a fierce-looking beauty. Was her height a bit shorter than Asirye’s?

More than that, despite having destroyed the door to someone else’s room in two pieces, she had a very good spirit. She kicked it so hard that the voluminous hem of her skirt fluttered even after the door was opened.

Hmm.

Come to think of it, since it’s her own house anyway, the expression “someone else’s room” was a bit off. 

Anyway, the girl who introduced herself as Cheryl Tzin Ogatorf showed tremendous guts at their first meeting. She didn’t stop at that bizarre behavior and tilted her head as she continued speaking.

“Who are you?”

Unlike the maid behind her, who asked with her face why I was sitting like that in the bathroom, Cheryl crossed her arms and demanded my introduction as if such things were trivial.

That alone was enough to make it clear that she was truly an extraordinary person. Is this the power of puberty? Or are all geniuses like this? Is this why Sir Ekaf sighed so deeply and worried about his daughter?

Countless questions surged up, but there was something that boiled up even more fiercely than that.

At first, I couldn’t tell what it was, but when it took shape in an instant and settled inside me, I almost let out a deep sigh.

It was a feeling of annoyance.

That’s right! As soon as I heard her self-introduction, I couldn’t help but tremble like a supporting actor whose only line was stolen!

How dare she make such a self-introduction in front of Eldmia Egga?

In the end, I abruptly stood up from that spot, proudly crossed my arms, looked down at her, and said,

“I am Eldmia Egga!”

There was a strange guy who was standing on the bathtub of someone else’s guest room, feeling a sense of rivalry with a girl who was a head shorter than him, and shouting proudly.

But that guy was me.

At the moment when self-loathing was about to rise higher than my feeling of annoyance, the girl’s thick thumb-shaped eyebrows twitched.

I didn’t miss the passion, sparking like flames in her purple eyes, which were subtly shaking.

That alone was enough to know.

This kid is feeling the same displeasure as me!

“Are you the guest my father brought?”

“Are you the daughter of Sir Ekaf?”

Something… something is happening.

We both wanted to ask the same thing, without even aiming for it. That alone was enough to know that the displeasure we felt towards each other had greatly increased.

Because both her and I were openly looking at each other with our faces rotting, there was no way we couldn’t know.

“”Annoying!””

Finally, when even the last shout was the same, I realized. 

I could surely tell that the girl had also realized it.

The sky doesn’t need two suns. 

In the midst of the tense atmosphere, we, who had only been clashing gazes, rushed at each other like beasts to bite each other’s necks, as if there was no need to say who was first.

Today… one sun will fall to the ground…!
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Where is this?

The reception room of the Ogatorf family.

Who am I?

The fallen sun. The squatting Eldmia Egga.

I admit that I suddenly started a fight for pride because the similarities in our actions were so strongly felt, but in the end, there was no way I could beat up a fourteen-year-old kid for such a reason.

In the end, until the maids came rushing in and stopped Cheryl, I had to be beaten up badly. When I tried hard to block it,  she grabbed and pulled my hair. It was to the point where I thought my hair would really be pulled out. 

The situation was barely concluded, thanks to Sir Ekaf who returned home not long after. We were then immediately dragged to the reception room.

To be precise, we were both dragged to the reception room, but the only one standing and being scolded was Cheryl, and I was just leisurely sitting and listening to the conversation between the father and daughter.

Because I, who only got beaten up, had no fault!

“I don’t understand what this means at all.”

The haggardness was starting to settle on the face of Sir Ekaf, who had not lost his neatness even during the six-day march and vigilance.

Come to think of it, it makes sense. It’s not like I asked him to take me, but he proposed and brought me after accepting that proposal, so if his daughter suddenly beat up that kid, all sorts of thoughts would come to his mind.

“There are no two suns under the sky.”

Surprisingly, it’s not the words coming out of my mouth, but the words coming out of Cheryl’s mouth. To this extent, it goes beyond being creepy, and is extremely mysterious that our ideas are so similar.

The only difference is that I’m actually over 30 years old and she’s 14 years old. 

Anyway, the part of her that Sir Ekaf was struggling with, seemed to include such boldness and far-fetched ideas. 

Although it wasn’t outwardly apparent, from my perspective, who had a similar idea to hers, I guessed that she just had a slightly high self-esteem, but there was no way to know right away.

“Phew… Can’t we do something about that reckless personality of yours?”

At Sir Ekaf’s deep sigh and words, Cheryl and I unknowingly recalled what Lagnis had said at the campsite in Ogwen.

“”I’m sorry.””

Even the apology that came out was the same, so we glared at each other again, but we also knew that we had to avoid this situation, so that confrontation didn’t last long. 

It was truly a fleeting moment, so Ekaf didn’t even realize it and was just flustered by the fact that I apologized too.

“Ha… Huh? No, there’s nothing at all for you to be sorry about.”

In the end, starting with Cheryl, who apologized to me after a half-forced admonition, Sir Ekaf formally introduced me to the family members. Of course, all normal people and I were able to finish greeting each other brightly without much rejection, and that was the same for Lady Raviel, Sir Ekaf’s wife and the lady of the house.

It’s only that Cheryl who is the problem. She’s something like a doppelganger with an amazing sync rate, only with different gender and appearance. 

Huh? Then it wouldn’t be a doppelganger.

Anyway, for now, something else is more important, so I’ll endure it, but soon we’ll have another sun-grabbing battle.

“No matter what, that’s a bit…”

For now, persuading Sir Ekaf was the priority. Ignoring Cheryl, who was sitting still like a doll with its strings cut next to him, just glaring at me, I continued.

“I can’t be a freeloader to Sir Ekaf, who has no connection to me, and even ask for teachings. I’d like you to hire me as a servant.”

“Your mindset at such a young age is truly commendable, but hiring you, the savior and friend of the Margrave, as a servant of our family… hmm…”

After finishing all the greetings, I was in the middle of eagerly persuading him, turning my words this way, to make him write an employment contract while having a brief conversation with Sir Ekaf.

It was an enthusiastic self-promotion to get a job.

As soon as I brought up the topic, Sir Ekaf refused so naturally and tried to treat me as a guest while also taking care of my food, clothing, shelter, and even education.

But that’s not what I need. Knowledge and foundation to live alone were more important even without full support. Of course, there are many things that can be learned through education, but there are even more things that can be learned.

In that regard, Sir Ekaf’s mansion was very suitable as a new workplace. Since it’s a noble’s mansion, the wages are also on the high side, and I can clearly understand the perspective of commoners looking at nobles and vice versa.

Above all, my life goal is not to become a knight, so the education provided by Sir Ekaf is just meaningless knowledge for commoners like me.

Even if I later become a wandering adventurer, I would rarely use what I learned here, so rather than spending time on unnecessary education, it would be much more beneficial to work as a servant and only roughly understand etiquette and customs, and devote time to acquiring general knowledge about work skills and how the world works.

Is that all? In my case, I can even freely participate in the training of the family’s knights. Originally, it’s something that can only be done after starting as a servant and working for more than several years.

If I don’t need training, I can work, and if I need training, I can take time off work! It seems perfect enough to be called God’s workplace.

Above all, I was convinced that there must be many things that I would never know in my life if not for a mansion like this.

It’s a great family with “Tzin” in the name. It’s a noble of a different class that I might not have even seen in my lifetime, if it weren’t for this absurd connection.

There are too many learning opportunities everywhere to stay as a guest. Unlike other people, I was someone who absolutely couldn’t neglect that situation.

“If you ask like that, it’s really hard to refuse any longer. All right. Instead, I will definitely inform the Margrave about this matter.”

Finally, Sir Ekaf smiled as if he really couldn’t understand, and agreed. In the end, in the speech I sincerely tried, focusing on the theme of not settling for comfort and wanting various experiences, and it worked.

“Thank you for accepting my unreasonable request, sir”

“Tell me anytime if you change your mind.”

Of course, that won’t happen. Unless I decide to give up on revenge and go back home.
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Adapting to the Ogator estate was smoother than I had expected.

I think it helped a great deal that I introduced myself by omitting any association with Lagnis from the start, so that no one would treat me with special consideration or wariness. 

After I introduced myself by downplaying myself, along the lines of “I happened to come across this seemingly talented child by chance and brought them along”, the overflowing diligence I demonstrated was enough to earn the favor of the family members and servants.

Aside from Cheryl, whom I would end up clashing fiercely with, no one disliked the industriousness, earnestness, and capability that was Eldmia.

“It’s chilly.”

It seemed like around a year and five months had passed since I was employed by Lord Ekaf. Whenever winter started to approach after arriving in the capital, I would feel a strange sense of loneliness remembering when I first met Asirye.

Despite living quite diligently, the feeling of time passing quickly did not come this time. Still, there were many changes worth mentioning.

At the age of 15, my height increased a bit more, to the point where no one would believe I was 15 anymore. 

I also gained more muscle, improved my swordsmanship, learned how to refine aura, and was able to apply it to use magic more skillfully, achieving a major accomplishment.

Not just me, but through the letters we exchanged regularly, I could tell Asirye had also gone through changes. Stories like the horse she had raised for a long time seemed to be nearing its end, that she had cut her hair short, and that after Alisha’s persistent requests, she now lived together at Alisha’s inn while occasionally checking on the cottage.

Except for the part about the horse she had raised since the age of 8 seeming to be on its last legs, they were all good stories, which reassured me.

It has been seven years since the war with the Demon Lord’s army began, and hearing no bad news was truly fortunate.

Above all, the most fortunate thing was that the one who had devastated the foundation of my life still seemed to be alive.

“Eldmia!”

The faint, yet now all too familiar cry of Cheryl in the distance instantly snapped me to attention. Her call, which would never come twice, demanded that I show myself faster than I could respond verbally. 

Grabbing the leather gauntlets and the practice longsword I had prepared, I ran over.

It wasn’t far from the lodgings where the family’s servants stayed to the garden where Cheryl was. I ran at full speed, and it probably took around 30 seconds. 

Despite it being February, roses were in full bloom in the middle of the garden where the young lady stood. I approached her and respectfully handed over the gauntlets and sword I was holding.

“Take them.”

Tying up her well-kept platinum hair and dressed in riding attire with her arms crossed, the eldest daughter of the Ogatorf family turned towards me, her violet eyes, identical to Lord Ekaf’s, sparkling.

I maintained my posture while meeting her gaze directly. As a servant, it would have been proper etiquette to bow my head and kneel on one knee when receiving something, but she was an exception.

If I averted my gaze, she would slap me. If I knelt, she would kick me in the face. The reason? I have no fucking idea. She hits only me and not the others.

Even after more than a year since our first encounter, this infuriating brat maintained her consistently capricious behavior. I was certain this was not mere adolescence – it was simply her innate nature.

Sometimes as short as 3 seconds, sometimes as long as 10 seconds. As she would occasionally cast indeterminate eye contact that made me wonder if she was in pain somewhere, I decided to simply take the time to scrutinize her face carefully.

Hmm. Today, her red eyeliner seems to have been applied more heavily than usual.

I think about it every time I see her. Cheryl is cute.

If she wasn’t cute, I would have been struck in the cheek hard enough to draw flames by now.

Since that has not happened yet, she must be cute to some degree.

After making eye contact for a few seconds, the eccentric Cheryl Tzin Ogatorf, renowned even at the academy, would nod her head and accept the sword and gauntlets. 

This strange behavior of hers now felt like a kind of ritual.

“Take your stance.”

There was no need for a verbal response. She really disliked redundant replies. So I silently took my position across from her, donning the gauntlets and gripping the longsword in a ready stance.

After a brief stillness, without any signal, Sheril lunged forward, swinging her sword. 

That was the signal. The sound of the blunted practice swords clashing began to fill the garden. This was the morning routine that had continued for the year I had served as her exclusive attendant.

It wasn’t such an odd position at first.

I was simply a servant who worked diligently, observed diligently, and exercised diligently whenever I had time, doing my duties.

Naturally, I did my work well. Excluding etiquette, all the practical aspects fell within the bounds of common sense and knowledge, and with my past life’s memories remaining, I could understand in one go what others would take three times to comprehend.

If told to level the ground with a shovel, I was like a veteran soldier standing beside children who would ponder the meaning of “leveling” when given the same instruction. 

Of course, there were no tasks that were completely new to me, and I quickly gained a reputation as a quick learner, an intelligent child capable of mental arithmetic, sticking out like a sore thumb in all kinds of work.

However, the balance that had been maintained to some degree was suddenly, and drastically disrupted after I unexpectedly won a duel proposed to me within just three months.

My opponent was a friend who was undoubtedly going through the training process to become a knight. A friend who was seriously underestimating me, for being four years younger. 

A friend who either lacked perception or intelligence to understand the implications of the lord himself ordering a duel. In retrospect, he was a pitiful friend, but I had no intention of going easy on him, so I simply knocked him out with one blow to the jaw.

Lord Ekaf, who had already been aware of my abilities from the start, had belatedly staged this spectacle, though I only realized the reason after I had already become Cheryl’s exclusive attendant.

Watching Cheryl make an attack similar to that friend’s squire, only to be countered by me now, brought back that memory.

“Explain.”

Despite her incoherent way of speaking, over the years I had developed the skill of perfectly understanding Cheryl’s gibberish.

This meant she did not understand why she had been so easily countered after making that move, and wanted me to explain it verbally.

“People can die or get injured if they are cut by a sword, unless they are particularly skilled at enveloping themselves in mana.”

Cheryl is intelligent. Even if an obvious statement comes from her opponent’s mouth, she does not try to refute its obviousness, but instead listens to the end with composure. 

Despite being only 15 years old, her demeanor differs from typical peers, likely due to the education she has received.

It was rather silly to have to tell a 15-year-old things like “you’ll die if” and “you’ll die like this,” but I accepted that as simply how the world was.

“But you can also die from accumulating too many cuts and losing too much blood.”

“…Was I too focused on big attacks?”

She was also good at listening, comparing, and summarizing. Quite bright, indeed.

“Exactly. While it’s good to attack your opponent with the intent to kill during practice, since that’s like real combat, relying too much on obvious methods isn’t very effective.”

As I relaxed my stance and took a defensive posture with a nod, Cheryl, having understood immediately, came at me with a thrust this time. However, since she overextended again with the intent of skewering her opponent.

I simply deflected it to the side with a light parry and swung the crossguard of my sword, aiming for her forehead while still gripping the blade. Despite stopping just short of her face, she did not flinch, her gaze fixed on the very tip of the crossguard near her left eyebrow.

Could this be true talent? Could she also be a reincarnator or regressor?

“They say the sword in your hand is the weapon, not just the blade.”

“Why ‘they say’?”

“Because I overheard it too, didn’t I?”

Even if I was a regressor, I am not particularly talented.

While walking the incredibly impressive path of losing my hometown at age 8, supposedly killing a Wyvern Knight in the sky at 14 years off age, becoming connected to renowned knights of the kingdom, and undergoing rigorous training to achieve revenge and my goals, I simply have a mind that is a bit more precocious than others.

I have no ability to teach others arrogantly. Most of it is others’ knowledge.

“Why can’t I overhear things like that?”

A small twitch occurred on Cheryl’s left eyebrow. Ah, this is one step before she gets pissed off for some reason.

“You’re busy, plus you go to the academy. The teachers won’t tell you anything beyond the basics, and your peers are just ordinary kids, so what would they know?”

It wasn’t a wrong statement. Considering swordsmanship alone, the Ogatorf family was at least on par with, if not better than, the Royal Academy. 

It was just that the academy had the enormous merit of allowing one to learn various academics and experience other things outside of that.

Cheryl seemed somewhat convinced by my answer and let go of her dissatisfaction, after which our duel continued for another hour, with short breaks in between.

Despite it not being an easy task, Cheryl only showed slight signs of fatigue towards the very end. Was that the power of her bloodline or early education? Pondering that, I handed the sweat-drenched Cheryl, indifferent to the early morning chill, over to the maids who would assist her bathing. I then returned to the servants’ lodgings, bathed, and prepared to change back into my uniform.

After putting on the burdensome butler’s attire and pocket watch, applying cologne for work, and equipping my longsword and belt, I hurried over to the main residence.
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Even if I carried the grandiose title of “exclusive butler” and donned the attire, there was nothing special about me.

I woke up at dawn to serve as Cheryl’s sparring partner, tidied up her room with the maids while she ate her meals, and did preparations like loading necessary items onto the carriage in accordance with the day’s schedule. 

The more troublesome task was accompanying her to social gatherings and acting as a living memo pad, introducing or remembering the names and faces of nobles.

Originally, due to the reputation of the Ogatorf family, it would have been a fairly busy position, but Cheryl was different.

“I’m going to receive a quest today, so get ready.”

“Hey, I even put on cologne, so you should have told me earlier if that was the case.”

“I didn’t tell you on purpose.”

Watching Cheryl gradually become adept at teasing people, I shuddered.

As she spent 6 out of 7 days at the academy, an area forbidden to servants, I hardly had any proper duties. After a few simple tidying tasks, my daily routine was training with the knights. 

It was only on days when lectures were off that I would accompany Cheryl on outings, but she didn’t go out to play or shop – she went to receive requests from the Adventurer’s Guild. Today happened to be one of those days.

How vexing.

But what was even more vexing was the fact that this embodiment of vexation, Cheryl, was a Blue-ranked adventurer.

At first, I had thought she would be at most a Green-rank, the 6th rank, but I never imagined she would be one rank higher. 

A single rank might not seem like much, but in reality, being recognized as a proper adventurer starts from the Blue rank, with the three ranks below serving as triple filters to weed out those unworthy of being even treated as people.

It was quite surprising that no one objected or even assigned a guard to the young heiress wandering off alone to slay monsters, but after a few trips, I noticed there were knights secretly keeping watch.

From the way they didn’t offer any help, it seemed they would only intervene if the situation escalated to a level where her status was discovered and she faced kidnapping or assassination attempts.

Of course, this was also beneficial for me, as she always demanded that I accompany her on quests.

Naturally, a fresh-faced adventurer with an uncolored Iron-rank emblem couldn’t possibly take on Blue-rank requests. 

Thanks to this, I was able to go to the Adventurer’s Guild whenever I pleased during weekdays under the pretense of assisting Cheryl and accept any requests that came my way.

The Green-rank emblem hanging from my neck was the result of my diligent efforts over more than a year. There were various incidents, but overall, it was a quite satisfactory experience.

It was also during this time that I resolved one of the questions I had upon first arriving: ‘What kind of quests does the capital’s Adventurer’s Guild have, and how can it sustain itself?’

The extermination quests at the capital’s Adventurer’s Guild were simple – either extremely easy or extremely difficult, with no in-between.

The difficult quests were so unbelievable that you couldn’t tell if they were from a novel or real life. 

Requests like “A manticore has appeared in such-and-such mountain range and is attacking the city” or “A high-ranking demon was summoned somewhere, causing devastation” would appear and disappear daily. 

It was then that I first realized, through personal experience, that this world’s problems weren’t limited to the Demon Lord’s army.

On the other hand, the easy requests were the textbook variety that could be found anywhere – dealing with goblins appearing in nearby villages, exterminating monsters in underground waterways, hunting recently increased low-risk monster hordes, and so on. 

As the difficulty level increased, the locations became more distant from the capital. It was essentially a free-range theme park for safe combat experience. 

As a result, those with some wealth who wanted to build their strength safely would start their adventurer lives at the capital’s guild.

Since that was their customer base, it was only natural for the guild to generate revenue. Seeing them selling consumable goods within the guild premises, it was easy to surmise that they were making quite a tidy profit.

Lost in these thoughts, I donned my leather armor, gathered my belongings like the cloak and sleeping bag I had brought from Ogwen, and stepped outside. Shortly after, Cheryl appeared before me in a similar adventurer’s garb.

She wore a lightweight processed leather armor and greaves, with a steel gauntlet, longsword, and a short cape – likely in anticipation of the cooling weather – all befitting an adventurer.

“We’re going a little far today,” she abruptly said.

“How far are we talking?”

“I heard there have been sightings of bandits gathering at the ruins near the western vineyards.”

As Cheryl tied her long hair back for ease of movement and started walking, I couldn’t hide my doubts.

“If it’s the western vineyards I’m thinking of, it will take a day just to go there and back, no?”

“That’s the one.”

“But, what about the academy?”

“Didn’t I mention? It’s on a break.”

She hadn’t mentioned it at all. However, I did recall her taking about a week off around early October last year, citing the fall break. 

The fall break! Even I, who had experienced modern civilization, had never encountered such a festival, yet this vexing creature could indulge in it.

“No matter how I think about it, the academy seems too lenient. A break? I think I should file a complaint demanding they provide education 365 days a year without a single day off.”

“The moment you submit such a complaint, a petition to allow servants to accompany students will be filed along with it.”

“You’re a good student, aren’t you? Doesn’t the thought of being able to study 365 days a year make you tingle with excitement?”

Cheryl responded by punching me in the side, clearly deeming my words unworthy of a verbal response.

Thus, exchanging such meaningless banter that had become familiar, we exited the manor through the back gate, escorted by the servants and knights. As it was the entrance used by non-noble visitors, no one paid any mind to our adventurer attire.

“Based on what you said earlier, is this an extermination or reconnaissance request?”

“Extermination.”

“It should be a good experience.”

“How vexing.”

The fact that she used the word “vexing” to describe me meant she shared the same thoughts. It truly was vexing that this 15-year-old brat’s thought process aligned with mine, despite my greater age.

After a long walk, we arrived at the Adventurer’s Guild, which was quite crowded even in the morning. As it was unusual for me to visit the guild at this hour on a weekday, the crowd felt unfamiliar.

“I didn’t realize the capital had so many adventurers.”

Even Cheryl seemed to share my sentiment. For her to make such a remark despite her insider knowledge implied that something out of the ordinary was happening.

“If it strikes you that way, perhaps there’s been some incident?”

“Hard to say. Based on the atmosphere, it doesn’t seem too serious, so it might not matter.”

True, the mood was more lively than grave or serious. Since there didn’t appear to be any major issues, we decided not to dwell on it and approached the massive bulletin board where requests were posted.

As always, numerous quests were densely pinned to the board – neatly posted by the guild receptionists, as well as haphazardly re-pinned by others, making them crookedly stuck and unsightly. 

With the crowd added to the already chaotic pile of requests, the area in front of the board was pandemonium.

“…Ugh!”

And behind me, Cheryl, at just over 165 cm tall, was straining on her tiptoes with all her might, trying to peer at the board.

What an amusing sight!

Look at that flustered platinum-haired rabbit! Despite being 15 cm shorter and lighter than me, her lofty pride and drive were causing her to willingly dive into hell instead of simply asking me for help! 

Maintaining her dignity by not pushing back against those shoving her, merely twitching her thin brows! The bobbing backside as she hopped about! The furry hand reaching out to… huh? What?

The momentary amusement abruptly cooled as I strode over, pulling Cheryl back with my left hand while batting away the paw of some scoundrel reaching for her backside with my right.

*THUD!*

His age was hard to gauge – mid-twenties? Thirties? With a beard and weathered skin, it wasn’t easy to estimate the adventurer’s age. 

However, his unkempt shoes and poorly maintained gear, along with a leather cuirass showing only signs of age rather than damage, made it clear he was no major threat. The sound of him crashing into a chair drew some sidelong glances from bystanders.

“What the f…?! What’s your problem, you bastard?!”

“Bastard? What’s with that language coming out of your mouth?”

Expecting him to slink off or stammer after being knocked down, I furrowed my brow as he glared defiantly.
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The criminal who had been eyeing the little girl’s bottom was saying things he shouldn’t have said. The world was truly in its final days.

“What? What is this, you bastard? What’s wrong with what I said, asshole? You didn’t think you’d get cursed at for throwing someone around like that?”

But surprisingly enough, that guy was genuinely angry at me. 

It was as if I had just thrown him around to vent my anger. He also didn’t get to commit  the action he wanted, foaming at the mouth with rage.

“Who the hell is the moron who thinks he can slyly grope a girl’s bottom and not get cursed at? Did you fry your brain?”

“Wh-wh-wh-what nonsense are you spouting, asshole!”

At the guy’s outcry, the surrounding noise gradually diminished. Cheryl, who I grabbed, looked back and forth between the guy and me with a puzzled expression, before upgrading her doubtful look to an angry one as she understood the situation.

“Do you have any proof, asshole?! Do you have proof?!”

“I only let you off because we’re in the guild. If it were anywhere else, your hands would have flown off separately from you. If you want to argue, go get the Truth Crystal from the library.”

As I spoke, no matter how hard I tried to remember, I hadn’t seen his face even after nearly a year. 

The capital’s Adventurer’s Guild is similar in structure to a low-level hunting ground, so experienced adventurers move on to other places, and it’s common for newcomers or new arrivals to join.

With that appearance, he couldn’t be a newcomer, so he must be an adventurer who came from somewhere else… 

Those who crawl into the capital with close to mediocre skills are rarely sane.

“What’s going on? Dantel? What happened?”

“That bastard is slandering me!”

I don’t understand why those types often gather in groups. As the guy shouted loudly, four similar scruffy guys appeared and stood by him, glaring at me as if they found it amusing to watch.

“You damn bastard! Did you think you could insult me like that and get away with it?!”

Nine out of ten jerks acted like that, and made a mistake, looking like they were about to draw their swords at any moment. They were morons. The remaining one was not human.

Thanks to that, my head was gradually tilting to the side.

“Get away or what, you child sex offender bastard.”

“Wh-wh-what?! Sex, what?! The fuck?!”

Cheryl suddenly pinched my side, nearly making me scream, but I grit my teeth and endured it. Why are my acquaintances so eager to stab people’s sides?

“Hey, kiddo. Even if there was a misunderstanding, you should apologize properly.”

“You want to act tough in front of your half-baked girlfriend, but the world isn’t as clean and easy as the capital, you know?”

Not only did the guys maintain their unreasonable attitude, but they were now subtly threatening us. 

Just as the angry look on Cheryl’s face was about to leap out of my arms, I hurriedly covered her mouth, sensing the situation.

“I… Mmph! Mmph!”

“Hey! You can’t! You can’t!”

The irritation that had risen due to the petty situation was instantly replaced with consternation. 

No matter how unfamiliar people were with noble faces, I had to stop her from shouting my name, as that would cause chaos. But Cheryl, already fuming with irritation and anger, struggled desperately to break free.

“Agh! Don’t bite me!”

Then, a sudden helping hand appeared.

“A fight? Who is… oh, it’s Frenzy!”

“Eh, Eldmia Egga!”

“There are guys picking a fight with Frenzy Eldmia!”

Although it wasn’t in a desirable form, help was help. At their outcry, the adventurers who were nearby quickly retreated. 

However, they encircled us, clearly not wanting to miss the spectacle, entering full spectator mode.

The surrounding adventurers, Dantel, his companions and Cheryl, whose mouth was still covered by me, suddenly became lively and moved farther away. They were all looking at me with strange gazes.

No, there really was no choice. With so many troublemakers picking fights, how could I just ignore it?

It was absolutely not my fault that an incident erupted to the extent that I needed to indoctrinate beliefs every time I completed a quest.

Still, it was a great help at the moment, so I tried to remain calm and informed them:

“The capital isn’t as clean and easy a place as you think. If you don’t want to get ripped apart for trusting in your numbers, take that criminal bastard and leave.”

“…I’ll remember your face, you bastard. Be careful.”

Dantel’s threat made me laugh involuntarily.

“Yeah, remember it well. You’ll get ripped apart the moment you forget.”

I’ll let it go since it didn’t go beyond an attempt. After the guys left the guild and the surrounding area calmed down somewhat, I could only say one thing:

“Frenzy?”

The countless gazes that had gathered dispersed instantly, as if by promise. Those were really…

“Child?”

At Cheryl’s chilling voice, I hurriedly dodged and ran to the bulletin board to take the thief-hunting quest.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“What were you doing, anyway?”

“I was upholding my beliefs.”

Despite only telling the truth, Cheryl looked at me with a suspicious expression.

After the brief commotion and taking the thief-hunting quest we had originally intended, Cheryl persistently asked me what mischief I had been up to while we moved to the assembly point. 

Since I had only repeated actions to uphold my honor and beliefs, there was nothing for me to be ashamed of.

“Come to think of it, she said you had that kind of personality back in Ogwen, too.”

“Huh? How do you know about that?”

“Lagnis told me.”

Ah, that’s right, they were originally friends. Although the tragedy of her family had created a class difference, their friendship seemed unchanged.

“Now that I think about it, you did say you knew each other before. But it seems like you haven’t really gone to see her since you became my exclusive attendant?”

“Lagnis is busy too. You can hardly see her yourself, right?”

“That’s true.”

She was just extremely busy. Lagnis had been incredibly busy for the past year, to the point where I could only describe it that way. 

In the past, I would at least go see her face occasionally, but now it has become difficult to meet her even once a week.

“Lagnis doesn’t have enough time. With Lord Radnelband leading many people in educating her and making plans… it’s only natural.”

Unlike me, who spends most of my time at the estate or taking guild quests, Cheryl, who goes to and from the academy, seemed to hear some stories. However, she only heard the stories and did nothing more.

“In any case, it’s not something we need to worry about. Levian Vanguard will complete her duties well.”

There was an age difference and a class difference, but Cheryl acknowledged her as an equal friend and trusted her, which is why she neither pitied Lagnis nor tried to help her first. 

If she had been in that situation herself, she would have found such actions insulting. Of course, from Lagnis’s perspective, she could wish for help even without asking. But unless Cheryl could fully grasp her true intentions, she would only show the utmost respect and prepare herself.

To be ready to help when asked and cut off the heads of any meddlers who got in the way.

“Well said. There’s no reason to worry or waste time when she hasn’t asked for help. Isn’t it best to prepare so we can help when she really does ask later?”

“I’ll let you off this time, you brat.”

“Who’s talking?”

It was certainly both an advantage and a disadvantage that their ideas were so remarkably similar. When they spoke, they found each other irritating, but they communicated incredibly well.

Thanks to that, even though the distance to the western gate, our assembly point, was quite far, we were able to converse without getting bored along the way. 

It was a possible outcome because Cheryl lowered her arrogant attitude by about half when acting as an adventurer.

“Is this just a group of thieves, or is it a thieves’ guild? There seem to be quite a lot gathered here.”

Contrary to my expectation of no more than 20 people at the assembly point, over 50 people appeared to be scattered about, waiting to depart. Judging from the three wagon-like vehicles built like military transport trucks, it seemed they had gathered up to 60 people.

No matter the distance, it was hard to believe that thieves operating in an area considered part of the capital’s vicinity would be conducting such large-scale operations that they needed to assemble this many people.

“There were talks that the Knights would be deployed if they failed this time too.”  

Before I could voice my question, Cheryl seemed to anticipate my confusion and continued speaking.

“For the first attempt, it was tried as a simple quest given to adventurers. This is the second attempt.”

“I’m starting to understand.”

Quests related to thieves are usually rated as green or blue difficulty levels at most.

Most thieves are simply at the level where they have to rob others to make ends meet. 

Those with decent skills can make a living doing anything, anywhere. It’s that simple. However, these thieves had clearly deviated slightly from that simple premise.

There was definitely someone strong among them.

“But they’re still just thieves, so the leader must be capable, right?”

“If the subordinates are more capable than the leader, I’m willing to introduce myself and give them a standing ovation.”

“That’s a part I can acknowledge. If that’s the case, I’ll clap alongside you.”

If a mere group of thieves were not ruled by force but acted with honor, they would be qualified enough for our applause. 

Still, I had a feeling that having just one or two exceptional individuals would not have led to this situation, so I revealed my thoughts with a smile, and Cheryl smiled back similarly.

Cheryl must have taken an interest in this quest for that reason. Despite her lovely appearance, she clearly had the blood of a knightly family flowing within her, and she considered gaining insight from actual combat against strong opponents to be entirely natural.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 



  Chapter 35 .｡.:✧ Cheryl Tzin Ogatorf ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

After meeting the personnel manager and being assigned a wagon, we were told that we had almost an hour until departure.

“It doesn’t seem like an issue that will be resolved today or tomorrow.”

Normally, when an elimination request arose in a nearby area, they would depart at dawn and begin work after arriving in the morning. 

It was because there were those who could not simply overlook the unstable public order, as it was near the capital of the country. 

The fact that we were departing almost at 11 o’clock was an extremely rare occurrence.

“I sense something fishy here. Once we arrive, let me do the talking, and you just stick with me no matter what.”

“Do the talking?”

“I’ll take the lead in official conversations and make it sound convincing. The quest form was a bit vague in its wording, there were also some unfamiliar faces at the guild. And look here, almost half of the adventurers present have a different vibe going on. I just can’t shake the feeling that we’ve missed something.”

“Hmm. Did I think too simplistically?”

This clever girl doesn’t show any signs of making a wrong judgment out of frustration. 

Without me even explaining specifically why I had suspicions, she had already put her usual thought process on hold and started considering various angles, trying to find something she might have overlooked at the moment I raised my doubts.

Is this what happens when a genius receives special education?

“Still, it’s better to make mistakes when moving as a group like this. We’ll only know for sure once we get there, so just keep that in mind.”

Cheryl silently nodded in agreement. 

Despite being an adventurer longer than me, she didn’t raise any objections.

Of course, she still couldn’t fully understand the power struggles and unfair negotiations among the lower classes. 

And it’s not that she needed to, really. 

Perhaps she might never understand it during her lifetime, and it wouldn’t be a problem.

Anyway, because of that, I usually stepped forward when there were issues that needed to be resolved verbally.

In the end, over 80 percent of those lurking in the lower classes only submitted and cooperated with each other with the intention of exploiting others.

I scanned over the contract again to ensure that there were no mistakes, but there was no mention of a specific chain of command for carrying out the thief elimination quest. 

In such cases, as long as we don’t run away, we can proceed as we see fit, so Cheryl and I sticking together shouldn’t be an issue. 

After all, the reward is a base pay plus an additional bonus for each enemy killed, so our fellow adventurers wouldn’t care even if we act a bit passively to assess the situation.

“No need to get too anxious, but it won’t hurt to be cautious.”

“I agree.”

After a final check of our equipment and purchasing some basic emergency supplies, the wagon with our assembled party finally started moving.

Although the wind was chilly, it wasn’t a boring journey, as we were able to enjoy the passing scenery during this long-distance trip.

Ah, this brings back nightmares of my military service, traveling on those freight carriages. 

They were unpleasant memories of suffering due to a single disciplinary officer.

Suddenly feeling uneasy, I scanned the other adventurers riding in our wagon, but there didn’t seem to be anyone whose presence might cause trouble. 

Of course, those types always appear harmless at first, only to stab you in the back later, so I couldn’t let my guard down.

“Hey, you’re Eldmia Egga, right?”

“Hm?”

While Cheryl and I were both dozing off from having nothing to do, the man sitting across from us scrutinized me with his rugged face and eventually spoke up. 

Thinking he might be trying to pick a fight, I was about to turn towards him when he suddenly flashed a friendly smile and offered a handshake.

“I saw you at the guild earlier. I’m Garun, from the capital actually.”

“I’m from Ogwen, but I’ve been in the capital for a little over a year.”

He was a true civilized man who knew how to greet people with a smile. 

I had thought he was frowning, but that was just his face.

“Anyway, I thought I should let you know about those Dantel bastards from earlier.”

“Those vile sex offenders?”

“Heheh. Yeah, those assholes. I used to see their ugly side pretty often since we operated out of the same Mandeli Harbor.”

“So they’re repeat offenders, judging by how brazen they act?”

“Sharp guy, aren’t you?”

It felt a bit odd being called “guy” by someone around my mental age, but I suppose it’s understandable given my youthful appearance that could pass for being in my 20s. 

Coming from a harbor background, he might have aged prematurely from the hard labor.

Anyway, according to friendly Garun’s explanation, they were really vile fellows. 

They were so infamous around Mandeli Harbor that they were even blacklisted in some cities for harassing any woman they saw, clearly leaving no room for rehabilitation. 

However, from the way he talked, it seemed like quite a few people had come up to the capital from that area, which piqued my curiosity enough that I eventually had to ask Garun about it after his gossip session ended.

“But was there some kind of incident in that area? From what I’m hearing, it sounds like a lot of people from there came up here, which is rather unusual, isn’t it?”

“Hm? You’re surprisingly in the dark about outside information, guy. The Demon Lord’s forces, that’s what happenee. Those bastards completely ravaged the harbor.”

Unlike Garun’s nonchalant response, I froze with my eyes wide open.

“Well, being an adventurer, you must have expected it to some extent… The frontlines that had held for the past 7 years finally cracked. From what I heard, it seems like some elite units managed to break through the frontlines, and made their way in… By the time I last saw it, the place could no longer be called a harbor.”

I had thought they were somehow managing to hold on, but it appears the threat from the Demon Lord’s forces was gradually becoming more serious.
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Along the way, under the pretext of having nothing else to do, Garun was quite diligent in answering my questions. 

Most of his stories consisted of rather grim and tragic accounts.

He said that aside from the occasional victory reports heard in the cities near the frontlines, the only news that ever reached them were stories of the stagnant frontlines or defeats. 

The few victories were so exceptionally great that they could barely managed to maintain their ground, but if you simply eavesdropped at the taverns, you wouldn’t understand how the kingdom was even holding on.

“So I guess that’s why all sorts of bizarre characters have started appearing lately. Like that swordsman who single-handedly annihilated an entire demon battalion – an unbelievable tale. Or that funny story about the area-wide magic used to kill a demon, which also swept away any demon forces lying in ambush. At least it keeps things from getting too boring, I suppose.”

“Everything else in those stories just sounds like downsides.”

“Just being alive could be considered an upside, no? That’s why an ordinary guy like me came to the capital, hoping to live a bit longer. But the vibe here is definitely different. Heheh, and looking at this elimination quest, it doesn’t seem so straightforward either.”

As a veteran adventurer used to taking odd jobs, he had clearly sensed that this quest deviated from the norm. 

Garun shared a lot of other information through our conversation, and as soon as we reached our destination he exited the wagon, and casually bid me farewell after a light parting remark.

“See you later, after we’ve killed them all.”

He was just so damn cool that his rugged face seemed handsome.

We had chatted enough that he could have suggested we teamed up, so the fact that he acted this way implies he’s quite confident in his own abilities.

“Quite a lively character, despite his looks.”

“Wah, you startled me!”

Cheryl, who had been resting her head on my shoulder without moving an inch – which led me to assume she was sound asleep – suddenly sat upright and stretched as soon as Garun left.

“If you were awake, you could’ve moved earlier. My shoulder went numb from not being able to move.”

“Thanks for that, I slept well.”

Not the response I wanted at all, but I knew it would be pointless to say more, so I just stretched and hopped off the wagon as well

“This quest is definitely a bit strange.”

“Yeah, they’re just dropping us off right in the village.”

I had expected us to disembark somewhere inconspicuous near the forest and approach while surrounding it, but the wagon stopped at a vineyard. 

Unless the “ruins in the forest” mentioned was someplace underground, our arrival would be easily noticed. 

Checking if there was anything else out of the ordinary, something rather unpleasant caught the corner of my eye.

“Damn it.”

“What?”

“Look over there. Is that a camp?”

Cheryl’s expression tensed slightly as she turned her gaze towards where I was pointing.

“Are they intending to use adventurers as cannon fodder?”

Cheryl asked, but it was a situation where I couldn’t be certain either. 

“We can’t know for sure right now.”

Since this vineyard was located near the capital, I had assumed the owner would be at least of noble status. 

For an elimination quest spanning two orders, it was expected that individual guards wouldn’t suffice to handle it. 

However, I hadn’t anticipated them setting up a camp as if preparing for outright war like this.

Were the targets truly just thieves? 

“Looking at the camp’s layout… It seems arranged to monitor the forest.”

Cheryl’s eyes narrowed with doubt as she analyzed the situation befitting the daughter of a knight commander.
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The soldiers at the encampment did not approach us. 

They merely watched the adventurers disembarking from the carriages, muttering something among themselves from afar. 

They did not budge until we lined up in a row, following the guide’s simple instructions, staring into the forest.

“Guide, who are those guys?”

The Guide was checking the spacing between each person when I asked him, he gave me a blunt reply.

“Can’t you see? They’re the landlord’s private soldiers guarding against thieves.”  

“They seem prepared for a war.”

“For them, guarding the farm is no different from war. Just focus on the task.”

As if naturally following military protocol by maintaining the spacing, he said that much and continued marching, demanding the same spacing from the other adventurers. 

His actions did not seem rushed, but neither were they relaxed.

His tone oddly seemed aimed at preventing us from thinking about anything else, like a drill instructor’s.

“I wonder what the meaning is of lining up over 60 people like this?”

“Maybe the request wasn’t to drive away thieves, but to find a needle in the forest.”

“Looking at it, that seems plausible.”

Of course, neither of us actually considered that possibility. 

Without needing to say it, we stared tensely into the forest. 

Before long, after arranging everyone in a line, the guide shouted loudly.

“This quest is not much different from what everyone knows! The only addition is that we’ll run from here to the forest’s edge like this! Anyone who breaks formation or flees will not be paid!”

But what came out of his mouth was nonsense, not proper words. 

Without me needing to point it out, the adventurers immediately began voicing their displeasure.

“Don’t joke around! Let’s just do what’s stated in the contract!”

“Are you kidding me? Do you think we’re idiots? What do you expect will come flying at us in the forest for that kind of foolishness?!”  

“There was no mention of a command structure in the contract, so you should be thankful we even lined up for you. But running too? That’s going too far, isn’t it, guide?”

“Unlike you, we mastered walking long ago, so if you want to see us stumbling around like idiots, pay us more!”

It was an entirely natural reaction. 

Even if adventurers work relatively safely in the capital, they’re still adventurers in the end. 

Demanding more than the contract from those who risk their lives for meager pay was bound to provoke that response.

I expected the guide to be flustered by the intense, unexpected reaction. 

But when I looked at him, rather than being flustered, he wore a meaningful smile.

“Very well! Those who follow orders and advance will receive two additional silver coins as a bonus!”

At this decision that seemed prearranged, Cheryl and I looked at each other without needing to say anything.

“That’s exactly it!”

“The man knows how to handle people!”

Unlike the adventurers, who were cheering fiercely with vicious grins, we had an intense premonition that something was deeply wrong.

An inefficient show of force? For an army, maybe. 

Soldiers wearing armor and carrying shields could easily deflect arrows from average foes. 

Some higher-ranked adventurers could probably do it too if paid more. 

But trying that with barely copper-ranked adventurers, lining them up on a plain in front of enemies in the forest… At least to me, it meant one of three things.

Either there was firm confidence the thieves were so inept they couldn’t do anything even then, the commander on our side was an idiot, or the real target wasn’t thieves but the adventurers themselves in an elaborate setup.

The first could be ruled out since this was a second quest, meaning smaller parties had failed before, so the enemies had to have some ability. 

The second seemed unlikely too. 

If the guide held real command, his strange demeanor suggested he was more likely harboring ill intent than being an idiot. 

And if there was a commander at the nobles’ encampment, he would have confidently put this idiotic tactic on display to observe the result.

The third just felt right instinctively. 

Logically incomprehensible, this farce made me feel like moving targets in a shooting range.

“Eldmia.”   

“Yes, speak.”

“The encampment seems understaffed for its size.”

Why were bad premonitions so often accurate? 

Unconsciously frowning, I carefully examined the ground leading to the forest. 

Soon, I discovered footprints showing many people had passed through at similar intervals.

The long trail of footprints into the forest showed signs of returning to the encampment in a similar pattern. 

I wanted to believe it was simply a search party that had failed, leading them to hire adventurers. 

But of course, that made no sense – no way trained noble soldiers were worse than copper-ranked adventurers.

“Is there some mysterious being that robs you of words?”

“We can only be sure by running into the forest ourselves.”

My mind struggled to accept the situation, but it clearly wasn’t my fault. 

Was I really anticipating the correct outcome? Did any of this make sense?

That in this era, to give their soldiers live combat experience, they deceived adventurers and the guild, then killed clueless adventurer parties? 

No matter how much I racked my brain amid the shouting adventurers psyching themselves up, I couldn’t find an answer. 

Of course, if undiscovered it would be a jackpot, but how could something so blatant go unnoticed?

Even Cheryl, ranked among the highest nobility in the kingdom, was gritting her teeth at the insane course of action we predicted. 

No longer looking at the forest, she gazed pensively at the encampment, likely weighing whether to proceed or withdraw. 

Though I looked around, I didn’t see her knight bodyguard appear.

Did lions really push their cubs off cliffs, as the saying went?

Of course, actual lions never did such a thing, but the lion named Ekaf might not have objected to such conduct. 

As a father who distinguished caring for his child from blindly doting on them like a spoiled demon, he may have approved.

“Rather than judging rashly, it’s better to see with our own eyes.”  

Befitting the daughter of such a man, Cheryl’s conclusion was remarkably assertive. 

An extremely reasonable judgment, but I had some doubts about whether it was worth risking our lives over.

“Your skills are good, but have you never tried evading or deflecting incoming arrows?”

“Well, it’s possible, not that it will actually happen. Even if it does, I can probably manage normal archery at least. It doesn’t seem like there will be any mana archers.”

“You have unsettling confidence.”  

“You’re in no position to say that.”

I tilted my head quizzically at Cheryl’s suddenly disgruntled gaze, but she didn’t offer any specific explanation. 

What was that about? 

I hadn’t exactly demonstrated evading or blocking arrows, so why did she say that? 

I do think I could probably evade them, but I never made a point of it.

“More importantly, my bodyguard still hasn’t appeared. Whoever it is must have judged this situation manageable for me.”

“Or maybe they just believe you’ll withdraw on your own.”

“If the situation becomes too sudden for them to react, then my dedicated butler will have to loyally sacrifice himself instead.”

In the end, I could only applaud Cheryl one time for not revealing her status to extract herself from this mess, one time for her vicious personality treating my life as her own plaything, and one more time for my own misfortune constantly entangling me in these annoying situations.

“Why are you suddenly applauding?”

“I can’t help but admire your wicked nature…”

“Charge!”

As if my applause was some signal flare, the guide’s shout prevented us from further conversation. 

The other adventurers, foolish, carefree or supremely skilled, began dashing madly into the forest for two silver coins, despite the dubious circumstances. 

Cheryl and I exchanged sighs.

“At least we didn’t directly face the unforeseen.”

“You’re telling me.”  

Falling far behind, we walked slowly while watching the others charging recklessly ahead.
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“You two there! If you don’t do it properly, I can’t pay you the commission!”

Before we had even taken ten steps, I raised my middle finger in response to the guide’s shout from behind us.

“I read through the damn contract, so cut the crap! If you don’t want to get hit with a penalty for breach of contract, shut your trap!”

“Wh-What?!”

The illiteracy rate in this other world must be quite high. 

Although I can’t be certain since I haven’t encountered any statistics, judging from how things are going and the overall state of affairs, it doesn’t seem to be too optimistic of a level.

Adventurers are no exception to this. 

While those treated as mid-level adventurers generally can read, Asirye had told me long ago that surprisingly many of them struggle to properly grasp the meaning when faced with technical terms, vocabulary, and even slightly complex sentences. 

Out of concern that I might neglect studying, she would repeatedly emphasize this point, frequently bringing it up and even citing specific examples.

It’s quite common for adventurers to suffer damages or take on unnecessary tasks because they fail to properly understand contracts. 

Just like those pathetic fools running up ahead over there.

“You always get foul-mouthed when you’re on an adventuring job, huh?”

“A living intellectual of this era like me merely tailors my manner to match the level of whomever I’m dealing with.”

“Sounds like nonsense to me.”

“People tend to avert their gaze from sudden truths.”

Cheryl answered by kicking a pebble in her path toward me as we walked. 

By the time we were messing around like that, the adventurers had already run far ahead, covering more than half the distance. 

The initial distance was maybe around 300 meters? It’s just a rough estimation by eyeballing it, but it should be more or less accurate.

When about 20 of them had halved the distance, arrows suddenly came flying out from the forest.

“F**k, archers!”

“Run! If we don’t make it into the forest and get taken down here, we’ll be target practice!”

While some coolly assessed the situation, others immediately collapsed after taking a single hit and lost consciousness. 

However, no confirming arrows were actually fired at those who had fallen. 

The arrows only targeted those trying to run the remaining distance into the forest.

“These f**king bastards are just toying with us?!”

Well, “toying” is a bit of an understatement, since a few people did die from that first volley.

For some reason, their training seemed to involve firing on targets outside the forest to lure and disable them, or lead them to their deaths. 

It was clear they were testing those skills in a live combat scenario, not just regular practice or training.

All sorts of thoughts ran through my mind, but I asked Cheryl first.

“Do you know who the owner of this vineyard is?”

“No. Probably not a particularly powerful noble.”

“Then I guess we can just wipe out whoever’s in that forest and think about the rest later?”

To try and understand the baffling situation right in front of us, there was one conclusion. 

They were using this as live combat training against green and blue-ranked adventurers. 

The repeated failures by adventurer parties to subdue them made sense – it was a scenario essentially designed for failure. 

They came thinking they were dealing with regular thieves, but ended up being ambushed by trained soldiers. 

Against that, without magic or aura abilities, the only likely outcome for regular green and blue-ranked adventurers relying just on combat experience and fundamentals was death.

Aura users and mages only started appearing occasionally at the next tier up, the red rank. 

And anyone at that level would be too skilled for these bastards to take on, which is clearly why they avoided recruiting higher than blue ranks.

“Don’t leave a single one alive.”

Having deduced that much, Cheryl, with the dignified face of a noble, gave me those instructions.

“There is not a single reason to allow such wretched beings who dare commit such slaughter at the very doorstep of the kingdom’s capital, dishonoring the royal family.”

Even a genius like her could reach no different conclusion than me from this situation. 

Without waiting for my reply, Cheryl drew her sword, unleashed her aura, and charged in at a speed that made you doubt if a 15-year-old – no, if a human being – could truly run that fast. 

She instantly closed the distance, reaching the forest just as another arrow came flying, having misjudged her velocity. 

The arrow missed its mark entirely, as Cheryl had already gotten far ahead of it.

By the time the stray arrow hit the ground, Cheryl’s figure had already vanished into the forest.

“Aaaarrgghh!”

Simultaneously, the first scream rang out from within the woods. 

Inwardly praying we hadn’t misjudged the situation, I drew my own sword as well.

“Befitting actions from a young lord’s daughter.”

If this was training, then someone must have ordered that training.

And the situation that instructor would least want is for the training to become meaningless – the surest way to make that happen being the deaths of those being trained.

So taking that as the objective, I channeled mana through my body.

Thanks to the formal aura training I’ve undertaken since joining the Ogatorf family, what used to feel like forcing myself into thick armor when channeling mana, now feels like a perfectly fitted bodysuit clinging to me. 

My enhanced senses adapt as my body is strengthened by the mana flow.

The moment that familiar sensation settled into its optimal state through my extensive training, I kicked off the ground and dashed forward.

The remaining 200 meter distance shrank in less than 10 seconds. 

The scenery instantly changed to a forest, and figures invisible from outside now came into view. 

A look of shock spread across the face of a man who had been about to draw his bow.

“An… aura user…!”

Light armor, greaves, gauntlets, and helmet. 

A shortsword at the waist but no other bags. 

Three of them in total. 

Confirming that the two besides the bowman hadn’t even properly reacted yet, I accelerated further.

“…User…!”

It was clear. These weren’t thieves, but soldiers.

As that judgment set in, I swung my sword in an arcing motion that seemed to suck the air in, cleanly severing the man’s head. 

Continuing with the motion, it was easy work to behead the remaining two in one sweep. 

Seven years of training was no idle endeavor.

Crouching warily in case of any further attacks, I briefly surveyed the area – but their dying screams seemed to get drowned out amidst the shouts of the adventurers outside the forest, not reaching any other ears. 

Confirming the trenches dug around us and that Cheryl was no longer present, I resheathed my sword, seized the dead soldiers’ shortswords, and dashed deeper into the forest.

Unable to simply run unimpeded through the woods as if it were an open field, my pace had to slow considerably from before. 

In that interim, I took a moment to organize my thoughts and ponder their motives again. 

Asirye would probably have scolded me for letting my mind wander in combat, but the opposition was lax enough to allow it.

Still, no matter how I thought about it, the reality wasn’t easy to make sense of. 

Of course, the adventurer profession is generally one deprived of human rights or civil rights on average. 

Unless you hold a regular tax-paying occupation or status, the kingdom isn’t so benevolent as to extend full citizenship and protections to wandering adventurers who earn sporadic incomes. 

If you bear no civic obligations, you get no civic entitlements – adventurers directly illustrate that principle better than any other vocation.

However, if the kingdom denies adventurers all rights, then unscrupulous elements could start trying to exploit that expendable labor force to handle problems on the cheap. 

Naturally, that would cause the adventurer population to dwindle or disappear, leaving the kingdom overwhelmed by all the quests that adventurers had been handling.

Hence, the kingdom does extend a minimum level of treatment to adventurers. 

So deceiving them about commission details or allowing them to be wronged unlawfully is punishable under the kingdom’s laws.

“Ah, one more here…!”

The moment I spotted the wary soldiers maintaining a perimeter, I threw away the two shortswords I’d been carrying. 

Three of them again. 

Clearly accustomed to operating as a battle unit, the sight of blades protruding from their comrades’ heads and chests sent one of them recoiling in horror just as he tried to redraw his sword. 

A solid kick sent him crumpling to the ground, sword falling from his grasp.

“Ugh!”

I planted my heel on his nape after kicking him onto his back, and his body immediately started going rigid. 

Honestly, I thought he’d at least try to struggle and dislodge my foot, but I suppose he had surprisingly fast judgment. 

Like winning a lucky draw.

“Alright, live or die – your choice! One chance! What were you thinking, using adventurers as live training dummies like this?”

“On…orders, sir!”

“Quick answer, I like that. So I’ll give you one more chance. From now on, use that brain of yours to explain everything to me in one go for each question. If you stall, I’ll just kill you and find someone else. Whose orders?”

“Our employer’s! Count Pavera! The owner of this vineyard!”

This one’s got good reflexes, I’ll give him that.
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The information the soldier had was quite useful.

The fact that Count Pavera, whose real name was unknown until now, had only acquired the vineyard about half a year ago. 

That this strange scheme had only begun a little over a month prior. 

That he was not a traditional noble, but had purchased his title with money. 

Lastly, that his soldiers numbered around 40, and an additional 40 mercenaries had been hired to carry out this operation.

“What kind of count employs 40 personal soldiers and hires mercenaries on top of that?”

“Truth is, he had around 30 men who were with him even before he obtained his title. Officially they’re referred to as security forces for maintaining order, but they’re no different than personal soldiers. Since his estate is considered an outskirt of the capital, there are limits on private soldiers, but no issues with employing mercenaries.”

“And the additional 40 men?”

“Well, I don’t know for certain, but the rumor is that they’re lower-quality mercenaries he hired secretly…”

He seemed adamant on proving he had no room to even consider lying, readily answering in an almost instantaneous manner. 

From his account, this Pavera fellow sounded like someone whose mind worked in rather unsavory ways. 

The fact that he had around 30 men in his possession even before this, implied he had been up to no good previously, although this soldier seemed unaware of those prior dealings.

By chance, the one I had spared happened to be among the recently hired soldiers, not one of the 30 who had been with Pavera longer.

“What absolute shit luck.”

Pavera and around 10 of his inner circle were stationed at their main camp, while the remaining 20 were stationed in the dilapidated ruin in the forest as a forward base. 

The 40 additionally hired mercenaries were deployed throughout the woods, systematically massacring the adventurers as part of the scheme.

“Did this bastard lose his parents to adventurers or something? Why go to such lengths?”

“I’m just a grunt, so I don’t know that much…”

“Hmm, seems ambiguous.”

While operating in secret, luring and killing adventurers in this manner was an extremely dangerous act. 

Of course, that’s precisely why these men had carefully planned and prepared tactics within the forest. 

But getting caught would still mean asset seizure and execution at minimum. 

For Pavera to take that risk, there must have been a significant benefit motivating him – but what exactly, I couldn’t fathom.

“Oh, oh! There is one strange thing I know!”

My muttered remark about the ambiguity must have seemed to imply the information was sorely lacking compared to the value of his life, as the soldier began frantically rolling his eyes before blurting out. 

This man had been quite actively cooperating by lowering his tone from earlier, so I had intended to spare him regardless – but this desperate reaction was making me feel a tad sorry for him.

“On Count Pavera’s orders, the bodies of the adventurers killed so far have been collected and kept somewhere in those ruins!”

“What?! What kind of f**ked up psychopath does that disgusting shit? Why?”

“I, I don’t know! But I did hear instructions like ‘don’t worry about their condition since they’ll be burned anyway’, so they’re just being roughly gathered for now!”

“Burned anyway…?”

It made no sense.

Collecting the bodies of adventurers who came to subdue them, deliberately escalating to draw in even more adventurers… 

And not even bothering with confirmation kills on the disabled ones outside the forest, as if those who happened to die were of no concern.

Why? According to this man, for the initial subjugation request, they lured adventurers into the forest and took them out through coordinated ambushes. 

They had been operating with such calculated tactics, carefully selecting skilled combatants to carry out the operations. 

So why resort to such a sloppy, chaotic method now?

“Th-That’s really all I know, I swear! Please spare me…!”

“Hey, don’t worry. I, Eldmia Aega, don’t have a habit of killing cooperative friends. Unless you turn out to be one utterly vile bastard, that is.”

His face flushed with relief at those words as he thanked me profusely. 

But I couldn’t just leave him be, just in case he tried anything, so I’d have to knock him out.

“Look, while I won’t kill you, we’re not close enough friends for me to just let you go in one piece, you understand? I’ll just knock you out.”

“O-Of course! A wise decision, Lord Eldmia!”

“I do appreciate that cooperative attitude. And when you wake up, you’ll likely find all those around you dead, you know? If my hunch is right, this whole affair is the doing of that Pavera guy, so today might just be his funeral.”

“Heh…heh…”

“It won’t be a small incident by any means, so once the rumors start spreading…as perhaps the sole survivor, you’ll likely be asked to recount what happened, no? When that time comes, consider this payment for your life and pass on this message.”

“Wh-What message?”

“If you find some guy named Eldmia Egga mixed up in your shitty schemes, just drop everything and run for it. Easy enough, right?”

“O-Of course! If anyone asks, I’ll properly convey that!”

“Good. You seem smart enough, so I believe you. Now relax. I definitely won’t kill you. Alright…huh?”

After striking the man’s carotid to knock him out and gently laying him on the ground, a sudden realization hit me as I was thanking him one last time.

“Leaving a survivor?”

Those who entered the forest were killed. 

But those who couldn’t even make it into the forest were allowed to live. 

From how they avoided confirmation kills, that much was certain.

However, most of the rest would likely die. 

So what rumor would spread? That a subjugation attempt against bandits, escalated in a second wave to draw in over 60 adventurers, had failed catastrophically. 

How would people react to such a rumor? Cheryl had said that if this subjugation failed, noble soldiers would be deployed.

But the noble behind this whole incident was the culprit.

The surviving adventurers would speak of deranged bandits systematically waging combat with bows and all. 

The rumor would spread rapidly. 

How could it not, when nearly 60 adventurers had been virtually wiped out in the vicinity of the capital? The palace would surely take notice. 

Then if Count Pavera led his soldiers in a successful subjugation…

“This f**king bastard wanted more reputation after making his money, huh?”

Charred bodies would serve as sufficient evidence of the subjugation. 

By collecting the adventurer tags from those killed this time and submitting them to the guild separately, there’d be no need to examine the bodies.

If he could dispose of the bodies of the adventurers they killed by burning them, leaving only convincing false evidence of bandits thieves, his rise to fame would be instantaneous.

Perhaps even more dramatically, he could turn in just the recovered adventurer tags to the guild.

Had it not been for us, this scheme might very well have succeeded in becoming a monumental, heroic tale of the newly rising noble, Count Pavera.

Once I deduced that much, I couldn’t contain myself until confirming whether the truth matched my wildly speculative imagination.

The thought of my insane conjecture being just a fanciful imagination or the actual reality had my entire body tingling with the urge to verify it. 

So I picked up a serviceable shortsword from among the fallen soldiers and dashed as quickly as possible through the forest, seeking the ruins and Cheryl.

Every so often, I dispatched any patrol units I encountered by hurling the shortswords at them. 

Pushing deeper into the dense woods, hints of a gray structure began emerging between the thick foliage.

“Eldmia, over here.”

Cheryl’s voice rang out, and I stopped to scan around. 

She descended from the trees like a cat, quietly approaching me.

“You’re late.”

“Sorry, I ran into a cooperative friend and got some information. Turns out these bastards might just be the biggest bastards around.”

“Cooperative, you say?”

I relayed to the bewildered Cheryl the details I had learned from the nameless soldier, which visibly shocked her.

“What in the world were they trying to do?”

“I don’t know, it just kinda happened that way?”

“They don’t seem the type to be so careless for things to ‘just happen’…”

While an ominous exchange, that wasn’t the priority now. 

So I shared my speculation with Cheryl.

“Hey, I think this Count Pavera guy is behind it all, and his goal might be building a reputation for himself.”

“A reputation? You didn’t misspeak and mean infamy?”

“They’ve been collecting the bodies of the adventurers they killed. But he said something about burning them anyway later on. You mentioned earlier that if this subjugation failed, the noble landowner would mobilize his soldiers to handle it directly, right?”

I laid out my carefully thought-out theory. 

Cheryl’s pencil-thin brows furrowed in fury as she instantly processed the information and judged its implications.

“What a demonic scheme deserving of being torn to shreds and more…”

“It’s just my speculation, but doesn’t it seem to add up?”

“Deceiving and killing adventurers wasn’t enough – he means to pin the blame for his atrocities on those very victims, black wash their names as ‘thieves’ to further exploit them? Could such a conception truly arise from a human mind?”

This is a world without modern forensics. 

A world where countless lives are lost not just to natural disasters, but all manner of monstrosities and human-caused calamities. 

It’s undeniable that verifying the circumstances of each death one-by-one is something that only happens under very special cases.

The guild would be no different. 

While dismayed at the decimation of 60 green and blue-ranked adventurers, they would only step in seriously if even noble soldiers suffered heavy casualties and failed to subdue the supposed bandits. 

Of course, that won’t happen here. 

Count Pavera will simply dress up the collected adventurer corpses in some makeshift guise, burn them all to mimic thieves, and if aiming for an even more dramatic spectacle, turn in just the recovered adventurer tags to the guild.

Had that occurred, it would have become a monumentally heroic tale elevating the newly famous Count Pavera.

Our absence alone would likely have seen his scheme succeed.
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While trying to calmly assess the situation and calm Cheryl’s rage, who rarely showed her emotions intensely, I realized their chances of winning were not even worth considering. 

Cheryl was from Ogatorf. 

With the skill level she demonstrated by killing those she encountered on the way, unless ten enemies attacked her perfectly in unison or she was unable to use her aura, he could confidently claim that with each swing of her sword, their necks would be severed.

The top graduate of the Royal Academy did not attain that rank through simple games. 

Even if it was a game, the mere fact that she could render them incapacitated was an unbiased truth devoid of any prejudice.

“Although the full truth has not been revealed yet, what has been uncovered is enough to warrant immediate execution.”

Moreover, she was not a makeshift knight like the other noble sprout. 

To his eyes, she might have seemed quite young, but she was already a warrior prepared to kill at any moment.

With just her alone, she could slaughter all the enemies gathered in the ruins, not to mention those scattered in the forest.

On top of that, if Eldmia Egga, who had undergone outrageous training since childhood to kill the Demon King’s commanders, joined her, it would be a death sentence for those lowly adventurers who had only aimed for easy prey.

With nearly perfect coordination born of deep resentment, they had reached that level of ability.

“So let’s stop with the trivial worries and just kill them all,” he said coldly while ruffling Cheryl’s hair.

Cheryl nodded in agreement, instantly calming down.

From the beginning, they had come thinking the enemies were mere thieves. 

Simply killing them all and tossing their leader Pavera’s head would be enough of an accomplishment. 

Anything else could be dealt with by involving the Guild.

There was no need to lose composure over the deplorable actions that would make even a devil cry.

Understanding this, the now calm Cheryl, or rather, Danmuji, opened her mouth.

“Shall we kill the ones in the forest first?”

“Leave them for later. I’ve already killed about nine, including the archers I encountered on my way in. If we combine the ones you killed, we’ve practically decimated the command structure already. It’s not too late to deal with them. In fact, if there were messengers among those we killed, the command may have already noticed something amiss.”

As always, striking the head first makes the rest easier.

“We’ll charge in, kill the commanders first, and then start the rest of our plan. Follow closely.”

Eldmia declared with utter calm and without hesitation.

In this situation, he did not feel any sense of mortal danger, maintaining the same composure as their morning sparring session. 

And this was not misplaced confidence stemming from overestimating his abilities or underestimating the enemy.

‘Nine.’

The number he mentioned so nonchalantly almost made Cheryl’s expression change, but she managed to control herself.

The soldiers initially encountered at the forest’s edge were indeed not difficult. 

The archers were so stunned by the sudden situation that they couldn’t even draw their swords, and the others around, though reactive, were inconsequential.

However, the trio she encountered deeper inside were different.

Although she had restrained her aura, considering the prolonged battle, apart from the one she killed by surprise, the remaining two had superior reflexes and judgment. 

Against the last one, she had to parry three strikes before finally slaying him.

Even at the Academy, there were only a handful of people who could deflect a surprise attack like that. 

Yet the enemy had such skilled individuals as mere scouts, indicating their considerable strength.

“That sword looks quite clean, despite everything?”

“I took their weapons and threw them to kill them on the way. You should remember this too. What we hold in our hands is ultimately just a sharp blade. If you forget that and let your guard down for a moment, you’ll end up dead. When the situation is uncertain, it’s best to keep your own weapon in top condition.”

She vaguely recalled hearing that advice before, from a renowned sword dancer her father had briefly brought in when she was young. 

But she had never imagined it would be applied in such a way.

“Well, it doesn’t matter for now, unless we later acquire some incredible flaming sword, or legendary blade that doesn’t care about blood or grime.”

With a smile that seemed out of place for the situation, Eldmia ruffled her hair again.

That patronizing smile and tone, like an elder brother advising his much younger sibling, was utterly infuriating.

Come to think of it, he had been like this since their first meeting.

Looking back now, despite being overwhelmed by someone her age who had been called a prodigy since childhood.

Without ever showing off, or saying there was no need for two suns.

Yet always refraining from retaliating when struck, instead spouting insults, Eldmia had remained consistent for over a year.

Apart from his refined strength and swordsmanship, it seemed Eldmia as a person had been fully formed long ago, always standing above her.

Occasionally displaying behaviors that wavered between flippant and solemn, he nevertheless consistently imparted teachings to her, as if reciting lessons learned from someone else.

Even the Academy’s professors showed flashes of jealousy when praising her genius, yet how could someone who’s not even a prodigy stand before her with a magnanimity and affection that surpassed even her senior instructors?

“Hey, worry about it later. Let’s go. I’ve got your back.”

There was no chance the answer to the question she had pondered for a year would suddenly appear. 

So, as always, she kicked Eldmia’s shin and said, “You’re infuriating.”

“Ah, this tiny thing has nothing better to do than kick me.”

Taking her light grumbling as a signal, he dashed forward.

Despite anticipating and gathering her aura, she momentarily fell behind his burst of acceleration. 

Fearing he might soon outpace her completely, she pushed herself to keep up, rapidly closing the distance until the enemies’ faces became clear at the edge of the thicket.

The wind whipped past with a force that could slice off an ear, but as they neared the thicket’s end, Eldmia would undoubtedly accelerate once more.

Employing maneuvers even skilled aura knights struggled to master as if they were natural, he would slice through the fastest reacting enemy in one strike before passing them by, trusting that she would follow behind.

-Kyaaack!

As expected, Eldmia’s sword arced gracefully from a distance strikingly similar to her estimation, cleanly severing the throat of the soldier who had reacted to the sound and was about to shout, passing through him. 

The sluggish enemy, even after witnessing that scene, still could not comprehend what had occurred.

“Shit!”

“Adventurers! The scouts have been breached!”

“Emergency! Bi-iiik?!”

Immediately following, slashing the abdomen of the still dazed soldier and continuing to run, Eldmia had already cut down two more enemies in his chosen path. 

Despite their heightened senses from tension and aura, they could barely track his blazing speed as he seemed to glide between them, unfailingly shouting out:

“I am!”

How infuriating those words had been when he first uttered them with the same attitude as her.

“That bastard is using aura-aack!”

“Kuhuk!”

His sword lashed out again, felling two who attempted to block his path before they could even react. 

One was clearly out of the sword’s range by about a span, yet somehow deeply cut, clutching his severed carotid artery as he collapsed. 

Eldmia would not miss the numerous gazes reacting to his shout, converging as if awaiting orders, or trying to protect someone.

“Eldmia!”

Provoked by his audacious demeanor, by the realization that she had met an equal for the first time, she had lashed out violently to conceal her pounding heart. 

In hindsight, she should have struck harder.

Had she known he would turn out to be such an infuriating lone vanguard, even that would have been insufficient.

“Shit, stop him! Stop him!”

“Who the hell is that bastard!”

What seemed like careless, sweeping motions cleanly sliced through the wrists and necks of soldiers charging at him in a single strike. 

The elegant sword trail, beautiful enough to make even the spraying bloodstreams appear artistic, almost seemed to illuminate the path she needed to follow behind him. 

She cut down any enemies he missed, whose attention was drawn to him.

However, she could not match the precision with which his blade struck vital points with each swing.

“Egga!”

How much time must an ordinary person have spent training to reach such a level? It was different from simply enhancing one’s body with aura. 

After all, skill was something that, no matter how strong, could only be etched into the body through rigorous training.

That’s why she could tell.

The trajectories resulted from Eldmia, in his youth before properly learning the sword, repeatedly practicing the simple motion of ‘swinging’ from various angles.

If only to perfect that basic act which was not even true swordsmanship – those trajectories were precisely what allowed his sword to move as it did.

The fact that such graceful movements could only be achieved through an arduously long time committed solely to that rudimentary practice, from a period before he could call himself a true swordsman, was something she could not fail to recognize as one raised to inherit a knightly lineage.

“Why is he an aura user?!”

“Since you’ve acted so recklessly, regret it as you face death, you bastard!!”

“Uu, uwaaahh!”

Although his occasional unsophisticated remarks and inexplicable boasting tended to grate on her nerves, the sight of him running wild with proper swordsmanship made his movements seem like a dance.
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An ambush always provided an advantage.

And an ambush attempted with a body enhanced through aura or magic was akin to freely maneuvering arrows weaving through the enemy ranks – a calamity for mere ordinary folk.

Thanks to this, he had become that very calamity, weaving through these wretched enemies.

“Run away!”

It was a good sign when the will of those trying to stop him began to crumble, and some chose to flee instead. 

It meant they realized there was no one among them capable of obstructing him. 

With a dreadful swiftness, Cheryl flew in and plunged her sword into the chest of one who had proven his mediocre abilities.

“Kuhuk!”

He appreciated that Cheryl moved in perfect coordination, allowing him not to worry about their rear. 

However, having already cut down nearly ten, it irked him that he hadn’t seen anyone who seemed to be a commander. 

There had been a group of about three earlier, but was their leader among them?

“This bastard!”

As he pondered, momentarily hesitating, one who had charged in with considerable speed thrust his sword at him. 

A rather vicious-looking face. 

Marks of a hardened mercenary. 

The judgment and skill to seize upon a moment’s lapse in vigilance.

“Are you the commander, you bastard?!”

-Pakang!

“Insane shithead!”

His sword, swung with full force, cleanly cleaved vertically through the blade thrusting towards his heart. 

The enemy recoiled in shock, as did he.

A sword could be split vertically like that…?

“This works?!”

Though astonished himself by the remarkable sight, the moment he registered it as an opportunity, instinct took over, forcing his body to push down with his sword in a thrust.

Amidst the sound of rending metal, sparks flew where his blade met the enemy’s hilt, like a grinder cutting through steel. 

Beyond the thrusting sword’s tip, the enemy’s expression was one of utter despair.

“Shit, no, not…!”

-Fpook!

Seemingly too stunned to let go, the enemy’s heart was cleanly impaled, blood gushing forth. 

In the illusion that death climbed up the blade, the one he presumed to be the commander or captain barely met his gaze before expiring without another breath.

“That, that’s a monster.”

“Run, we have to run…”

Taking that as the cue, the remaining four who had been charging also turned to flee in sheer terror. 

It seemed his assumptions were not too far off.

With the peculiar sensation of extracting his sword, he swung it broadly, splattering blood, at which the enemies scattered as if it were some deadly poison.

“Cowards who only know how to kill the weak! Weren’t these your comrades strewn across the forest?! Didn’t that Paviera or Pavaeri or whatever his name was give signal flares at the very least for his soldiers? Fire them, you bastards! From this moment on, you’re all criminals anyway. Wouldn’t it be better to die fighting than eke out a wretched existence?”

“Uwaaahh!”

“Run, dammit!”

He had expected at least one or two might charge at him defiantly, but it seemed too much to ask. 

As the weapon-dropping deserters fled without a backward glance, he watched them dejectedly until Cheryl approached and remarked calmly:

“They’re not going to stick around after we killed the entire command of twenty, are they?”

“Ah, right.”

He belatedly recalled her stating that aside from those scattered in the forest, there were only twenty here.

“I had moved while unconsciously accounting for the ones in the forest as well.”

Cheryl gazed at him as if he were incomprehensible, then examined the vertically cleaved sword before speaking.

“Did you do that on purpose?”

“How could I do that intentionally? I just swung to hit it, and it got lodged in there. Must have been a cheap sword.”

“Still, that’s not something that usually happens, is it…?”

“To be honest, I don’t think so either.”

He had heard there were cases where one demonstrated abilities beyond their normal limits, and wondered if this was such a feeling. 

He had split the sword like bamboo.

Examining his own blade out of curiosity revealed, unsurprisingly, that the edge which had sliced and scraped into the enemy’s sword was now completely mangled. 

Resentful at having to abandon their spoils, yet knowing claims of Ogatorf’s involvement would undoubtedly draw criticism for such pettiness, he decided to let it go.

“What do you want to do? Chase after them?”

“Not really. That noble is still out there, along with his ten attendants. No need to waste effort on the likes of them.”

“Unless they’re insane, would they dare raise a blade against us after we’ve razed this place?”

“We should feign exhaustion.”

“What?”

“Act like we’re utterly spent but somehow finished the job. The enemy will have to ponder their options – whether to threaten, persuade, or feign ignorance. Observing their response will allow us to better assess and prepare for them.”

In the illusion of choices, one’s true nature emerges. 

Baring his fangs in a wolfish grin, to which Cheryl responded with a similarly feral smile, he affirmed, “I like that plan.”

After some additional efforts, having only taken the slightly better-equipped heads of three other enemies, they set out to leave the forest.

The clanging of weapons from all directions indicated the situation was still unfolding, but unless they encountered anyone, they avoided probing deeper.

Any they did come across were simply killed.

“Still, having to resort to feigning injuries…”

Having eliminated the main force too one-sidedly, leaving not a scratch on them, they had reluctantly mutilated and smeared themselves with the blood of the fallen after much deliberation. 

Naturally, neither he nor Cheryl wanted to, but they had no choice.

At least Cheryl had only applied blood, while he had gone further, painfully slashing his own leather armor for authenticity.

“It would be more believable for you to appear battle-worn, considering you actually fought more intensely.”

Even he would be on guard initially if a girl around Cheryl’s age, spattered in blood and wearing a damaged armor, came walking out holding severed heads in each hand – the sight was too jarringly unnatural. 

A larger, muscular man in such a state would at least garner an appropriate level of caution.

Exiting the forest’s edge in that grotesque state, they immediately caught sight of a flustered-looking attendant in the distance.

“Wh-What happened here?”

“What happened? We killed all those in the ruins and came out.”

“What?!”

“There were about twenty, right? I grabbed one and counted – twenty on the main force.” 

With about forty scattered in the forest, we killed our way out. 

“These are the heads of those who seemed to be commanders, based on their gear at least.”

As he flung the heads he had been holding in front of the attendant, whose expression visibly paled, he explained, “We killed them all?”

“Unless they’re ghosts? We killed some in the forest too, so maybe around thirty in total.” 

“But our side has sixty, so the remaining thirty should be enough to mop up those runts, right? We’ve done our part, so we’ll be resting now.”

“That requires proof…”

“No need to convince me, go see for yourself. 

“There should be noble guards over there too – just follow the path we came, and you’ll know. We’re too exhausted to go any further.”

Even if the severed heads were unrecognizable, it was evident the attendant’s eyes shook as if struck by an earthquake. 

After a few stumbling steps backward, making no effort to remain composed, he whirled and dashed back to the camp, shouting:

“W-Wait! I’ll report back!”

“…That overt bewilderment is clearly not the reaction of someone pleased, right?”

“If that’s pleasure, then these severed heads must be grinning too.”

As Cheryl affirmed by kicking one of the heads again, the encampment grew raucous before a man who was undoubtedly a noble emerged, attended by guards.

Expecting an unsavory aristocrat with a greasy face, corpulent like a pig, and bejeweled fingers, he was somewhat disappointed – the man appeared quite ordinary.

With neatly trimmed, ordinary brown hair and a muscular build discernible even through his clothes, though not overly large, the man gave the impression of a warrior at a glance.

Approaching us unhurriedly, he swept his piercing gaze over us as he spoke, his manner courteous yet his eyes sharp and unpleasant despite their blue hue.

“I am Count Pavera, who issued the request for this purge. My servant informed me that you are the ones who have cleared out the bandits encamped in the forest. Is that correct?”

His eyes, though blue, had an unpleasantly dull and disagreeable quality to them.
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“You sure do enjoy asking tedious questions. Why don’t you ask your subordinates about such things?”

Gesturing with his chin towards the handler standing behind Count Pavera, he unfastened the scabbard from his belt and leaned down onto the ground in a crooked posture, answering with an extremely disgruntled attitude. 

At the same time, he tried to gauge the skill level of Count Pavera and his soldiers.

It was a fact he had learned while formally training in mana and aura manipulation at the Ogatorf family, but he couldn’t properly sense mana and aura.

Because he handled raw mana close to its unrefined state, the purified mana and aura felt extremely faint to his senses. 

As a result, it was said that those who had reached a certain level could measure an opponent’s strengths and weaknesses just by perceiving the aura flowing around them in daily life… 

But he truly couldn’t tell at all.

Even from Ekaf, the Third Sword of the King himself, he only sensed an utterly ordinary aura – that was the extent of his aura perception ability. 

Others claimed that even a slight mastery of aura would allow one to feel an overwhelming presence, but for him, that wasn’t the case.

“Hmm. Are you sure you’re exhausted? That’s quite a sharp reaction.”

For whatever reason, no matter how closely he observed Count Pavera and his guards in front of him, he couldn’t sense anything from them.

Although he didn’t expect much, the twenty members of the command squad in the forest were supposedly the elites among their group. 

While the only decent one was the last guy who got slashed by his sword.

According to the friend who had provided him with the information, the guys here were supposed to be at least on par with that last guy, if not stronger.

But no matter how he looked, he couldn’t sense a thing.

Pretending to scratch the back of his head, he glanced sideways at Cheryl, but he couldn’t tell if her poker face was well-maintained or if she simply lacked any aura whatsoever.

“Well, even from the outside, it’s clear that you’ve been through a battle, so my lack of consideration was unbecoming. However, as the party who hired you, we cannot simply take your testimony at face value, so it would be good if you could cooperate for a moment.”

“If that ‘cooperation’ means ‘go back inside’ again, then I have no choice but to refuse. You can do that yourselves. As the Count just said, we’re completely exhausted. The guys still fighting in the forest haven’t been dealt with yet, so if we go back and run into them, it’ll be dangerous.”

“Actually, that part is a bit concerning. One thing we observed about them is… If something happens to the command squad, they use signal flares or something to call their comrades scattered in the forest to gather.”

Wow, he never expected them to be so blatant about it.

“But considering the timing of your entry… And the fact that no signal flare was fired. There are quite a few things that don’t add up. You would know better than us how quickly you went in and came back out, wouldn’t you?”

“You’re really going out of your way to imply we’re deceiving you. Is it because you’re a noble?”

Frowning deeply, he shot back with the most disgruntled expression and tone he could muster. 

As he crouched in a defiant posture and rested his hand on his sword’s hilt, the soldiers other than Count Pavera reacted.

“Don’t do anything foolish, adventurer.”

“Overestimating your skills could get you killed without payment.”

Their reaction wasn’t directed at the insult towards their master, but rather at him, expressing the will to fight. 

It was clear that their relationship wasn’t maintained by loyalty.

Even if he feigned anger or contemplation, their faces were too blatantly filled with derision for him to feel the need to further verify whether the information his friend from the forest had provided was true or false.

“You guys are saying some amusing things. Even with just a simple calculation, the two of us took out the entire command squad, so each of us must have killed at least ten. Do you really think you measly fellows can stop us?”

“Ha. Looking at your state, it doesn’t seem like a situation for further fighting, does it matter?”

“It does matter. Even in this sorry state, I could beat the likes of you with one eye closed.”

Instead of getting angry at his response, the guys laughed. 

A very good sign. 

Their underestimation of him meant that their current appearance was sufficiently serving its purpose, and that defeating them in combat would be easier.

“Enough. There’s no need to raise your voice. But even if I believe what you say, these three necks alone won’t solve anything. Is this your first thief elimination mission?”

“Well, it is my first time, but I know we get paid per head.”

“Even so, why did you only bring these few while leaving the other thieves’ supply behind?”

“I wanted to confirm something.”

“Confirm?”

“Yeah. One of the guys we thought was a thief inside told us an interesting story when we finished him off.”

Maintaining a relaxed posture, with his hand still on his sword, he scoffed as he continued speaking.

“He said they’re Count Pavera’s soldiers, and they’ve been luring adventurers to kill them to fabricate a false reputation, or something like that?”

The soldiers, who had been standing in groups of five around Pavera, almost simultaneously shifted their stances to draw their swords with a fierce intensity.

His tightened nerves allowed him to perceive the world almost in slow motion as he reacted to their movements.

None of them seemed to be specifically targeting Cheryl, who was slightly behind him. 

He could tell that their intention was to strike him down first. 

Just like they had prearranged, Pavera was stepping back and lowering his stance to prepare for what was next.

All of this was happening in less than a second, and he couldn’t help but marvel at the fact that he could perceive it all. 

Fueled by the mana he had forcefully infused into his body, he propelled himself forward while grasping his sword.

Not only did he draw his sword, but he also threw the scabbard behind him to save time. 

By the time he completed this sequence, he had already passed through the gaps between the ten men aiming for him, pierced through their encirclement, and swung his sword towards Pavera.

He had no intention of killing him outright.

Thus, he merely severed Pavera’s right arm and right leg as the latter tried to grasp his sword, then turned to prepare for the next move.

“Argh!”

“Aura?!”

All of these actions took less than a second. 

Barely suppressing the urge to marvel at the results his body could produce by pushing itself, he laid his sword horizontally overhead and took a stance. 

The ten men were all staring at him in shock.

“You idiots.” 

There were two of us, yet you were only focused on me?

“For scorning and defying the protection of the royal family!” 

Cheryl’s outrage burst forth from behind the stunned men. 

“In the name of Cheryl Tzin Ogatorf, I shall execute judgment!”

Although inevitably slower than Eldmia, Cheryl was also an aura user. 

Taking advantage of the moment when their attention was solely on him, she had already leapt forward. 

With her shout, she slashed the necks of two men and advanced further. 

The dumbfounded men, stunned by the sound of the blade cutting flesh, ended up flailing about helplessly between the two of them without even being able to coordinate their roles.

“Ogatorf!?” 

“Sh-Shit!”

Ah, so they were surprised by the unexpected name. 

But regardless of the reason, those who failed to react in time were swiftly killed without even having a proper chance to cross swords. 

In fact, the techniques Cheril demonstrated were astonishingly impressive, and almost as crisp as the men, in terms of how crisp the battle was.

She counterattacked the men who had half-heartedly clashed blades, slashing them down as she advanced. 

She showcased a combo technique with four consecutive kills that one would only expect to see in games. 

He could only sincerely applaud her.

“That was an impressively skillful counterattack. Truly an art form.”

“Hm. Even to my own senses, it felt like a clean execution. Satisfactory.”

For a 15-year-old girl to be so satisfied that her ability to kill people cleanly was satisfactory… it was a bit questionable. 

But he had decided not to dwell on such things in this world.

With the men she had definitively dispatched lying behind, the two of them approached the fallen Pavera and the handler who had dropped to the ground, trembling uncontrollably, to each handle their respective tasks.

“Count Pavera. Before my maid could even finish speaking, you rashly drew your sword. It was too dangerous, so I had no choice but to kill you all.”

“Uu, uaaahh…”

Too shocked to even scream properly, Pavera could only tremblingly whimper. 

Leaving Cheryl with him behind, Edlmia approached the handler.

“Hey.” 

“Hii, hiiick!” 

“Don’t just shriek like you saw a damn cockroach, you bastard!”

He yelled as he stabbed his sword into the ground, making the man curl up on the floor and cry out.

“P-Please spare me! I, I was just following orders!”

“Yeah! That’s it!” 

“Wh…What?” 

“You were just following orders! That’s the only way you can survive this situation – by telling us every single detail! Isn’t that obvious?”

“O-Of course! Of course I have to tell you everything! I can reveal all the wicked schemes Pavera was plotting!”

“Guarrgh neigh nOoorrmmm!!” 

“How dare you raise your voice before me, traitor!” 

“Kyaaahhhck!”

The dull sound that followed resembled kicking a lump of meat, so he didn’t bother looking back. 

Such a noise meant he had kicked a severed limb, a sight that would certainly not be good for the mind.

However, the handler who had been rolling his eyes frantically witnessed the scene behind him and began slamming his head onto the ground in desperation.

“Please! Please spare me!”

“You want to live?”

“Of, of course!”

Our friend Weri looked up at him with tear-filled eyes, conveying his desperation. 

Just like the friend from the forest, he tended to be quite accommodating towards cooperative fellows like this. 

Since this guy hadn’t swung his sword at him in the first place, and those in his position could only obey, he had no inclination to hold them accountable. 

Thus, he squatted down, gently placed his hand on Weri’s shoulder, and said:

“Alright. From now on, your name is Chatty Weri.”

“Eh? I… Oh! Yes! That’s right! I am Chatty Weri! Chatty Weri is ready to chatter away and tell everything he knows!”

The kid was sharp as a tack. 

I really liked that.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Chatty Weri understood his role well. 

The information he revealed was almost identical to what we had suspected, with only slightly more detailed information added.

“Pa…Pavera originally led a small mercenary band, taking mercenary jobs when there were any, but otherwise resorting to banditry. Those were the typical actions of low-quality mercenaries, but Pavera differed in that he was more diligent about saving money and had more cunning.”

“Although Pavera had essentially bought the Count’s title with money and was employed in that position, he was good with numbers and had various connections, which allowed him to work as a close aide.”

Anyway, Pavera’s real name was Vera.

“Why did he add the ‘Pa’ in front?”

“Well, he believed a name needed at least six letters to sound noble-like…”

“That’s an exceptionally stupid idea beyond imagination. Doesn’t the two-letter name Cheryl sound far more noble than that, Weri?”

[T/N: Cheryl in Korean is “셰릴”]

“You’re absolutely right! In the end, that’s the level of thinking one can expect from someone who intends to purchase a noble title with money!”

Weri responded with enthusiastic agreement and a smooth flow of words that felt genuinely charming.

Regardless of his stupid idea, it seemed Pavera’s financial acumen and business skills were indeed above average compared to his peers. 

Through steady mercenary work, plundering, and thievery, Pavera never squandered the money he earned and diligently saved it. 

He eventually achieved the feat of purchasing a Count’s title from a declining noble, a mansion, and even a winery.

The kid was honestly so diligent that if you only looked at that aspect, you’d think he was an impressively hard worker. 

If only he had applied that diligence to proper mercenary work instead of evil deeds, he could have made a name for himself respectably.

“He could have been quite successful, but…his greed was greater, it seems. He began seeking illegal methods to gain fame, just as he had with thievery.”

So from our perspective as adventurers, the overly risky tasks he proposed made sense, as to him, they were similar to the plundering and thievery he was already engaging in. 

As long as he left no evidence and didn’t get caught, just like before, it was all the same to his shockingly criminal mindset.

This had been going on for several months now.

His actual actions were meticulous, and he had diligently constructed alibis as well. 

Most disturbingly, there were even unidentified individuals assisting him, which left both Cheryl and me quite taken aback when we heard about it.

“They helped with that? Even though that bastard didn’t hire them?”

“Yes, Pavera always had private meetings with them, so I don’t know their identities, but…”

“The world has really gone to shit, huh.”

Sensing my sincerity, Weri flinched a bit, so I waved my hand to indicate he shouldn’t worry about it.

What could possibly motivate investors to back such an illegal and unprofitable venture? 

Unless their goal was to nurture a villain, there were too many uncertainties to rely on Pavera’s gratitude.

I considered whether someone was truly grooming him for political purposes, but it was beyond my ordinary intellect to predict. 

It almost made me wonder if I had inadvertently kicked down an evil mastermind who was still in the midst of forging a villain, like some diabolical demon.

In the end, I concluded that there must be an extremist somewhere trying to spread evil throughout the world. 

Since Weri maintained his silence out of fear, I patted his shoulder and spoke up.

“Don’t be so scared, Weri. I think you’re being extremely cooperative right now. Eldmia Egga is generous to cooperative fellows.”

“Oh, I wasn’t worried at all! I was just pondering whether there was any more information I could provide, which must have shown on my face! Hahaha!”

“Oh, our Weri! I can’t understand why you were working under such a bastard, you’re so quick-witted and silver-tongued! It’s really fortunate that you can’t use a sword!”

“Haha…pardon? A sword?”

“Yes, a sword. If you had swung a sword at me, you’d be lying there with those guys right now. I would have hated to lose our amusing Weri like that.”

As I mixed in a slight threat with my laughter, Weri’s expression visibly stiffened before easing back into a forced smile.

Not bad. 

If I let him live, as long as he doesn’t suddenly retire to a farm, he’ll definitely be useful in some capacity. 

Even if he did retire to a farm, having another person indoctrinated with my beliefs would still be a net gain after obtaining all his information.

“Is there any value in letting such a guy live?”

While gazing at Weri with a disapproving look, having guaranteed his life in exchange for his full testimony to the guild later, Cheryl asked me from a slight distance.

“Who knows?”

“Who knows?”

“I simply made a deal to spare his life in exchange for him divulging all information and testifying. His value may become apparent later, or it may never be known – isn’t that normal?”

He did lead many adventurers to their deaths while being aware of the whole situation. 

But that’s not for me to judge. 

This whole incident was simply a matter of sheer coincidence, not something targeted at me or anyone around me.

In a world where a 15-year-old girl could satisfyingly execute murderous techniques in actual combat, I had not a shred of inclination to decide who lives or dies based on good and evil standards. 

It was simply a matter of whether or not they messed with me directly. 

That’s all there was to it.

“But he is undeniably complicit in a crime, is he not? How could you…”

My judgment seemed to really bother the noble Cheryl, as she momentarily let her true thoughts slip through in a remarkably easy-to-understand tone.

“If you find it unacceptable, then just kill him later.”

“…Huh?”

I didn’t think I had said anything particularly strange, but Cheryl seemed quite taken aback by my response.

“If you end up thinking killing him is the right thing to do, then find him separately later and kill him. All I’ve done is trade his immediate life for information – I’m not going to keep protecting him or anything.”

Unless he had extended me sincere goodwill first, I obviously have no interest in his future affairs. 

After all, it’s still uncertain how this unidentified sponsor he mentioned will react. 

For all we know, he might get killed on his own if left alone.

“But not now. He made that deal with me, and he’s honestly fulfilling his role more reliably than expected.”

“You intend to keep using him? Even though he’s just an evil person?”

“I don’t particularly intend to keep using him, but who knows, maybe I’ll find a use for him again somewhere down the line? More importantly, good and evil aren’t so simply distinguished in this world, Cheryl.”

However, I don’t think there’s any need to make hasty judgments. 

Who knows, maybe that guy has some convoluted backstory that’s keeping his mouth shut out of fear of retaliation.

But I can certainly understand thinking that way. 

In fact, harboring such thoughts in pursuit of goodness can never be seen as wrong. 

Even if the previous owner of this body had been brutally killed for being too kindhearted in his past life, I still believe the goodness of his intentions was admirable.

Since it was an admirable attitude, I reached out to ruffle her hair as I added one more remark:

“Of course, that doesn’t apply to everyone, as should be clear from the guys I killed here. The most basic requirement is that they haven’t directly harmed me. Beyond that, anything goes.”  

“What if a kind person harms you?”

“I’d weigh the severity, but if they cross the line, they’d have to be killed to become kind again.”

The only ones who can remain kind after inflicting that level of harm on me are the dead.

After summarizing the discussion and the adventurers who had cleared out Pavera’s forest soldiers disguised as thieves returned one by one to learn the truth of the situation, outrage erupted briefly until the incident was settled.

While the number of casualties was not that high, it seemed due more to the soldiers withdrawing upon sensing the abnormal situation rather than any lack of skill on the adventurers’ part. 

In fact, the number of heads the surviving adventurers had collected was less than half of the expected 40.

Pavera died from excessive bleeding while we were paying little attention to him.

Since we didn’t particularly need him anyway and were already in a situation where we could secure documented evidence through Weri, no one felt too bad. 

Well, the adventurers who couldn’t cool their anger might have felt bad.

Still, it was certain that some of Pavera’s assets, which would be reported to the guild and disposed of, would come to us in the form of compensation for the guild’s lack of management and additional rewards, so it wasn’t such a bad outcome.

Of course, my true intention was to take everything, but that’s the way of adventurers. 

If it had been just me and Cheryl, we would have immediately gone and taken everything of value, which was extremely regrettable.

However, it was evident that even a portion of the assets distributed by the guild would be a considerable profit. 

So, the adventurers, with minds that cooled off from the heat of battle, genuinely rejoiced at the unexpected gains and boarded the wagon.

But Garun wasn’t among them.

That was a bit disappointing. 

He was a kind person.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The carriage that used to accommodate three people was returning to the capital with only two. 

Even then, the fact that there was still room left was not so pleasant.

It was true that the incident had been quickly resolved because of us, but it ultimately meant that the incapable adventurers had to deal with soldiers who were deliberately ambushing and attacking us.

If it weren’t for us, they would not have survived. 

Even Cheryl was in danger. 

Even if we had managed to capture all the ones hiding in the forest, we could have been struck from behind by the soldiers we had trusted at the encampment.

Although it was a past event, that fact was very important, and that’s why we strongly emphasized it in our report to the guild. 

No matter how satisfactory my salary was working for the Ogatorf family, and despite Cheryl being a noble, unpaid labor is an important issue. 

It doesn’t suit our temperaments.

Through a unanimous decision based on our difference in abilities, Cheryl and I, being in a position close to representing this punitive force, pressured the guild so heavily that the receptionist had to splash cold water on their face. 

The other adventurers perfectly played their role by simply making fierce faces behind us.

Of course, this wasn’t just a problem with the adventurer’s guild, but that’s none of our business.

“I’m sorry, but I would like to hear the detailed story from you two. Please cooperate.”

Thanks to that, we found ourselves in the very troublesome and annoying situation of having to meet with the guild master directly.

We were too greedy…!

“Although I have collected stories from other adventurers, I thought it would be necessary to have a separate conversation with the two of you who played a core role, so I asked you to come here.”

Of course, it was an extremely friendly meeting without any suspicion or interrogation, but we had spent an exhaustingly busy day traveling by carriage, swinging swords, and slashing people. 

So it was by no means a comfortable meeting for us, who were utterly fatigued. 

The only reason we didn’t get irritated with the guild for asking us to come today, instead of postponing it until tomorrow was because of their good attitude and the way they treated us.

“I’m sorry you had to go through a big ordeal and must be tired. Although meager, I’ve prepared tea and snacks that should help you recover from your fatigue, so please help yourselves.”

Those “snacks” were none other than premium chocolates. 

In fact, I didn’t know exactly how expensive they were, but I realized it from Cheryl’s reaction. 

She didn’t just react, but showed a significantly surprised reaction, muttering to herself.

“I never thought I’d see these here…”

“It seems you have an interest in chocolates. Our guild keeps a small supply of them for honored guests. As you can probably tell from your reaction…they’re quite hard to obtain.”

The guild master, whose muscular physique wasn’t fully concealed by his suit-like attire, informed us with a gentle smile that contained a sense of pride. 

I couldn’t help but whisper to Cheryl.

“Expensive?”

“One of those boxes costs about one high-grade trade gold coin.”

Hiiiiiiick.

Upon hearing the shockingly, almost disgustingly high price, I didn’t hesitate for a moment before picking up a chocolate and putting it in my mouth. 

A box that seemed to contain only about 30 chocolates cost one trade gold coin?

That roughly meant each chocolate was worth two silver coins, and I couldn’t let that slide.

As soon as I put it in my mouth, I was struck by an overwhelming sweetness that I had never experienced since being reborn. 

I never had the opportunity to try premium chocolates in my previous life, but now I could satisfy that craving. 

Even my inexperienced tongue could tell that this sweetness was high-class and delicious.

However, Cheryl, who was born a noble, maintained her composure and expressionless face while gazing at the guild master, despite the tempting treat in front of her.

That atmosphere didn’t change much even as she recounted the clear details of the incident, removing any speculation.

The guild master, who introduced himself as Engrim, was clearly not an ordinary person. 

His outward appearance was that of a warrior itself, but his intellectual image, accentuated by glasses that didn’t quite suit him, was even more unsettling than that—it was his gaze that was unpleasant.

His eyes and mouth were smiling, but his pupils were scrutinizing the person sitting in front of him from head to toe, assessing and evaluating their worth.

There was no malice or goodwill in his gaze, only a purely businesslike attitude.

It was a gaze I had occasionally seen in my previous life from CEOs who had to deal with people.

To be scrutinized like that while telling a story was bound to make one uncomfortable.

“I appreciate the chocolates, but that analytical gaze of yours is really not pleasant. Haven’t we already proven our worth?”

A mechanical gaze that analyzes how much value a person can offer is never enjoyable. 

Even if you feel favorably toward the other person, catching that gaze can send chills down your spine. 

When encountered by a complete stranger, it makes you want to punch them.

Since I couldn’t physically hit him, I lashed out with words instead. 

Whether he didn’t expect my reaction or not, both Cheryl and Engrim failed to hide their surprise.

“Eldmia?”

“…My apologies.”

I couldn’t understand why Cheryl was also surprised.

I gave her a suspicious look, and she quickly regained her composure and turned her gaze back to Engrim. 

In the meantime, Engrim slightly bowed his head in apology and spoke with an awkward smile.

“It seems you possess far superior abilities than I expected, and I unintentionally committed a discourtesy.”

“I understand. I know there was no ill intent, but it was a bit unsettling for me personally, so don’t worry too much about it.”

We hadn’t committed any wrongdoing; in fact, we had corrected a mistake. 

We had even made a significant contribution to the survival of adventurers who should have died originally. 

Even if we had acted a bit impudently, it wasn’t an excessive request.

No matter how you looked at it, since extraordinarily skilled adventurers had suddenly appeared like shooting stars, they should have welcomed us with open arms instead of giving us that kind of scrutinizing gaze.

“It would be rude to drag out the conversation, so let me get straight to the point. I would like to request your assistance with a commission related to today’s events.”

Unlike his penetrating gaze, his remarkably straightforward approach to the main point was appreciated. 

However, it didn’t seem like an issue that required offering gold coin-priced chocolates as an incentive.

“Is this something you need to offer gold coin chocolates for?”

“On that matter, I’m skeptical as well.”

Picking up on my candid doubt as promptly as he had introduced the main point, Engrim waved both hands and swiftly continued speaking.

“First of all, this is to express our gratitude for minimizing the casualties in the serious incident where over 60 adventurers could have been massacred. In fact, considering the lives of over 40 people and the guild’s honor, this is a small price to pay. It’s separate from any additional compensation we’ll provide, merely a gesture of goodwill.”

His explanation was so reasonable from the start that I decided to just accept the chocolates and listen to what he had to say.

As I put the second chocolate in my mouth, Cheril also glanced at me briefly before quickly putting one in her mouth as well.

“And the reason I can’t explain the specifics right away is that this matter isn’t just a problem for the guild alone, so we need to be cautious about security. Even if you two decide to accept the commission, you’ll have to go through somewhat complicated procedures before we can share the details with you, this is how serious it is. Of course, if you refuse, there will be no disadvantage whatsoever.”

However, unlike me who was consuming his third chocolate, Cheril’s expression and hands stiffened slightly after hearing Engrim’s words.

After a brief moment of silence and contemplation, it didn’t take her long to speak up.

“Is this matter related to the well-being of the kingdom, or is it a personal issue?”

Having seamlessly transitioned into her complete noble persona, Cheryl asked without taking her emotionless gaze off Engrim. I couldn’t tell if she had read something I couldn’t, or if it was just a guess based on speculation. But her demeanor was utterly serious, unlike before.

No matter how much she pursued adventuring as a hobby, Cheryl was sincere when it came to commissions themselves.

They were a means of gaining experience and skill while helping the kingdom. 

Tasks for the safety of the citizens. 

Surprisingly, this noble lady viewed adventurer commissions in that light. 

If Engrim had proposed a personal request, she would have undoubtedly devoured the chocolates without a second thought and walked away.  

“From our perspective, it leans more toward the former.” 

Engrim stated, unhesitatingly voicing that it was a matter threatening the well-being of the kingdom. 

A man who looked to be at least twice our age was calmly discussing worldly threats while sitting a pair of 15-year-olds down.

However, in this world, there were plenty of renowned adventurers who held ranks two levels higher than us, despite only a year or two of age difference. 

The term “two levels” didn’t just refer to a small gap – in some cases, these adventurers undertook grand adventures that could be considered world-saving.  

Killing, surviving, and diligently using their wits to mature – age mattered little in front of those who did such things. Only ability mattered.

That’s why Engrim didn’t judge us at face value but wanted to assess our capabilities. 

Cheryl didn’t find it strange for Engrim to formally propose this to us, even though we were young, because she was certainly aware that her own abilities were at a level where such a request was not out of the ordinary.

“Which is why we’re trying to get as much help as possible.”

Faced with Engrim’s stoic conclusion, Cheryl began contemplating deeply.
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By the time we left the guild, evening had already deepened considerably.

We were told that the specific rewards would be delivered within a week, so we should visit then.

After that, we headed toward the mansion on foot. 

We had passed the regular dinner time by over an hour, but we weren’t hungry after snacking on those chocolates. 

In fact, at this age, with how active we were, it felt like no matter how much we ate, we’d still be hungry.

“It’s gotten quite late today. Father might scold me.” 

Cheryl said nonchalantly as she stretched, her steps carrying not a hint of hesitation or regret.

Cheryl had rejected Engrim’s request.

She didn’t explain why, so I didn’t ask. 

Perhaps she felt her abilities were still inadequate since all the information was confidential.

“You’re not asking why I rejected it?”

As if reading my mind, Cheryl suddenly asked. 

Having long since shed her adventurer persona and returned to her noble self, there was a slightly arrogant tone in her words, but it was something I had already grown accustomed to, so I didn’t mind.

What was harder to get used to was how she occasionally seemed to delve into my thoughts.

“Did you expect me to reject it?”

“No, I naturally thought you would accept the request.”  

I hadn’t doubted for a moment the gravity of the task. 

I had firmly believed she would unconditionally accept if it was a serious matter. 

It was only after she rejected it that I realized she drew her own guidelines as an adventurer.

“And you’re not curious about that?”

Cheryl glared at me again, suddenly seeming displeased for some reason.

But since I saw no need to pretend about something that wasn’t true, I nodded.

“It’s your business, so why make a fuss about it?”

This brat is smarter than me. 

What was I doing when I was 15? 

I think I was engrossed in anime and comics.

I did practice kendo around that time, but I wasn’t particularly outstanding, just a bit more serious than my peers. 

If the me from back then were next to Cheryl now, I might have died from a sense of inferiority.

“No matter what reason led to your decision, I respect it. There’s no need to be curious.”

“…Vexing.”  

“What?”

Without answering the part that piqued my curiosity, Cheryl silently continued walking. 

Just a vexing brat.

“But what if I accept it even though you didn’t?”

“Hm?”

“What the guild master said. I’m interested, so I’ll accept it.”

“…Couldn’t you have just said that back there?”

She looked at me as if asking why I was taking the troublesome extra step, but I had my own reasons for my actions.

“Wouldn’t it be more befitting of adventurers if it was like ‘we discussed it and our opinions diverged, so I’ll accept it alone’…?”

It’s rare for adventurers and commoners to directly see and remember a noble’s face. 

That’s why Cheryl and I brazenly show our faces and names, while pretending to be adventurers.

It’s a class society that almost perfectly matches the saying “different worlds.”  

That’s why in Engrim’s eyes, we were just young but exceptionally skilled adventurers. 

And among a pair of adventurers, it’s unnatural for one to split off and take a separate commission. 

If that were the case, there would be no reason to move as a pair in the first place.

While adjusting opinions behind the scenes is possible, blatantly breaking off a pair by saying “I won’t do it. Okay, I’ll do it alone” is not a form adventurers are accustomed to.

If we showed that, they might become suspicious of who we really are and start investigating, which would undoubtedly cause long-term issues for Cheryl’s hobby.

“You do make a fair point there.”

Cheryl nodded contemplatively with her chin raised, but her expression showed she still had lingering doubts as she continued questioning.

“But why? Don’t you think it’s risky accepting a task where no information can be disclosed in advance?”

“Slaying the demon lord’s commander is the goal, so more experience is always better.”

“…Are you serious?”

“It’s one of the most sincere things in my life, isn’t it?”

Just in case I start to settle into my current life, I always remind myself and voice the goal of killing the demon lord’s commander. 

It’s a habit born from how my previous self lacked the drive and passion to pursue ambitions relentlessly. 

Even Cheryl, despite not conveying the specifics of my deal with Ekaf to her family, didn’t seem to take this as a joke. 

Even Jin from Ogwen had taken it seriously.

“Anyway, that’s how it is. I’m not sure if they’ll accept me alone, but I’ll go back tomorrow.”  

“…Get as much information as you can before deciding.”

“I’m not that oblivious to not know that.”

Engrim was the guild master, after all. 

Surely he didn’t have the quirk of withholding information to lead people astray like some pavera bastard.

And so, I leisurely went to meet Engrim around lunchtime the next day.

Of course, under normal circumstances, one couldn’t meet him at any time, but thanks to the previous day’s events, having a private audience with him wasn’t particularly difficult.

“Does the guild master think I alone can be of help with that task?”

He reacted quite sensibly, expressing concern over whether my pair with Cheryl had broken up while also welcoming me. 

Having no particular impression of Engrim before, I now viewed him more favorably as I calmly broached the main topic again.

“There are others I’ve requested besides you two. My goal is to form a party.”

The type of talent Engrim sought was simple: 

Those who had yet to make a major name for themselves, but clearly possessed abilities beyond their rank, and could properly understand and complete requests. 

He had been probing whenever he encountered such individuals.  

“If they all agree, wouldn’t that make it a whole platoon in motion?”

“I’m not probing so indiscriminately. That’s just how I expressed it. To begin with, there’s no way such talents would be overflowing, right?”

The world is vast, and fools are many, but talents always seem to be in short supply. 

At any rate, it didn’t seem to be a problem.

“Let me inform you in advance, if you wish to accept the request, you’ll have to agree to undergo a minor seal for security purposes.”

“I can do that much.”  

I had come to accept it no matter what. 

This seal was just a precaution against information leaks; it wasn’t some curse that would kill me or prevent me from leaving until I completed the request.

“You agree quite readily.”

“I came here today with the intention of accepting it.”

Apparently pleased with my response, Engrim broke into an amiable smile.

“That’s fortunate. Would you be able to visit again during dinner this evening? Another adventurer also expressed willingness to join at dawn. Thanks to you, Eldmia, it seems we can proceed with the contract today and discuss the commision.”

“You’re providing dinner, of course?”

“Certainly.”

There was no reason to refuse a free meal. 

After cheerfully accepting and shaking Engrim’s hand, I descended to the first floor in a pleasant mood.  

“Huh? That brat again?”

And just as I was about to step off the last stair, my pleasant feelings plummeted into an abyss.

“Didn’t I tell you? I remember your face.”  

The person brazenly approaching me while taunting, with a scowling expression accompanied by his lackeys, was the child molester Dantel.

In that moment, the bad Eldmia and the even worse Eldmia resurfaced after a long absence, blazing furiously.

“Didn’t I also tell you? I said to remember, because I’d beat you senseless if you forgot.”

A thought flashed through my mind that I should seriously consider if I had bipolar disorder, as my plummeting mood seemed to pierce through the abyss itself into the realm of utter crap.

“Are you so dim-witted that you couldn’t understand? Was my warning that I’d kill you if you forgot my face really that hard to interpret? If you remembered my face, you would have ran away like a whipped dog the moment you saw me.”

I seem to frequently get entangled with the scumbags littering the earth, but I wanted to believe it’s just my foul mood. 

However, belief and action are separate matters, so I also strode forward boldly. 

If even those scumbags could approach me brazenly, there was no way I could cower and retreat like a coward.

“Huh?”

As I closed the distance with quicker and quicker steps, a premonition that something was amiss seemed to flash across their menacing faces. 

That couldn’t be allowed. 

Those bastards had to be beaten down today.

With most others, there might have been room for leniency, but not with this Dantel. 

He was unforgivable.  

Garun, who was no better than a petty thief, died trying to do justice by killing those criminals, yet why was this child molesting piece of trash still strutting around shamelessly? 

Even if he was alive, he should have been hanging his head in shame, let alone raising his voice arrogantly.

From the moment Garun died, Dantel’s mere existence was enough to trigger rage issues for me.  

“You should beg for your life until you crawl all the way to Mandeli Port, because you’re going to get beaten down.”

“Wha-What? How do you know tha-”

“Shut your mouth before I cut out your tongue with those pointless questions!”

WHACK!

“Arghh!”

It wasn’t until after my man’s punch struck Dantel’s face without any restraint that my plummeting mood began to ascend again. 

Dantel went down spitting corn kernels from that single blow, and his lackeys’ faces drained of color at the sight.

The moment I charged at them without hesitation, I heard adventurers around us shouting.

“Eh, Eldmia’s gone crazy again!”

It’s not me who’s crazy, it’s this damn world.
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Adventurers are rough.

Apart from their mere disposition, having cast aside legal obligations and protections, it was common for them to change and come to rely on the results of force, as their fists were much more reliable than the law – one of the clearest examples.  

As Guild Master Engrim watched the pandemonium on the first floor through the window of the room on the second floor, he recalled this fact.

The Rabid Eldmia Egga.

The one who had etched his presence into the guild in less than two years.

At first, he had thought a lunatic from the provinces had crawled into the capital.

He would display an extremely sensible, often overly cultured attitude when dealing with commissions and administrative matters, but would undergo a 180-degree change in specific situations. 

He had considered it an entirely rational judgment.

“But was it really like that?”

When he heard the rumor that he was accompanying the Ogatorf Lady, he had merely thought that he was a servant, but the truth was entirely different.

The two he saw yesterday were equals. 

Whether the Ogatorf Lady voiced her opinion or Eldmia voiced his, Engrim could clearly sense that they were simply respecting each other.

According to the investigation, Eldmia’s records began in Ogwen. 

He regularly sent letters, and based on the information gathered by the branch office there, he was said to have an excellent reputation as an ordinary citizen.

There were even extraordinary feats that made some wonder if it was possible at his age, leading some to think he might be an illegitimate child of the Ogatorfs. 

However, Engrim was skeptical of that speculation.

Historically, even illegitimate children of the Ogatorfs were born with their characteristic eyes and hair. 

Above all, the current lord, Ekaf, was one of the few nobles who valued self-restraint to the point of having no concubines.

It was more likely that they had discovered his talent and brought him into the family. 

After the Pavera incident, it seemed almost certain.

“He struck down the core forces of the Pavera mercenary band one by one…”

It was an incident involving as many as 60 adventurers.

Even for a request issued by a noble, it was of an extraordinarily large scale, and since the after-action report alone might have not been enough, he had secretly infiltrated skilled guild members, allowing him to obtain information that was documented overnight, and placed on his desk.


– It is certain that he is an exceptionally skilled aura user, far beyond what appears on the surface. 
He is believed to deviate from conventional trajectories.





Even when investigating the Ogatorf Lady, the investigator had concluded the evaluation with the words, “Undoubtedly a genius, but still only slightly better than her peers.” 

Thanks to this, Engrim had to doubt his own eyes for a change.

However, he could not deny that evaluation either.

After all, the Pavera mercenary band had certainly made a name for itself on the battlefield. 

It would not have been surprising if the adventurers who participated in this commission had fallen into their trap and been annihilated, given their level.

Recalling the fresh shock he had felt then, Engrim turned his attention back to the scene on the first floor.

“I’ll crawl! Even if I have to crawl all the way to Mandeli Harbor, I won’t…aargh!”

“Help me! Please, help me, damn it!”

For adventurers, fists were closer than the law. 

This was something the guild also encouraged.

The reason was that if they managed those with twisted minds who reached the top, they could naturally establish order among themselves.

And indeed, that was the case.

The scoundrel adventurers who had ended up relying on the mercy of the church with the name “Rabid” alone would have tarnished the guild’s reputation if left unchecked.

As soon as they recovered, they either fled the capital or lived like mice.

“Looking at your whimpering mouths, it seems indoctrination is still lacking. Come here, damn it. I’ll let you off easy.”

“Don’t, don’t come any closer!”

The Dantel gang was no different – a group that failed to properly understand the profession of adventurer and relied solely on weapons. 

Without Eldmia, they would have been a headache for quite some time.

Was all of this truly just borderline madness?

It was ridiculous. 

There were clearly rules governing Eldmia Egga’s actions.

“I need to find out more.”

Engrim made a decision, fervently hoping that Eldmia would prove to be a talent suited for the guild.

He had grown weary of the chronic shortage of talent.
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“Never bother Eldmia Egga again.”

“Never bother Eldmia Egga again!!”

“This is your last mercy. If you come seeking revenge by gathering your gang again, you’ll be crossing over to the afterlife that day. If you want to live long, judge wisely.”

“I will keep it in mind!!”

“Dantel, you bastard, if I hear even a rumor that you’ve acted up again, be prepared. I’ll cripple you.”

“Sob…I, I won’t do anything like that again. I’ll live properly…”

After giving the ones who brought out blades a good beating, it seemed to calm his mind a bit.

He had wanted to beat them more, but decided to stop there to avoid drawing more spectators.

“Leave if you don’t want to get beaten more.”

They truly scattered like the wind.

The adventurers who had been eagerly enjoying the spectacle also dispersed with satisfaction. 

As he approached the reception desk, providing a brief explanation to those who asked what had happened, the female receptionists who had been snacking while watching smiled and said:

“You really beat the hell out of them, didn’t you!”

“I knew this day would come for those bastards!”

It seemed Dantel had racked up quite a few misdeeds as well. 

Not wanting to keep his name in his head any longer, he smiled and took out the letter he had diligently written yesterday.

“If I had known there would be such a positive response, I should have beaten them sooner. Could you help me send this letter?”

“Of course. Is it for Asirye in Ogwen again this time?”

After steadily sending letters for nearly a year and a half, she could tell at a glance.

“I’ll do it for free this time! I should at least do that much after you straightened out that Dantel punk.”

“Wow. I hope someone like that shows up every time I need to send a letter.”

After a brief chat with the receptionists who responded to his sincerity with laughter, he left the guild.

They had told him to come back in the evening, so in the meantime, he needed to repair his equipment…

“Eldmia Egga, sir?”

“Hm?”

Sir? Who was addressing him with such an archaic honorific?

Turning his head with a bewildered expression toward the source of the voice, a woman with a distinctly military bearing was looking at him.

“Who are you?”

It was a face he had never seen before. At a glance, she seemed to be a warrior, but upon closer inspection, it was not difficult to discern that she was a knight. 

However, no matter how hard he racked his brain, he could not recall ever meeting this woman before.

“I am Renisa, a knight of the Levien Margrave. I was told by the Ogatorf House that you would be here.”

“Oh.”

Huh. 

So Lagnis had knights under her command. 

Seeing the real thing made him feel rather strange. 

Now that he thought about it, there were said to be retainers scattered across the battlefield for the sake of vengeance, and she might be one of them.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Eldmia Egga. What business brings you here?”

“The Margrave wishes to see you, sir.”

The constant use of “sir” was starting to feel rather itchy, but more importantly, Lagnis wanted to see him.

She must have found some time to catch her breath and wanted to see his face for a change. 

The estate where Lagnis was staying was not too far away, so there would be enough time. 

In any case, Lagnis would not be able to spare too much time either.

“I see. Before that, I need to repair my equipment, so could you go ahead and deliver the message?”

“…Let’s go together. The Margrave specifically instructed me to come with you, so even if it’s just to deliver a message, I don’t think she would welcome my returning alone.”

What? How does she treat people that this knight is so wary? 

Is it because of Lagnis’ standing as Margrave?

“Well, if that’s more convenient for you. It won’t take long anyway.”

Regardless, he had no reason to rudely turn away one of Lagnis’ vassals, so after lightly acknowledging her, they headed to the blacksmith as planned. 

He had no intention of awkwardly continuing the conversation, and the knight who introduced herself as Renisa seemed to feel the same way, resulting in silence between them. 

In his previous life, such silence would have been awkward, but he found he no longer cared at all about becoming a different person.

However, separate from the silence, he could not ignore her strange gaze observing him.

“Is there something you wish to say?”

Not suiting his temperament to simply ignore such a gaze, he asked outright. 

After a brief silence, the reply came from behind.

“…It’s nothing, but might I ask what kind of relationship you have with the Margrave?”

“Did…the Levien Margrave not give you any indication?”  

“No. She merely said there was someone named Eldmia Egga at the Ogatorf House, and instructed me to escort them.”

While the fact that he was Lagnis’ benefactor was not publicly known, if she was sending an errand to this extent, one would expect her knight vassal to at least be informed about him…

There must be some reason she did not divulge that information.

“If the Margrave did not inform you, she must have had her reasons. I don’t believe I have anything further to tell you.”

“…My apologies.”  

“No, you didn’t offend me.”

From the vassal’s perspective, his words may have sounded like an admonishment of rudeness. 

Sensing embarrassment in her voice, he felt a bit apologetic.
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Thanks to the hurried pace,It didn’t take much time to arrive at Lagnis’ residence after entrusting the repair of the equipment.

While I simply needed to become stronger, Lagnis had so many things to learn in such a short time, unlike me. 

The only help I could offer at the time was to resolve the task as quickly as possible to prevent wasting her time.

Lagnis’ residence was originally a villa her family used when visiting the capital, so it wasn’t very large. 

Although it was designed to suit the tastes of nobility, it seemed quite modest to my senses.

My last memory was of Lagnis living there with only a handful of servants.

“It’s a guest the Margrave has summoned. Don’t let anyone else in until further instructions.”

“Understood, Miss Renisa.”

However, things were quite different now. 

Just ten steps from the gate, two guards were stationed at both the outer and inner gates, with additional troops patrolling outside the brick walls.

The sheer number of soldiers made it look like they were guarding a military command post, causing me to feel slightly intimidated.

“What’s going on? The atmosphere is quite different from my last time here.”

I asked Renisa as I passed the stern and solemn guards, but I didn’t receive a satisfactory answer.

“There have been various matters that drew attention recently. The Margrave will likely want to discuss the details directly.”

After passing the familiar servants and maids, Renisa stopped in front of the study on the second floor.

“The Margrave instructed me to guide you here. Well then.”

She showed the courtesy due to a guest, but had no intention of answering any questions about carrying out her orders. 

Before I could properly respond, Renisa bowed and turned back the way she came, alone. 

Her rigid demeanor was more uncomfortable than any knight I had seen recently, but perhaps that was for the best.

As I knocked on the door, it opened immediately.

“Come in… Why did you bother knocking if you were going to do that?”

“To show that the mere door cannot stop Eldmian Egga.”

“Really… Even after all this time, you still start with nonsense.”

With an exasperated expression, Lagnis let out a rueful laugh as she set aside the work she had been doing and stood up from her seat.

The modest yet exquisite red dress matched perfectly with her long hair, which she had grown out since coming to the capital. 

Apart from the matching ensemble, I couldn’t help but point at her corset and offer some advice, thinking that working at a desk while wearing such attire must be quite laborious.

“Hey. Don’t wear a corset. It’ll mess up your ribs.”

“My, what are you saying as soon as we meet? For nobles, maintaining beauty is part of the job.”

“That alone won’t make a difference in your beauty, so I recommend taking it off.”

“…Heh, heheh. So you’re saying I’m pretty even without it?”

“Yep.”

She was no longer the malnourished Lagnis of the past. 

Although it hadn’t been that long, she had already undergone extensive care to improve her health and beauty, to the point where she was now an undeniable noble lady. 

It would be an understatement to say that wearing or removing a corset wouldn’t make a difference at her current level of beauty.

“Heh, heheh. W-Well, I’ll get rid of it all later then.”

“Do that. It really can harm your body, so get rid of it all.”

Considering the potential side effects like hernias and internal bleeding, I couldn’t help but frown at the thought of a friend wearing such a dangerous item, even in a world with healers.

However, seeing her make a wise decision as expected put my mind at ease, so I sat on the sofa and moved on to the main topic.

“Anyway, it’s been a long time since we had time like this. What’s the reason for summoning me?”

“As you said, it’s been a while. I wanted to see your face and also discuss the major events that have occurred recently.”

As she sat on the opposite sofa and rang the bell on the table, Lagnis stretched and continued speaking.

“My studies were going smoothly, but I’ve been too busy lately due to the Imperial Holy See causing a stir.”

“The Imperial Holy See? I didn’t expect to hear that name. Why them?”

The only time I had heard about the Imperial Holy See was when Asirye mentioned the story of a hero being chosen through divination. 

Although that meant they had the ability to directly divine heroes through revelation, I was still surprised to hear that they were connected to Lagnis in some way.

“One of my master’s disciples went to the Empire to train the hero, and it seems my name came up there.”

“What could they have talked about you for? Were they comparing pretty girls or something?”

“Heh! Heheh. It seems Eldmia’s manners have improved a bit.”

“That’s quite the laugh. But anyway, why did your name come up?”

“Apparently, the hero’s magical talent is similar to mine.”

Hm? That sounded like an oddly unremarkable statement.

Let me think about this calmly. 

When discussing the talent of a hero, there’s a higher chance of praising an exceptionally talented individual by name rather than mentioning an ordinary person and saying, “Your talent is quite ordinary.”

If that’s the case, doesn’t that mean Lagnis’ talent is being praised as exceptional?

Unsure about the conclusion I had drawn, I asked Lagnis again. 

In response, she puffed out her cheeks and crossed her arms, as if her pride had been hurt.

“Why is it like this? I’m a disciple of Radnelband Vandess Acrisan, you know? Although I couldn’t be of much help when I was in Ogwen since I didn’t learn proper magic, my master was amazed by my mana control and magical theory.”

“Wasn’t that person just a physical magic specialist who enjoyed taking on disciples?”

“I don’t know what kind of mage that is, but my master is renowned as one of the most famous in the kingdom.”

“Well, if they’re as strong as a battle mage, I can understand why they’d be famous…”

“That’s not all. My master is someone who has surpassed the barriers that even ordinary mages struggle to overcome. They don’t just accept any disciple; they only take those they personally deem to have potential.”

Wow. 

It seemed that not only Ekaf, but also Radnel Vandess was an exceptionally remarkable individual. 

And this remarkable person was amazed by the talent possessed by Lagnis?

“Eldmia, you really seem to lack awareness or knowledge about certain things.”

“I probably wouldn’t have paid attention at other times, but this time it does seem that way.”

Was it because I didn’t pay enough attention to the world around me? I should probably buy and read newspapers regularly from now on.

“Putting that aside, are you saying the hero’s magical abilities are being compared to yours? But why is that?”

“Well… when the educators gathered to discuss the hero’s training, the idea of arranging meetings with talented individuals who could benefit the hero’s growth came up.”

What, like some kind of matchmaking app? They want to arrange meetings?

“Apparently, the thinking was that having exceptionally talented individuals of similar ages learn together could provide greater progress in the hero’s education by stimulating their growth.”

Were they trying to encourage a competitive spirit? It was a reasonable idea. 

But it didn’t seem like the hero was in a situation that required such competitive motivation. 

The educators might have been approaching it from too ordinary of a perspective.

“So you’ve been busy because they actually asked you to come in that manner?”

“Yes. They didn’t care about my circumstances at all and sent a letter as if it was strange if I didn’t come, causing quite a commotion with my master.”

“It seems there aren’t any normal people among those Imperial fellows.”

To suddenly summon someone working tirelessly day and night to rebuild their crumbling household, as if they were going on a casual training trip, was rather inconsiderate. 

Weren’t they underestimating the situation too much?

Of course, given that it involved the hero and the Demon Lord’s forces that could wipe everything out, leaving nothing behind, their approach was somewhat understandable…

“When was this guy chosen as the hero? It’s been a while since I heard the rumors about them being chosen around when I was 8 or 9 years old.”

If it had been 6 or 7 years since then, and they were only now trying to utilize the effect of having peers around, it seemed odd.

“Hold on, Lagnis. Are you sure this is really for the purpose of the hero’s education?”

Upon thinking about it, it seemed strange. 

The hero doesn’t just fight alone. 

Just like a party in a game, the hero advances toward the Demon Lord while working together with those considered the most exceptional of that era.

So if they were truly considering the hero’s education, instead of now gathering exceptional talents from elsewhere to provide stimulation, it would have been more beneficial to have an academy-style system from the start where they all studied together.

Since the hero needs comrades.

If they were going to gather outstanding tutors anyway, it would have been more advantageous to find potential future comrades and educate them together with the hero from the beginning, with the mindset of training companions. 

Even if not chosen as the hero’s actual comrades, the candidates would have acquired greater abilities than now by going through the same training process as the hero. Then they could more easily participate in the battles.

However, the Imperial Holy See did not make that choice.

“This is just an occasion to boast the hero’s power, isn’t it?”

Lagnis’ eyes widened slightly.
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“My master and the others thought so too. How did you deduce that?” 

Lagnis asked, sounding genuinely surprised and pleased.

“It just felt fishy…?”

Honestly, I wondered if it was really that surprising, but perhaps her reaction was understandable. 

After all, predicting or anticipating situations is usually based on experience and knowledge, unless you’re a genius of course. 

If someone who didn’t even know the king’s name accurately guessed international affairs without any information, anyone would be shocked. 

The thought that I might have appeared that way to Lagnis sent a shiver down my spine.

“Take the academy you and Cheryl attend, for example. It’s the same principle, just on a different scale.”

“Hmm… is that so?”

“More importantly, it’s already been five years since the hero’s training began. Bringing it up now, depending on the outcome, could expose their incompetence. The casual way they proposed it is also suspicious. It feels more like a challenge, a ‘come and see for yourself’ kind of thing.”

I hastily added more details to downplay my deduction, while internally reviewing my reasoning.

What I said was true. 

Wasn’t this like a nuclear weapons demonstration? 

Behold our anti-Demon Lord weapon! 

‘If you don’t want to be on our bad side when we kill the Demon Lord and conquer the demon realm, you better get in line.’ 

That’s the only way I could interpret their invitation.

…Huh?

“The more I think about it, the more absurd and infuriating it becomes.”

“Huh? What?”

“While some of us are grinding our teeth and losing everything because of the demon army, those who chose the hero are playing political games? What if the hero’s training is actually finished, and they’re just testing the waters?”

As I reached that conclusion, I couldn’t help but tremble with anger, my teeth grinding. 

Inter-nation power struggles prioritize their national interests, so I could understand that aspect. 

It’s all business in the end.

But to portray the demon army as a global threat, the enemy of humanity, and then pull this kind of stunt? 

It was beyond deceptive. 

Was it too much to add someone from the Empire to my kill list, along with the demon commanders? 

Why did it feel like I kept encountering nothing but utter scum?

“E-Eldmia? Are you alright?”

I snapped back to reality as I felt Lagnis’s warm hand on my fist. 

She had approached me at some point. 

Wow. 

Was this what true rage felt like? 

I was momentarily dumbfounded.

“Uh…? Oh, sorry. I’m so sorry. I lost myself for a moment.”

I hadn’t realized how tightly I was clenching my fist, my nails digging into my palm. 

The surge of anger had numbed the pain, but now I felt a stinging sensation as I noticed the marks on my hand.

“…Wait a moment.”

Lagnis, who had been watching me with a worried expression, went to her desk and retrieved something.

“This powder helps activate mana.”

She brought back something resembling a cough drop tin my father used to carry in my previous life. 

It even contained similar-looking powder, which triggered an instinctive aversion. 

But Lagnis, as if it were the most natural thing to do, took a pinch of the powder and applied it to the wounds on my palm.

Ugh, the thought of that powder on my wounds made my skin crawl. 

But despite the foreign substance, I felt no pain.

“It might not be as effective as divine power, but it boosts self-healing. This powder enhances that effect. A swordsman shouldn’t injure their palms so easily.”

Lagnis clasped my hands, gently rubbing the wounds as she began casting a spell, forcing a smile.

“…Fortunately, the wounds aren’t too deep. If you had channeled your magic while clenching your fist, wouldn’t you have punched a hole through your hand?”

“That… Ha. You’re right. My fingers would have popped out the back.”

“Ugh. That’s rather gruesome.”

“Heh. Sorry. It’s been a while, and I showed you such an unsightly side of myself.”

It was nothing short of impulsive. 

Getting so emotionally swayed by mere speculation, without any concrete evidence, was unlike me, especially in this world.

Perhaps I had let my guard down after beating up Dantel.

“I understand. I’d be furious too if I thought that way, regardless of whether it’s true or not.”

Lagnis, one of the few who could relate to my situation, dismissed my outburst as nothing, instead trying to shift the mood with a cheerful tone.

“Anyway! They’ve decided that we’re in no position to refuse the Empire’s request. So it seems I’ll have to go to the Empire soon.”

“I assume the royal family promised compensation?”

“Heheh. Of course. We’ve reached a satisfactory agreement, so that’s not an issue.”

“Then something else must be the problem. You wouldn’t have called me here unless you needed help.”

I shrugged, prompting her to continue. 

Lagnis, still holding my hand, fidgeted her fingers, seemingly unaware of the contact.

“W-Would you come with me, if you don’t mind?”

“To the Empire?”

“…Yes.”

“No.”

I could help, but I couldn’t afford to waste time. 

Unlike Lagnis, who had already achieved her revenge, I was still racing against the clock. 

Traveling to the Empire as a Margrave would require a procession of carriages, not even traveling with wyverns. 

It would take at least a month.

My immediate refusal brought a crestfallen look to Lagnis’s face, but I drew a firm line.

“It’s too far.”

However, my words instantly brightened her expression as she exclaimed,

“Oh! We’re not going by carriage! We’ll use a gate!”

“Oh? Really?”

It seemed the kingdom was providing substantial support. 

I thought gates weren’t readily accessible.

“Then of course I’ll help. When are we leaving?”

“Thank you!”

Before I could tell Lagnis to maintain some composure as she hugged me tightly, I decided to simply pat her back.

Despite having Radnelband and other supporters, Lagnis was still an orphan. 

I had Asirye as a pseudo-family to rely on, but Lagnis was likely still insecure. 

So I figured she wanted to lean on me, someone who had been a source of strength during her difficult times.

“Alright, alright. Now tell me when we’re leaving.”

“Preparations are underway, so perhaps in a week? I’ve already informed Sir Ekaf and Cheryl, so there won’t be any issues once you confirm.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.”



Engrim’s request was a factor, but judging by her urgency, it wouldn’t take a whole week. Depending on the circumstances, I could even expedite the request by leveraging various means. It would work out somehow.

After embracing me with all her might, Lagnis beamed with joy.

“Ha… I’m so relieved…”

-Knock. Knock.

Just then, a knock and a voice interrupted us.

“My lady, I’ve brought the tea.”

Ah, she had rung the bell earlier. 

It must have been for tea. 

Startled by the voice, Lagnis cleared her throat and said in a dignified tone,

“Enter.”

“You little…!”

This crazy girl! 

She had no idea what she was doing!

The time it took to suppress my rising panic, swiftly lift Lagnis, practically throw her onto the opposite sofa, and regain my composure felt like an eternity.

Lagnis, who had been dumbfounded until then, finally understood her near blunder as the door opened. 

She managed to sit properly on the sofa just in time, her face flushing crimson.

Her composure, despite her embarrassment, was remarkable.

The maid entered, oblivious to our near mishap, set the tea, and left.

“Whew. That was close.”

“Ha, ha! I was so startled.”

“Get a grip. You’re a Margrave. You’ll be in serious trouble if you keep acting like this.”

This grown woman, past her coming-of-age, was too clingy.

“I, I don’t usually act like this with just anyone…”

As I shot her a disapproving look, Lagnis lowered her head, fidgeting her fingers, her face turning even redder.

She was literally blushing from head to toe.
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The subsequent conversation with Lagnis was ordinary.

Intermittently, there were comments like, “What kind of study are you doing?”, “Your magical achievements are so rapid that even Lord Radnelbandes is more than satisfied and always unable to hide his amazement”, “The surviving members of your family are gathering after hearing the rumor”, and so on. 

However, most of the conversations after that were questions about me.

In fact, I’m not the type to live a spectacular life every day, so I didn’t have much to say. Nevertheless, Lagnis persistently and enthusiastically inquired about my daily life to an almost annoying degree.

To be honest, it was a bit intimidating.

“Anyway, I don’t have anything special to prepare, right?”

After a round of interrogation-like daily conversation, I checked with her as it seemed about time to head to the guild. Lagnis nodded with a satisfied expression.

“This time, Eldmia will be going as my escort. It might be a bit inconvenient, but I’d like you to move around in the equipment and clothes we provide.”

“They’re providing free food, accommodation, and clothing. It can’t be that difficult.”

It’s not like it’s the military.

Anyway, as the personal escort of the Viceroy, no one can carelessly challenge or order me around. It’s just like going on a trip. 

Still, we’re going to the heart of the Empire, so surely there won’t be any real threat, right?

… Somehow, it seems like incidents kept happening whenever I reacted this carelessly in the past, but this time should be different.

“Then, once the specific schedule is decided, I’ll send someone to Ogatorf.”

Unable to see me off outside due to the presence of servants, I left Lagnis’ mansion behind. Things had already changed a lot since our initial arrival in the capital, so it couldn’t be helped.

By the time I retrieved the equipment I had left behind, purchased additional supplies, and returned to the guild, the sunset had faded, and night was beginning to fall. 

I arrived just as the guild was wrapping up its regular request operations and starting to focus on running the restaurant, and Engrim came out as if he had been waiting, ready to welcome me.

“You’ve arrived at the perfect time.”

“From what you’re saying, it seems I’m not the first to arrive?”

“Haha. That’s right. In fact, you’re the last. By ‘perfect timing’, I mean the food preparations have just finished.”

Whether he was simply being diligent or had just been sitting at the guild all day since we made the appointment, I didn’t arrive particularly late, so I nodded without hesitation and followed him inside.

At first, I thought we wouldn’t talk in such a public place, but judging from the noisy lobby, it seemed more natural and secure to have our conversation here. 

It was clear that in a little while, it would become so noisy that talking to the person next to you would be difficult.

It was truly a case of hiding a tree in the forest. 

Since few people would come to the guild at this hour, I couldn’t have imagined it would be like this and was quite surprised. 

Noticing my reaction, Engrim provided an additional explanation.

“It’s noisier than usual. We offered a bit of a discount.”

Looking around in amazement, I could see that food and drinks were being sold at nearly half their usual prices. 

It made me wonder if it was really appropriate to entrust such a serious matter to someone as inexperienced as me when they were willing to spend money like this. 

However, since it was Engrim’s own judgment, I decided not to interfere.

It’s not like my actual abilities are that limited, and I should be able to protect myself somehow.

“Well, well, Guildmaster. You’ve arrived right on time…Wait, what? The last member was Lightblade?”

As soon as a blonde female warrior, with muscles rippling beneath her leather armor, spotted Engrim and me, she reacted. 

Looking at her table, there were two other men and one more woman besides her. 

While each had their own distinct appearance, none exuded as much presence as the reacting female warrior.

The female warrior boasted such a massive, muscular build that one could suspect her of having Radnelvandes’ bloodline. 

Although I’m no longer particularly short, I could tell she would be slightly taller than me if she stood up. 

Yet, her face was round and pretty, creating an extreme contrast.

With a face that delicate on a body whose clenched jaw seemed like it would bulge with muscles – it wasn’t an exaggeration to say she looked like she had stepped out of a comic.

“Lightblade isn’t a novice, is he? While I don’t doubt the Guildmaster’s eye, it is quite unexpected.”

The bald man sitting opposite her, who had already started drinking, showed abundant emotion on his sharp features as he smiled. 

The others didn’t speak but reacted similarly, while Engrim let out a hearty laugh and pulled out a chair for me to sit comfortably.

“This time, there was a request that made me confident in his abilities. There won’t be any problems.”

“Hahaha! I’m not doubting that. Ah, Lightblade, it’s impressive that you’ve already made such a name for yourself. Don’t take it the wrong way – if anything, it’s a compliment.”

The female warrior’s sweeping gesture seemed to create a breeze as she laughed heartily, and I simply smiled in return. 

I didn’t actually know any of them, but they all seemed to know me, so I was already overwhelmed and found it difficult to react any other way.

Have I really established myself as Lightblade? Here, they’re just calling me by that nickname instead of my name.

“That friend of yours does have a real name, you know. Isn’t it a bit much to keep using that kind of nickname, Yekaterina?”

The man flaunting his lush beard and head of hair next to the bald man gently warned in a voice befitting his appearance. 

The female warrior, Yekaterina, opened her eyes wide in cute surprise before exclaiming in panic:

“Oh? Is that so? Is that how it is? I’m sorry about that! I just thought since a nickname implies a level of presence, any would do. My apologies if I was rude.”

Judging from her reaction, she didn’t seem to be of Radnelbandes’ direct lineage but rather a foreigner. The purple-haired woman sitting next to her added:

“Yekaterina is from Rubil, so she’s a bit weak in that area. Please don’t take it too seriously, Egga.”

Wow, I really don’t know any of them, but they all seem to know me. 

Not having expected this situation at all, I decided to cut to the chase before delving deeper into the conversation.

“It’s really no problem, but since I don’t know any of you while you all seem to know me, I think someone should explain the situation.”

In fact, I already had someone specific in mind for “someone”, so I looked at Engrim. Engrim, who had just sat down and was stretching his neck, gave an awkward smile and replied:

“Let me say in advance that I didn’t give any of them a heads-up. As you can see from Yekaterina’s reaction.”

“No need to make a case out of that. Why don’t you just introduce everyone while we eat?”

Since I was getting hungry too, I grabbed a turkey leg from the food-laden table and started eating. 

The others smiled and began their meals as well.

Yekaterina was a warrior from Rubil. Judging from her pretty yet formidable physique and musculature, which the purple-haired woman said was characteristic of Rubil people, it truly seemed like a warrior nation. 

She was an Amber-rank adventurer who wielded an enormous warhammer as easily as swinging a wooden staff, so she must have been skilled enough to use Aura without issue.

The purple-haired woman was a mage named Rellie. From how she naturally referred to me by my surname instead of name, I had assumed she was of some noble status, but…   Whether she was hiding it or for some other reason, she said she didn’t have a surname. 

Despite being an Amber-rank adventurer, she was classified as a “Star-bearer”, a highly ranked mage.

I can barely use magic beyond lighting a campfire, so I hadn’t paid much attention to that aspect. 

I only remembered it as a concept similar to the magical circles often mentioned in fantasy novels – a kind of certification. 

However, I did know that while the Amethyst-rank was the 

The bearded man was an Amber-rank adventurer named Ginh, a dwarf. 

Although his build made me initially think he must be a giant among dwarves, it was actually a twist – he was truly a dwarf, just unusually tall for their kind to the point where he could pass for a short human at a glance.

But the real surprise was the bald man.

Introducing himself as Gaendal, this bald man’s nickname was the incredible “Weapon Master”.

“While the others are quite remarkable themselves, Gaendal takes it to another level,” Engrim commented.

“It’s just a nickname people started calling me that somehow stuck. I don’t have particularly impressive skills,” Gaendal deflected.

However, they said he could wield practically any weapon put in his hands, living up to his moniker. 

Still an Amber-rank adventurer, it wasn’t for lack of ability but insufficient achievements – he would soon promote to Azure-rank. 

Hearing all this, I felt remarkably ordinary.

Anyway, by the time the introductions looped back around to me, we had become comfortably conversing over our meals.

“And as you all already know, this is Eldmia Egga. He’s commonly called Lightblade, but…”

“Ah, the skilled ones call him Lightblade, don’t they?” Yekaterina interjected.

“Huh? Lightblade?”

What blade?

“Yeah, he’s famous even among mages. He clearly doesn’t use magic, but his swordsmanship is like magic,”

Rellie nodded in agreement as no one objected.

Even Rellie seemed to know about this “Lightblade” name that I myself was completely unaware of. 

I was at a loss for words.

What is it? Why am I the only one who doesn’t know my own nickname?
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“My colleague had witnessed it himself. He said that in the blink of an eye, as the blade flashed, the enemy’s head was severed. He praised your extraordinary skills so much that he was out of breath.”  

“It seems we’ll get to see the reality behind the rumors during this request. I have high expectations of you.”

At first, I thought they were just nicely exaggerating when they called me Lightblade out of sympathy, but their reactions truly seemed sincere no matter how I looked at it.  

I was so flustered that I wanted to ask what they were talking about, but in this situation, it would have been an embarrassing question, so I decided to let it go.

While Lightblade is not a bad name, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was an awkward nickname. 

For them to describe my somewhat fast swordsmanship like that made my face burn.

Unlike me, who was mulling over such petty sentiments and the question of why I alone didn’t know my own nickname in this situation, Yekaterina, who had no need to ponder such doubts, looked at me with curious eyes and asked:

“What do you even do to make your blade shine like that?”  

“It probably just reflected the light.”

“Eh, is it a trade secret? Can’t be helped then, I suppose.”

Despite my sincere response, Yekaterina seemed to have misunderstood and shrugged with a disappointed look. 

The others didn’t bother asking further questions either.

Right. 

It would be better than me floundering to explain something I didn’t understand myself, so I decided to just look at Engrim.

“The reason I specifically gathered all of you is simple. Since this is a request meant to be kept confidential, you attracting less attention when suddenly assembling and moving is beneficial. You were all recruited for possessing abilities suited to the request. As a sort of dream team formed by compiling the opinions of not just myself but key guild members, I don’t think we need to worry about completing the request.”

“If the party itself isn’t a concern, then what is?”  

Ginh accurately pinpointed the core issue, and Engrim nodded in response.

“Yes. Just one concern – maintaining confidentiality.”

“Honestly, we’re not exactly amateurs here. Aren’t you worrying a bit too much, Guildmaster?”

Unlike the others who laughed heartily along with Gaendal, I felt like I understood why Engrim had tried to recruit Cheryl and I as suitable candidates after the thief request. 

To be frank, this group alone could probably tear through most regular requests.

“He’s not worried about confidentiality being breached among us.”

Everyone’s gaze besides Engrim’s focused on me. 

It would be an awkward situation if I misunderstood, but judging from Engrim’s reaction, that didn’t seem to be the case.

“It’s because we may need to kill more people than we would monsters. He’s wary of leaving any survivors.”

“……Correct.”  

“Wait, hold on. But since this is a request from the Guildmaster, I’m not questioning it! But we’re dealing with criminals, right?”

“Of course. Our targets are demon worshippers.”

Engrim stated it calmly and matter-of-factly, but the content was anything but light. 

While the others may have felt differently, for me, it was an exceptionally important matter – one of the most significant I had ever encountered.

Demon worshippers.

In the years-long war against the Demon Lord’s forces, that term meant only one thing: treason. 

They had allied with the actual Demon Lord’s army or demons in the past, selling out the country, so with evidence, they would be summarily executed.

But that part didn’t really matter to me.  

“Have demons actually been sighted?”

It had been nearly 7 years since I last had the chance to directly encounter a demon.

“Based on the circumstances, we’re assuming demons associated with the Demon Lord’s forces are involved.”

“But even so, does it really need to be handled this secretly, to the point of having to eliminate them like this? Wouldn’t it be better to call in the military instead?”

Yekaterina’s assertion was reasonable and utterly sensible. 

It was hard to think of a reason adventurers would need to secretly handle something considered an act of treason, rather than the military getting involved.

However, I could easily surmise that this was similar in context to heroes battling the Demon Lord.

“The mere fact that demons have infiltrated internally during this long war is already adversely affecting public morale. This request came directly from the royal family.”  

Assassination.  

Of course, not the type of assassination where someone silently kills alone without anyone knowing, but in the sense of swiftly striking and eliminating the targets before any external signs can emerge.

As the saying goes, if you don’t get caught, it’s an assassination either way.

“So the military would attract too much attention.”

“Somehow, I did get the feeling the team composition was heavily skewed towards assault…”  

Surprisingly, no one seemed taken aback by the fact that the request came directly from the royal family. 

The explanation of “public morale” alone was enough for them to understand just how much the prolonged war had been eating away at the country.

In fact, for a country that had been at war for nearly 7 years, it seemed remarkably intact to me. 

But for those living ordinary lives, that may not have been the case.

“If we assume there are demons involved, what do we do if we capture one?”

Ginh asked the question I wanted to ask. 

Of course, I would want to thoroughly extract every bit of information the demon possessed the moment it was captured, but…

“Attempts should be made to gather information, but if unsuccessful, they must be killed without hesitation.”  

“And if successful?”

“Kill them all the same.”

While a merciless stance, given the adversary was a demon, I couldn’t help but find it reasonable. 

Not because they were a nation’s leader who had to be killed no matter what, but because demons were simply that powerful.

Demons are a race structured entirely on the principles of might. 

Unlike humans, the stronger they are, the higher positions they hold, and the stronger they are, the more dangerous missions they’re assigned. 

The concept of disposable pawns doesn’t exist for them.  

It’s kill or be killed – an utterly ruthless approach, but one they’ve used to wage war on the kingdom for 7 years.  

For them to be operating in the heart of the kingdom means they have the well-founded confidence to handle most situations alone. 

Well, since we have no idea what kind of demons they are, the premise is to be extremely cautious, or else one of our heads might get torn off.

Of course, by demon standards, we’re still amateurs at best, since we haven’t actually participated in the war itself. 

The truly powerful demons are likely all deployed on the frontlines, guarding the Demon Lord, or wreaking havoc with guerrilla tactics.

Which means…this incident could present an unexpected opportunity for me.  

“Since I actually have a lot I want to ask from the demons, in the event of a personal opportunity arising, would I be allowed some discretion as long as I don’t jeopardize the party?”  

I casually raised my hand, and everyone’s gaze turned towards me.

“You want to converse with the demons?”  

“Well, if threats count as conversation? I’ve studied quite a bit about demons in order to learn more about them. Unless someone else is confident in extracting information from demons, I’d like the opportunity.”  

My natural response to Gaendal’s question made Engrim unable to hide his puzzlement as he asked:

“You’ve studied demons? Not that I don’t believe you, but that’s quite an unusual case. Is there a reason behind it?”

I studied to “know thy enemy and know thyself” was there any other special reason? 

However, I could understand why Engrim would ask such an obvious question.

The kingdom has been remarkably lax in its efforts to uncover new information about the demons through the long war. 

Instances of waging war with little to no research, as if fighting humans, are all too common.

That’s not to say there is no information written about demons. 

A visit to the royal library alone would reveal that even before the war, many scholars had already been studying and verifying the ecology of the demon race, steadily producing results.

There are many baffling cases where such information is simply disregarded and inexplicable nonsense occurs instead…but there’s no easy solution. 

Even if I ranted passionately, as a mere Novice adventurer, who would properly listen?

Studying independently was the best I could do for the time being, much to my regret.

As a result, I knew more about demons than most others.

And in this situation, my knowledge and reactions could be seen as suspicious, so I decided to just lay all my cards on the table.

“It’s because I’m the sole survivor of the first attack on the outskirts of Ogwen 7 years ago. In my pursuit of revenge, I’ve been studying quite fervently.”

“…Whoa.”

“Wow. Seriously?”

“I heard no one survived…”

Even as I received astonished looks that could only be described as understandable, I met Engrim’s gaze intently while seeking his agreement, acting as if the surrounding reactions were irrelevant.

For some reason, Engrim seemed the most shocked of them all. 

After pondering for a while, he spoke up.

“What exactly are you hoping to find out?”

“It depends on what that demon knows. If you’re asking about my personal interest, of course I want to know who the commander was that attacked our village.”

If coincidences had aligned to create this opportunity, perhaps I could even learn the name of my nemesis this time.

Just the thought of that happening made my heart race.
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My suggestion to interrogate the demon within the constraints set by the others assessing the risk was approved.

There was no more rational restriction when it came to operating as a party, so I readily accepted it and organized my thoughts. 

From the outset, I had no intention of forcing a situation beyond my capabilities anyway.

I have to value my one life preciously.

“The enemy’s location and numbers have all been ascertained. According to our guild members’ estimates, factoring in the time for planning, execution, and round-trip travel, we expect this to be resolved within 3 days.”

The work of receptionists and guild members does not simply end at recording requests and delivering rewards. 

Evaluating the difficulty and fairness of requests and making adjustments was their primary duty, and the greatest power of the Adventurer’s Guild.

Knowing this, we were able to relax a bit.

“Aside from the need to move discreetly, this ultimately seems like a measurable request. Which is a relief.”

“It would be problematic if a high-ranking demon commander suddenly appeared.”

“Haha. But they would never assign an immeasurable request. Those would go to the Silver-ranks and above.”

In the end, it was a job, a business. 

Even if the guild operated for the kingdom’s wellbeing, adventurers were hired with money. 

That was likely why they specifically handpicked individuals who would soon rise in rank, if not already exceeding their own rank.

“As I mentioned, since this is a request from the royal family, the reward itself is quite substantial. It serves as hush money as well, so the amount should be satisfactory.”

“How much is it?”

Engrim silently held up two fingers, causing everyone including me to be stunned. 

Those fingers stated with such confidence could not simply mean a paltry sum of silver coins!

“Gold coins?”

“Yes, gold coins. Per person.”

Even Gaendal and Ginh, who had been utterly composed until now, couldn’t hide their excitement as they raised their cups. 

Yekaterina began counting with her fingers, and Rellie leaned back in her chair with a modest smile. 

And I felt similarly.

Gold coins were never offered as rewards for Copper or Blue-rank requests. 

At most, it would be around 10 silver coins, right? 

I’ve heard gold coins were only offered for higher-ranked requests that a single person couldn’t handle alone.

But two gold coins each, not just one? 

The royal family was truly royal. 

Considering the substantial amount or benefits the guild would also receive, the chocolates given to Cheryl and I yesterday, and this grand meal, started to make sense.

They probably had to spend this much to avoid being labeled as embezzling funds from the guild later on. 

Whether or not the request was actually worth that much remained to be seen.

“It seems we’ve covered the preliminaries to this extent, and the meal is finished as well. Let’s get into the main discussion now.”

The ensuing conversation contained such a breadth of information that it should have been documented alongside written materials in the usual protocol.

To summarize briefly, there were 20 individuals. They were all skilled, deemed to be worthless and discarded into an abandoned dungeon, each with an extraordinary background.

These details were conveyed meticulously and at length.

“To have to memorize all these specifics on the spot is just too much.”

“Haha. I struggled a bit to memorize it all too.”

I was the only one who empathized with Yekaterina’s grumbling remark. 

The others had already adopted a ‘mission-mode’ mindset, beginning to memorize the information Engrim was providing. 

Even Yekaterina, after her single complaint, eventually focused on memorizing the parts relevant to her role.

Truthfully, the memorization itself wasn’t particularly difficult for me. 

I’m not sure if my mind is simply adept or not, but in the end, all the stories being told felt like game or novel settings, and my overflowing curiosity helped me naturally retain the information.

From analyzing and recalling the details, the biggest commonality our targets shared was their pasts.

Whether for treason, tax evasion, or contempt for the royal family – in one way or another, they were offspring of families who had turned against the kingdom. 

Outwardly, they appeared to be hopeless cases, willing to betray their country to the very end.

But from my perspective as someone not of this world by birth, they were simply individuals with their own circumstances.

The only difference was whether they allied with a foreign nation or demons to take revenge against the kingdom.

No matter how much I aimed for the head demon commander, it was merely to send a warning by taking out the authority figure or mastermind, never to mess with the country again – not out of hatred for demons as a whole. 

In fact, I can assert that I harbor no ill feelings whatsoever towards demons.

Demons are simply another race, their strength being the only issue. 

They don’t specifically hunt humans, nor are they an innately evil race that exclusively commits cruel acts—that would classify them as devils, which do exist separately.

It’s just an international war, just like any other. 

But because the opposing demons are so physically superior, it’s been packaged as a crisis for humanity accompanied by all sorts of propaganda stunts, despite this rather mundane reality.

However, since the divinely-appointed Hero exists, humans unquestioningly follow and vilify demons as evil beings.

And that aspect was my biggest question.

This is not a world where it’s difficult to sense the existence of gods, like my previous life. 

Numerous records remain of gods manifesting, performing miracles, or acting through avatars, with such phenomena still occurring regularly. 

To fabricate lies and create a false Hero without divine sanction would be the act of a madman. 

Thus, a Hero likely does exist.

Yet there are no accounts of Heroes being chosen for human-on-human wars or wars between other races – only in conflicts against demons do Heroes emerge.

Of course, the demon and Demon Lord system is unique compared to any other race. 

Their autonomous structure makes it difficult to simply categorize them as another race.

While humans can certainly become strong through aura and mana, those are limited to a few individuals. 

The general average of human strength barely exceeds being physically stronger than my previous world.

But demons are different. 

They are born overwhelmingly powerful, physically and magically. 

While I can’t make definitive claims without entering the Demon Realm, it’s safe to assume their average strength is at least two tiers above humans.

And yet, no matter their prowess, the notion that this alone would provoke a divine opposition and a mandate to defeat them through a divinely-appointed Hero is simply nonsensical.

What’s more, it’s not as if all gods bestow their blessings upon a single Hero – it’s always exclusively the God of Light, worshiped by the Imperial Holy See, who appoints the Hero. 

This only deepens the puzzling structure.

Even the divine decree itself is problematic. 

It does not call for the utter eradication of demons, but merely to defeat the Demon Lord. 

And by doing so, the chain of events would ostensibly resolve itself, as history has repeatedly shown.

In my opinion, if demons truly intended humanity’s extinction, the continent would have been upended at least four times over by now.

While I don’t disbelieve in the existence of gods after being reincarnated into this world, their motives are clearly not what humanity perceives them to be.

“Of course those brats would ally themselves with demons.”

From such contemplations, unlike others who became overly serious whenever demons were involved, to me these individuals simply appeared to be ordinary villains who poorly planned and chose the wrong allies.

“Hm? Did you say something?”

Somehow picking up on my murmurs amidst the commotion, Yekaterina reacted, prompting me to naturally respond,

“Just talking to myself. Aside from the demons, It doesn’t seem like there will be any major issues.”

Like ordinary villains, they didn’t seem to pose any great difficulties. 

There were reportedly around five aura users among them, as well as mages, but having defied the god opposed to demons, their means of recovery were limited to potions and natural mana regeneration.

Moreover, having lived for an extended period in a dilapidated dungeon without proper facilities, their living patterns were irregular, and they had drawbacks in conditioning. 

Most importantly, the very dungeon they occupied had already been surveyed by the guild long ago, so our possession of its interior map meant their locations were practically in the palms of our hands.

“It’s less about confidence, and more about an accurate assessment of the situation. I feel the same way, truthfully.”

In typical dwarven fashion, Ginh had already confirmed the availability of the dungeon map from Engrim while I was contemplating.

The others didn’t raise any objections either, but as adventurers handpicked by Engrim, they didn’t let their guard down. 

After seeing so many incompetent individuals, meeting people like these truly felt like encountering characters from a novel.

“If those 20 were on an open plain, the difficulty would increase, but since it’s inside a dungeon, the situation is completely different. 

“Moreover, since we have the interior structure of that dungeon in our hands, the only variable we can consider is the demons.”

Even Yekaterina responded with certainty. 

It was a confident demeanor that would make my past self, who once had doubts about her intellectual abilities, feel ashamed.

“I only have a modest ability to judge people; when it comes to formulating such plans, I’m an outsider. However, the capable friend who said it would take 3 days made a similar statement. Hearing the same from all of you puts my mind at ease.”

Pleased with our responses, Engrim smiled and nodded in agreement.
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As the atmosphere of the guild gradually matured and soared to the level of a banquet, our conversation came to a close. 

For adventurers who tend to struggle with living expenses, such a discounted event was a rare opportunity to eat and drink without worry, so the surrounding commotion only intensified. 

It reached a point where it was impossible to hear, even if one intended to listen intently.

“That’s about all the content to convey. The less noticeable, the better, so it seems best if you gather by 6 o’clock.”

As Engrim looked around, having finished what he had to do and getting ready to stand up, we, without anyone taking the lead, cast glances full of puzzlement towards him. 

He had omitted the most important part, hadn’t he?

“What about the gag order?”

At Rellie’s words, we nodded, and Engrim smiled.

“There is no such thing.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s enough for us that you’ve come under the assumption that a gag order would be imposed. Besides, we can’t afford a permanent gag order restricting speech that’s only related to the request.”

Was that also a test? 

The four warriors smiled wearily, and Rellie clicked her tongue, seemingly dissatisfied.

“Haha! Rellie was hoping to study the gag order extensively, as it’s an incredibly advanced magic! What a pity!”

“It really does feel like a loss” 

Said Yekaterina, tapping the back of Rellie’s chair.

And only then could we understand why they reacted that way. 

While we didn’t know if all mages were like that, Rellie’s inquisitive spirit certainly seemed remarkable.

“Then we’ll see you at the North Gate tomorrow. We’ll take care of the transportation, so please pack accordingly.”

Promising a customized service including rental transportation, Engrim stood up from his seat.

Although he had said there was no problem staying and drinking more, we also needed to make our own preparations, so we decided to part ways there.

Thus, the gathering ended as everyone except Rellie and Yekaterina, who used to move as part of the same party, headed separately to their respective lodgings. 

Remarkably, our lodgings didn’t overlap, so I could return to the Ogatorf estate without much difficulty, and needing to take a roundabout way. 

As the darkness fell and I passed through the tranquil estate and garden to go to my lodging, a sudden sense of someone’s presence halted my footsteps.

“You’re late.”

Since I was always prepared, I had no particular need for any additional precautions. 

That’s why I was genuinely flustered by Cheryl’s voice, which shattered my grand plan to take a bath and go to bed as soon as I returned.

“Were you waiting all this time?”

It felt like it was almost 8 o’clock, but there was no way to know how many hours Cheryl had been waiting, sitting on a bench in the garden, glaring at me.

“Why are you so late?”

“There were guild circumstances intertwined with receiving the request details, so we met from the evening onwards. Before that, as you know, I had a rare conversation with Lagnys.”

It was an ordinary day, but one that felt strangely long. 

Feeling a sudden wave of fatigue, I sat down next to her. 

After briefly gazing into the empty space, Cheryl spoke.

“The request. How long do you think it will take?”

“About 3 days, roughly? Maintaining secrecy is important, but it didn’t seem particularly difficult. The other people involved also seemed capable. It looks like we’ll just go and come back smoothly.”

“…I see.”

Answering concisely, Cheryl dusted herself off and stood up. 

As if she had waited just to hear those words, she coolly disappeared into the estate, leaving me speechless at her nonchalant demeanor.

“She’s really damn cool.”

If she had been born a man, she would undoubtedly have been an incredibly cool guy.
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In any case, thanks to Cheryl’s early departure, my plan for a good night’s sleep proceeded without major disruptions. 

As a result, despite waking up at 5 a.m, I felt remarkably refreshed. 

After quickly washing up and preparing, I gathered my travel gear and left the estate.

None of the servants ever reacted to me packing adventurer’s gear and leaving. 

This time as well, they merely greeted me casually, probably assuming I was just going to raise my rank to match Cheryl’s. 

What a great working environment.

Even at this hour, there were always vendors selling food to adventurers, so I could easily purchase some jerky and breakfast bread on my way to the North Gate. 

As I munched on the huge baguette, walking leisurely, I suddenly felt a nostalgic shiver recalling the times I used to wander around Ogwen in the early morning.

It hadn’t even been two years, but it already felt like ten.

“You’ve arrived quite early, Eldmia. You’re quite a young comrade, with a good sense of time.”

Lost in that strange sense of pride, I arrived at the North Gate to find Ginh sitting alone, smoking a pipe. 

Truly befitting a dwarf, he had carelessly propped his battle-axe against the outer wall and sprawled his belongings on the ground to sit on.

“I thought I came early, but when did you even get here? Were you so excited to split a demon worshiper’s skull that you stayed up all night?”

“Kekekeke. I’m a bit too old to get riled up over something like that. I probably just arrived about 10 minutes before you.”

It takes about 10 minutes to get here from the estate, and considering how leisurely I walked, it must have just passed 30 minutes. 

He was an incredibly diligent person.

That said, he probably didn’t just sit idly for those 30 minutes, so after setting down my belongings next to his, I took out a pouch of coffee grounds from my bag and approached the guard post where the gate guards were stationed. 

Knocking on the doorframe, two guards who seemed to have just started their shift turned their drowsy gazes toward me.

“Working hard this early morning!”

“Huh. You’re also working hard this early. Need to go through the inspection?”

“I’d like to request that once my companions gather, if you don’t mind. Actually, I was wondering if I could borrow a flame to share some warm coffee?”

“Coffee? We can even provide pre-heated water!”

“Ah, the city guards really do have a kind heart.”

As I handed over the pouch with a chuckle, smiles bloomed on the faces of the two guards. 

For the common folk, even if it was just coffee grounds brewed together with boiling water – a bitter stimulant drink – it was a small pleasure for those lacking in beverages and entertainment.

The guards were conscientious enough to return the pouch after using the coffee grounds, despite receiving it as is. 

I poured the hot coffee into a cup they lent me and went back outside.

“It’s the way of those who rise early to drink coffee.”

Ginh, who received the unexpected coffee gift, widened his eyes with delight.

“Ha! You really have good manners for your age. Most adventurers over twenty are quite prickly, you know!”

“It’s all just the wisdom of life, isn’t it?”

“Kekekeke! That’s right! In the end, the wisdom of life is to get along smoothly without any rough edges!”

It was surprising to hear such words from a dwarf, who were rumored to be quite rough around the edges. 

Just as elves who became adventurers had their reasons, dwarven adventurers likely had their own circumstances too. 

In any case, thanks to the coffee, we could comfortably chat and wait for our other companions in a more relaxed atmosphere.

“Wow. The world. The aroma of coffee is wafting this early in the morning? Did the guards share it?”

It was around 5:50 a.m. when Rellie and Yekaterina arrived. 

Contrary to appearances, where Yekaterina seemed lively and Rellie should have been drowsy, they appeared the opposite way, causing Ginh and I to burst into laughter.

“Yekaterina. Open your eyes a bit. Did you stay up all night or something?”

“Ugh. Getting up early is always hard.”

In the end, we sought the guards’ help once more to keep the two alert. 

Fortunately, the guards welcomed us as warmly as lifelong friends, and by the time the women finished their coffee, Gaendal made his appearance.

“Hmm? The atmosphere is quite cozy this early morning.”

As Gaendal skillfully led five horses by himself, we briefly felt puzzled by his appearance before simultaneously understanding.

“Well, it would certainly be too conspicuous otherwise.”

“It’s rather reassuring to form a party with people who understand without needing to explain everything.”

As the Guild Master, it was problematic for him to come directly, but having Guild staff bring the horses would also draw attention to the adventurers they were lending the mounts to. 

Surprisingly, we failed to notice this detail yesterday.

“I only realized it after returning to my lodgings. Well, since I had realized it, I went to inform them and received the horses myself.”

The sunlight reflecting off the conscientious Gaendal’s head almost seemed like a halo.

“It’s an auspicious start. We noticed an oversight, have coffee to keep our minds clear, what more could you ask for in starting a request smoothly?”

“Huhuh. For the most serious request we’ve taken so far to have such an impeccable beginning, it’s rather ironic, isn’t it?”

Truthfully, it was quite jarring to see Yekaterina, appearing every bit the barbaric warrior, sipping coffee and remarking on ironies.

Could it be that she’s actually a civilized warrior?
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Riding through the early morning mist, the air was quite chilly.

Since it would take nearly 4 hours to reach the abandoned dungeon, everyone had ridden at a pace that conserves their stamina as much as possible, so they hadn’t traveled very fast. 

For some reason, it seemed like everyone except me had donned a rather thick-looking cloak before mounting their horses.

In the end, I had tried enduring it until the sun fully rose, but it wasn’t easy.

So I had to summon a spirit due to my lack of experience and poor preparation. 

Honestly, just keeping my mouth shut tightly for an hour was an effort worthy of self-praise, given how cold it was.

As soon as I started raising my body temperature with the help of the spirit, a shocking scream rang out.

“Eh?! A spirit?!”

“What? A spirit?”

The origins of the startled cries were Yekaterina and Rellie. 

Yekaterina, who seemed exceptionally attuned to spirits, reacted immediately, despite riding ahead of me.

And soon enough, she and Rellie approached me with faces full of curiosity, matching my pace. 

Even Gaendal and Gin couldn’t hide their astonished expressions, but they seemed to leave it at that.

“What is it? What is it? Spirit magic, for real?”

“No way, really? Egga, you can use spirit magic too?”

“Well, I learned a little from the elf who raised me…”

“What?! An elf raised you?!”

“Wow! You’re more interesting than I had heard!”

I didn’t know what kind of stories they had heard about me.

But unlike Rellie, who lit up her eyes with curiosity, Yekaterina began to show an almost burdensome level of keen interest.

“Eldmia. Could it be that you’ve been able to communicate with spirits since you were young? So the elf helped awaken that talent?”

“No. I just lived with them, and at some point, I could communicate.”

At that answer, Rellie spoke up again, surprised once more.

“Really? So you couldn’t sense spirits originally?”

“Yes, well. I couldn’t even understand the concept of sensing them. Or rather, Yekaterina, you just felt me summon a spirit too, right? Doesn’t that mean you can use spirit magic?”

“Not at all! I can only sense them.”

Rellie then elaborated, as if this was an equally wondrous case.

“Being able to sense mana and being able to use magic are separate, just like being able to sense spirits and use spirit magic are separate. If an elf was your teacher, they probably couldn’t even imagine such a case, so you may not have heard of it, but it’s very common among humans.”

“Ah! So you can’t communicate with spirits?”

Since I had struggled with that initially, I immediately understood what she meant. 

As expected, Yekaterina nodded and clicked her tongue, seeming genuinely disappointed.

“In our country, the ability to commune with spirits is highly regarded. Perhaps because the land is barren, and unusually difficult, so the concept of spirit magic itself is almost at the level of other countries hundreds of years ago.”

According to Yekaterina, spirit magic in Rubil was closer to shamanism, relying purely on the intuition of those with high affinity, while their theoretical understanding of spirit magic lagged behind other nations despite their exceptional practical abilities.

A country so close to the wild, both physically and mentally, that those who could simply ‘do it’ without studying were continuously born and considered geniuses.

In any case, having grown up in such a place, Yekaterina took great pride in her spirit affinity but regretted her inability to utilize it.

“But there were no rumors about you being able to use spirit magic, Egga.”

“I suppose not. I don’t use it in combat.”

“Why?”

“So as not to upset the spirits.”

I had experienced firsthand the whimsical, befuddled, and capricious mindset of spirits when interacting with Asirye. 

Unlike her, just listing the struggles I went through every time I asked spirits for combat-related assistance would put tales of military hardship to shame.

“I’m not sure if it’s because my spirit affinity isn’t that high, but spirits tend to be rather prickly when I ask for help in combat, so I simply don’t use them then.”

“…? Can’t you just order them?”

“What a preposterous suggestion, how can I order beings stronger than me?”

They are existences that manifest and communicate based on their own volition, except for routine matters. 

As a mere human struggling to survive, with what audacity could I give orders?

I thought I had stated the obvious, but Rellie simply muttered, 

“Huh? That’s strange.” seeming puzzled.

“Didn’t your teacher say anything about that?”

“They said it was a good mindset.”

Of course, Asirye had roared with laughter when I first told her, but she didn’t say much beyond it being desirable to maintain a humble attitude when dealing with natural beings.

Come to think of it, it was quite amusing. 

Wouldn’t it be normal to be humble towards someone pointing a gun at your head?

“Hmm. Well, I haven’t met many spirit mages either, so I can’t say anything. If your teacher said so, then it must be right.”

Rellie seemed to have accepted it, nodding as if she understood, exhibiting a commendable mindset that could differentiate between ‘wrong’ and ‘different.’ 

One should always keep such people close. 

I hoped we could maintain a good relationship even after this request.

“That’s something I’ve never heard from the spirit mages I’ve met and observed. Eldmia, do you have any advice on communicating with spirits?”

Yekaterina was the same. 

Heh heh. 

In fact, I possessed a golden tip that would even surprise Asirye on this matter. 

For the sake of maintaining a good relationship, I could at least share this golden tip.

“This is advice I can confidently give you. Since we’ve come to work together, and given Yekaterina’s high spirit affinity, it must be fate, so I’ll share this nugget of wisdom.”

“Really?! What is it?”

“Spirits don’t understand human language.”

“Eh?”

“Huh?”

I continued explaining to the two, who seemed to have forgotten how to retort.

“It’s simple. We can communicate because we’re speaking the Imperial common tongue. But Yekaterina, if you spoke in Rubil, I wouldn’t understand, right?”

“That’s… true?”

“It’s the same for spirits. All their communication with humans is like that. Spirits don’t understand language; they understand intent.”

For someone who had lived in a place without spirits, this realization was almost on the level of Columbus’s egg, so much so that even Asirye, the elf, had given me a standing ovation when she first heard it.

Initially lacking any spirit affinity, I had suddenly gained it, so the spirits themselves took an immense interest in me. 

Unlike spirit mages who had to seek the spirits’ attention, having them show interest in me first was an enormous advantage.

Even so, we couldn’t communicate. 

After much contemplation, I reached one conclusion:

Spirits don’t treat humans as one among many, but as distinct individuals. 

As a result, they lack the ‘universality’ of applying the same communication methods from one person to another. 

From the spirits’ perspective, since Asirye, Yekaterina, and I are all different people, they all need different methods of communication. 

It would be pointless to speak to ants the way one speaks to people, so they approach each new sentient being by learning novel ways of exchanging intentions.

They respect the concept of individual personhood more than any other race, a maddeningly radical notion and practice.

“In the process of spirits manifesting and communicating, they seem to borrow the subject’s thoughts to speak, giving the impression that they fully understand the concept of language. But that’s not the case at all. If a mute summoned them, they wouldn’t speak a word, would they?”

Since verbal communication isn’t their primary mode, it might seem to others that they’re conveying intent without uttering a word, like a mute.

“Then those called geniuses in spirit magic…”

“They understand the spirits’ language. They have their own language, of sorts. They’re just accommodating us.”

It was as if I had been born bilingual, with one of those languages being that of spirits. 

Of course, they would seem to communicate and help well.

“Wow… I’ve never considered that perspective.”

It would be unthinkable to approach spirits from the perspective of viewing them as a race, rather than divine beings. 

As such, I took considerable pride in my deduction.

“So instead of relying on words to convey something, it might be faster to simply express it through actions. That’s how it is for me.”

Spirits exist everywhere and have always existed. 

No matter how much a mute person suddenly started babbling about communicating with spirits, it would only confuse them.

The being they remember is the silent one. 

It’s usually easier to communicate with spirits by approaching them in one’s usual manner,

unless one has a case like mine.

“So that’s how you summoned the spirit earlier without saying a word!”

Yekaterina’s conclusion was accurate, so I nodded and smiled. 

I had indeed communicated with spirits purely through body language. 

While I could now exchange intent through various methods, it was still more reliable to convey it through gestures since that was my initial approach.

“Wow, this seems like something we should discuss more when we rest later. Is that okay, Eldmia?”

“I don’t mind, but why later…”

“Because we have unwanted guests blocking the road.”

Having been engrossed in the conversation, I hadn’t noticed our pace was gradually slowing until Yekaterina, with her sharp eyes fixed ahead, made me realize it. 

Following her gaze, there were about a dozen rough-looking men obstructing the forest path. 

With a campfire in the middle of the road and their slovenly sprawl, they were undoubtedly…

“They’re clearly bandits, what should we do?”

Gaendal, who had matched our horses’ pace, asked as we all slowed to a brisk walk, clearing our throats to ponder. 

I had assumed we were considering how to swiftly deal with them and proceed, but the first person to speak uttered something I hadn’t expected at all.

“Wouldn’t it be better to turn back? At this distance, they likely can’t tell who we are yet. If we’re moving secretly, it’s better to take a detour than leave witnesses by engaging them.”

“Hmm. You’re probably right. I’d rather not waste energy unnecessarily either.”

Not only did Rellie agree, but Gaendal and Yekaterina shared the same sentiment.

“Ah. So that’s why I was hired.”

“Hm? Did you say something?”

I had assumed they knew, but apparently not. 

Through Gaendal’s inquiry, I realized belatedly:

While these adventurers were certainly higher-ranked than me, they likely had less experience battling multiple human opponents. 

Just their concern about leaving witnesses alive when facing mere bandits showed their lack of familiarity.

I understood well enough. 

The feeling of fighting monsters versus humans had to be different. 

In fact, the stronger the surrounding adventurers are, the more cautious they would be in combat against people, potentially overestimating their opponents’ abilities unwittingly.

But how would they survive? They would all die. 

“We’re in a hurry, so why bother going around? Since this seems like an opportunity to show the Guildmaster why he hired me, you can all just watch this time.”

In any case, I would end up fighting people in the dungeon too, so this was a good chance to correct their judgment early. 

Thinking it would be beneficial, I dismissed the spirits and proceeded forward.
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Eldmia Egga.

Among those engaged in adventuring activities in the capital, there was no one who didn’t know his name by now.

Although he initially had all sorts of ominous nicknames like the Rabid, the Madman, and the Human Hunter, he soon became known by different names among the skilled ones.

Two nicknames remained after filtering through them all: Lightblade and Counterattack.

The former was a nickname given because, as those who witnessed it unanimously said, an accelerated slash was wielded every time his blade shined. 

The latter arose because no matter how someone touched him, they would invariably get struck back.

It was obvious, but if one led a normal adventurer’s life, there would be no reason to witness a scene befitting the nickname Counterattack. 

That’s why Eldmia Egga was commonly known by the nickname Lightblade.

However, in an extremely brief moment, his companions could clearly understand why he was once called the Human Hunter.

“What are you doing, friends, camping in the middle of the road with a bonfire?”

After reducing the distance to a certain extent, Eldmia naturally dismounted from his horse and approached the men with a smile. 

Momentarily taken aback by his lack of even an ounce of wariness, they soon burst into laughter and began to surround Eldmia. 

Even so, Eldmia’s back remained utterly at ease.

As the completely let down bandits surrounded him and were about to draw their weapons, Eldmia moved.

“Aura…?”

Yekaterina had only swung her massive war hammer using her innate physique, having not yet awakened her aura. 

However, her natural abilities affected not only her body but also her senses, and even though she couldn’t use aura herself yet, she could accurately grasp the foreign energy generated by the flow of mana and aura.

That’s why she could notice that Eldmia had used something completely different from the aura she had seen and felt until now. 

The force he wielded with a heavier and more profound unknown sensation seemed similar to aura at a glance. 

She thought that perhaps this was how aura felt at a realm she herself was unaware of, but the fact that it was a feeling she had never experienced before remained unchanged.

The moment she felt that, it took less than 20 seconds for Eldmia to disarm the bandits’ weapons, stab three to death, and critically injure four others without even drawing his own sword.

“What a breathtaking skill.”

Even Gaendal couldn’t help but exclaim in admiration at the sight. 

His eyes, having experienced the most diverse battles among the group, were filled with astonishment.

As if originally choreographed, Eldmia seamlessly snatched, slashed, stabbed, and threw the bandits’ weapons, then repeated the same actions with another bandit’s weapon. 

There was not a hint of hesitation in that series of movements. 

Rather, his bold and uninhibited actions made the bandits hesitate and panic, creating new openings.

While the remaining three, who were relatively unscathed, chose to flee in a daze without even being able to scream, Eldmia grabbed two axes taken from the dead bandits. 

He lightly tossed one to gauge its weight, then threw them one by one at the fleeing figures, and charged at the last one.

His companions, witnessing the two axes accurately splitting the skulls of two, and Eldmia catching up to the remaining one, pulling out the dagger from his waist, and stabbing it into his spine, applauded with sincere appreciation.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Honestly, I had only one thought when the bastards surrounded me.

Equilibrium.

The scene of John Wick jumping into the midst of six men to shoot them while fighting to save a dog remains one of many memorable scenes etched in my memory. 

I never imagined I would have a body capable of doing that with cold weapons instead of guns.

Anyway, the gaps created by the mana-enhanced physique and the careless bandits enabled a perfect ambush beyond my expectations. 

I had intended to check if the wound on my palm from meeting Lagnis would be bothersome, but it ended cleanly without the slightest inconvenience. 

Since beheading Delt, my combat philosophy is that ambushes always yield advantages and grow firmer by the day.

“Magnificent! It feels like watching a seasoned mercenary! Even if I used aura, I wouldn’t be able to display such movements!”

Drowned out by Gin’s resounding exclamation and applause, the other members also clapped, seemingly satisfied with my skills. 

In fact, compared to the guys we have to fight from now on, it’s an embarrassing level.

With this, I shouldn’t have much difficulty asserting my opinions according to the situation when combat begins, rather than just being dragged along.

“I share the same thought. The aura you exude is minimal, yet you handle it so skillfully. It’s only a matter of time before you rise to Silver-rank.”

I couldn’t tell him it was mana, not aura, so I smiled and responded to Gaendal’s praise while dusting off my hands.

“It’s embarrassing to hear such words just for dealing with bandits. But it’s not bad to prove I’m not dead weight.”

“Dead weight? On the contrary, I’m starting to think you might be the most suitable for this request. Even though I formally took the leader position, I feel like it would be better to change it.”

Unless Engrim chose Gaendal by a coin toss, there was absolutely no reason to doubt his abilities.

“Commanding and fighting are separate matters. I’m only good at fighting.”

In the end, the reason I can do this much is thanks to training my entire life to kill a single demon, not because I’m outstanding.

The result of devoting time that should have been allocated to common sense and education to combat, relying on memories from my previous life. 

If I didn’t have those memories, I would have been a killing machine to the point of being incapable of daily life, having spent such a biased amount of time.

Naturally, commanding troops was not included in that, so I decided to draw a clear line before their misplaced expectations turned poisonous. 

Responding appropriately like that, as soon as I mounted my horse, Yekaterina approached and said something quite surprising.

“If you have time later, would you like to spar at the guild training grounds? The aura you used earlier seemed a bit unique, so I’m interested.”

She was the first person to call my aura usage unique. 

Others either couldn’t feel it at all or simply regarded it as faint aura.

“Unique, you say?”

“Yeah. Don’t you know it yourself? It feels heavy, so to speak. It’s definitely different from the aura I’ve felt until now. Even though I can’t use aura, my ability to sense it is incredible.”

“What? You swing that without using aura?”

It’s no joke. 

Yekaterina’s war hammer is not of a typical size. 

We call it a war hammer because there’s no other way to describe it, but it boasts an outrageous size with an anvil attached to the hammer head. 

I wouldn’t be surprised if someone believed it was a siege weapon.

Moreover, to support that weight, there’s not a single component made of wood. 

It’s literally a mass of metal from head to toe, and she swings that pure iron weapon with pure muscle strength to a level suitable for combat?

“I swing it purely with muscle power! That’s my pride!”

“Don’t you have too many things to boast about? I don’t think I could swing that without using aura either.”

“Hahaha! I’m glad to hear you say that! Anyway, let’s definitely spar!”

I was speaking sincerely, but she took it as empty praise.

Still, there was no reason to confront someone who was departing in a good mood, so after looting just the money pouches from the bandits’ corpses, we took off again.

After that, except for resting once in the middle for the horses’ sake, we ran non-stop and could only take a proper break after reaching the woods near our destination.

“I feel like my pelvis is shattered…”

Rellie, who inevitably had the least physical activity, groaned in pain, unable to dismount properly, and Yekaterina laughingly lifted her off.

“I’m a bit tired too, actually. We should have rested a bit in the middle.”

“It’s better to push through and rest properly than take half-hearted breaks for this kind of thing. It doesn’t sit well with me to cause delays in the plan because of myself.”

Whenever I’ve met mages in this other world, which I can count on one hand, they’ve all been such admirable people.

While Gaendal, who had ample scouting experience, went to survey the surroundings alone, we decided to set up camp and let Rellie rest some more.

In any case, the immediate tasks were just gathering firewood, pitching tents, and preparing meals, so the division of labor itself was quickly settled. 

If it were as usual, we would have camped with just sleeping bags and no tents, but the guild had personally packed tents for us up to the safe zone we had settled in after completing their investigation, so we had one more task.

Yekaterina and Gin, seemingly unfamiliar with tent camping, tilted their heads, while I confidently stepped forward and decided to prepare the tents. 

With Rellie’s help, we finished the setup and could satisfactorily put down the hammer.

“Wow. So this is how you pitch this tent.”

The reason I could take the lead with confidence despite never having camped in either my previous or current life was simple. 

What the guild provided was none other than the A-frame tent I had seen ad nauseam in the military!

When I first saw this damn shape, I felt dizzy as if I had re-enlisted, but fortunately, it was an item so good that it would be sinful to even compare it to the military version. 

The frame wasn’t just two poles, but an assembly-type ㄷ-shaped frame, so Rellie roughly holding it was enough to avoid worrying about the frame collapsing with every hammer strike.

Above all, the tent fabric was clearly something that provided perfect waterproofing and insulation at a glance. 

As expected, Rellie, who noticed this immediately, analyzed it and said it was a magical item.

“I’m not sure what monster the material was obtained from, but with this level of completion, it would be the latest among the library’s inventions, right?”

Even if it was just a temporary loan, Engrim was providing solid support. 

I made up my mind to definitely get one later when I finished everything and went on a trip with Asirye.

After quickly completing the men’s and women’s tents like that, laying mats inside, and putting in our luggage, I went inside for a moment and felt a genuine coziness I couldn’t feel even a poppy seed’s worth in the military.

“Is this mat also enchanted?”

“No, that’s just a regular mat.”

As I thought, even the mats in the military were crappy. I guess the memory of the stark difference when I received a new mat just once compared to the old ones wasn’t a misperception.
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Gaendal returned a little over an hour later.

“I don’t know whether to call them bold or reckless, but they seem quite careless… No, what is this delicious smell?”

Upon arriving, Gaendal couldn’t compose himself due to the aroma of the stew Yekaterina had prepared, and we couldn’t laugh at him. To us, who had been drooling and waiting for over 30 minutes while smelling this fragrant stew aroma, he was our savior, not a subject of laughter at all.

“Let’s eat first and then start.”

Since it wasn’t a long-term request, the ingredients Engrim had packed focused on maximizing flavor without worrying about freshness, and Yekaterina’s decision to boldly make a stew with those ingredients was absolutely correct. 

Even disregarding the warmth spreading from our stomachs, the stew was truly delicious.

“How can such food come out while camping?”

It wasn’t an empty compliment; it was tastier than the stew sold at decent inns. 

Even Alisha’s stew, which I missed so much, couldn’t keep up with this. 

Seeing that everyone else felt the same way as they unanimously praised the stew, Yekaterina laughed heartily and tapped her chest, which was as bountiful as her muscles.

“The ingredients are one thing, but I’m confident in my stew! It contains ingredients passed down through generations in my family, so it wouldn’t be a flavor you’ve commonly tasted!”

“Ah! So that’s why you added that unidentified liquid! It’s really useful and handy!”

Rellie, who seemed to have already tasted her cooking while working together, showed a reaction indicating there was something she could guess. 

Unidentified liquid? Do the people of Rubil have some secret method for making chicken stock?

“Yekaterina, as compensation for the earlier advice, I’d like to hear more specifically what that ingredient is later.”

“I’m glad it suits your taste. Food is meant to be shared! I’ll tell you as much as you want!”

Yekaterina was now a versatile cultural warrior who had long since shattered her first impression.

“Phew. This just reaffirms the importance of a meal. Anyway, there’s nothing too serious, so listen while eating.”

Gaendal, who had been captivated by the food like us, sated his hunger to a reasonable extent and began conveying the results of his scouting.

“The surroundings are unexpectedly normal. Appropriate monsters. Appropriate adventurers. Maybe because of that, they don’t seem to suspect at all that there could be demon worshippers settled in an abandoned dungeon.”

Rather, those bastards were boldly pretending to be affiliated with the Adventurers’ Guild and politely turned away those who approached. 

The fact that he even had the opportunity to see that much in such a short time made Gaendal feel that this request had quite a stroke of luck, and we all couldn’t help but nod in agreement.

“Of course, they’ll have shift changes, but I don’t know when that will be. One thing for sure is that the guys I saw didn’t guard carelessly. It’s safe to say they clearly know what they’re doing and how dangerous of a bridge they’re crossing.”

“Still, it’s not a request we can just breeze through.”

According to the information Engrim provided, apart from two women who had been active as archers and one mage, the rest were all ordinary warrior-type adventurers. 

Personally, I considered the one who was a mage and yet participated in such a thing to be the most dangerous, both ideologically and in terms of motivation, but it seemed the others hadn’t joined half-heartedly either. 

Their age range was said to be from the late teens to early twenties, so while there was a possibility they were just brimming with enthusiasm and lacking in preparation, we couldn’t rule that out.

“The most fortunate thing is that no matter how much rest we take here, they’re indifferent enough to the surroundings that they won’t find it strange. This will be an advantage when we actually start the raid, so it’s quite satisfactory.”

“Will we be able to see Egga’s ambush again, like with the bandits?”

Perhaps because the display I showed when dealing with the bandits was so impressive, the party members began proceeding with the conversation while keeping in mind the situation where we could naturally ambush at close range. 

As expected, demonstrating my skills against them once was a wise choice.

“Ideally, it would be great to take out about 4 people in sync with their shift change before starting.”

“Huh? Wouldn’t it still be better to deal with them separately?”

“If they’re guarding like that, I have a strong feeling they’ll actually let their guard down more in an environment where they think they have an overwhelming advantage. The relief personnel will also want to quickly wrap things up and head inside if it doesn’t seem like a big deal, so I wonder if their attention might become scattered. What do you think, Eldmia?”

It was a part I hadn’t particularly considered, so Gaendal’s speculation sounded incredibly plausible. 

Not only did I have nothing planned, but it also didn’t seem particularly dangerous, so it was a very attractive tactic.

“Honestly, it’s a part I hadn’t taken into account, so I don’t have any other opinions. However, I think Gaendal’s conjecture is very plausible. It would be worth trying.”

“Wouldn’t it be dangerous?”

“If Engrim’s information is accurate, they wouldn’t assign the sole mage or the two archers to guard duty. In terms of the approach, there’s no problem.”

In the end, in a world where power reigns supreme, no matter what happened to their family, if they were outstanding, they could have found another path without necessarily joining hands with demons. 

Rather, those with such skills would have kept their distance from demons, considering them a dangerous element that voluntarily leaps into the kingdom’s extremely sharp vigilance.

“They’re guys who had no choice but the extreme option of allying with demons. Their skills will be mediocre at best, so there’s nothing to fear.”

Naturally, the ones scattered inside the dungeon were a greater threat than the guards outside. 

Just as the discussion about the ones outside was settled, Gin, who had finished his meal, unfolded the interior map he had received from the guild and took out a monocle from his bosom to wear it.

“Let’s see… I heard it was a dungeon where goblins used to gather in groups, but the structure resembles a temple. In ancient times, temples associated with earth gods were built with this kind of structure, digging underground.”

Muttering professional knowledge, as expected of a dwarf, Gin checked the map one by one while holding it close, then soon spread out a map with numerous X marks drawn on it over the surface of his axe.

“It was a temple dedicated to the god of clinging swamps. I had a chance to investigate one that surfaced in another region about 20 years ago. The marked places have definitely collapsed. They were designed to crumble quickly when maintenance ceased, due to structural problems which intentionally distorted the characteristics of the land that met the conditions for building the temple at that time.”

“Oh, that’s quite interesting. An ancient god that had to be worshipped while deliberately creating such an imperfect structure.”

As Gaendal said, it was indeed a difficult-to-understand building. 

Doesn’t this resemble a secret base more than a temple?

While pondering that, Gin scratched his head with the back of his charcoal-holding hand and answered.

“It seems to have been regarded as a kind of evil god. As befitting a rejected religion, they were thorough with secrecy and security. Our conclusion was that it was a defense mechanism to destroy the temple in case the followers’ visits unintentionally ceased or information needed to be deliberately damaged.”

“Huh? But since it transformed into a dungeon and revealed itself, it remained intact enough for the guild to create a map, didn’t it?”

“Look at the map, the date of the dungeon’s abandonment is 3 years ago. Even if maintenance is neglected for just a month, irreversible cracks form. It’s definitely shattered.”

Regardless of how this person remained at the Azure-rank or how Engrim found him, every time Gin explained something, I could feel the already low perceived difficulty of the request gradually decreasing.

“That’s really interesting. But when the dungeon revealed itself, they wouldn’t have known such maintenance was necessary, so how did it remain intact?”

Rellie, who had been constantly exclaiming in admiration, tilted her head and raised a question we all could sympathize with. 

And as if waiting for that question, Gin grinned and tapped the map while answering.

“That’s the really fascinating part. The structure is maintained simply by stepping on the floor in areas frequently visited by people. Those places that are inevitably stepped on unless deliberately avoided. If left unattended for a long time, those floors get destroyed and spring up, causing collapse.”

“My goodness… The temple is one giant mechanical device.”

“That’s right. Well, thanks to that, our job has become much easier, so isn’t that fortunate?”

It was indeed much easier, as the X marks Gin had drawn alone numbered over a dozen. 

After that, we further streamlined the plan by making a few more markings, estimating things like sleeping quarters and storage rooms, and before we knew it, the sun had risen high in the sky.

I wanted to go scouting right away to observe the shift change personnel, but the fatigue from the 4-hour forced march couldn’t be ignored, so we decided to rest first.

“Let’s have Gaendal and I do the scouting later.”

“Oh, did you learn such skills too?”

“We’ve lived together for a long time, so it won’t be too hard.”

The tracking and scouting techniques I had directly learned from an elf, who praised me saying the forest was like her home, couldn’t possibly be inferior, could they?

Unfortunately, the others had no connection to such things, so for now, only the two of us went to sleep.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Gaendal and I woke up from our sleep around the time when the sunset began.

As usual, we rose while smelling the fragrant aroma of stew, but since it was obvious that it would be bothersome if we suddenly felt the need to go to the bathroom, we decided to move only after lightly stretching our bodies.

“There’s a group that regularly purchases supplies from the village.”

Surprisingly, while we were asleep, Yekaterina and Rellie had gone to the nearest village and finished gathering information before returning. 

As I couldn’t help but marvel at the sight of party members actively moving, their explanation continued.

It took at least 20 minutes to leisurely ride a horse to the village, and they usually visit at weekly intervals, with the next visit approaching soon. 

Since there were no horses around the dungeon when Gaendal checked, we concluded that even if those guys moved, they only traveled on foot.

“Usually, 6 or 7 of them come down in a group and spend half a day at the tavern each time before returning.”

Undoubtedly, it was a thoroughly planned stress management session.

I don’t know if it came from the demons or if someone else was playing the role of the brain, but thanks to that, my level of vigilance towards them rose slightly.

Still, if timed well, it was an opportunity to cut down half of them, including the guards on shift, so we gave a generous round of applause to the two who had gathered the information.

Waking up to find the difficulty of the request plummeting! What a wonderful team.

“They definitely won’t return until tomorrow morning no matter what, so if there’s any sign of approach, you can just be on guard and observe for now. It might be tiring, but it would be better to take turns keeping watch at 3-hour intervals.”

“Won’t you two be keeping watch at 4-hour intervals at the least? Don’t worry.”

Touched by Gin’s kindness in offering his cloak to me, who was moving without one since I would be next to the bonfire anyway, Gaendal and I headed towards the abandoned dungeon without delay.

No matter how much moonlight and starlight there is, the darkness that descends in the forest at night is deep enough to be impossible to ignore. 

Although my night vision was quite good from living in a forest cabin, the problem was that Gaendal had poor night vision, so we hurried our steps as much as possible.

The scouting plan was extremely simple. 

Just crouch down and observe the situation.

No matter how much they pretended to be guild members, it was clear that they would work on their main activities. 

So if they were to take separate actions outside the dungeon, it would be late at night or early in the morning. 

Even if there were no such external activities at all, we could conclude that they were up to some mischief inside the dungeon, which was enough.

I speculated that the visit to the village for supplies would definitely take place from around noon until before the sun completely set.

They spend most of their day inside the dungeon. 

Even then, they only come out for guard duty.

We would soon find out, but if there were no other external activities, it would be fine either way. 

Even if there were, it would be limited, but if they continued to operate under such tension without light for several months, they would inevitably become mentally exhausted.

The notion of sending them to the village tavern for nearly half a day for stress management had already occurred to them, so there was no way they would overlook that fact. 

It was clear they had in mind to let them bask in the sun as much as possible within the tavern’s operating hours before returning and allowing them to rest thoroughly for about a day.

“Indeed. Stress management. I hadn’t thought of that.”

“For us, even if we engage in long-term dungeon activities, it’s difficult to exceed 2 weeks. They’re in a position of hiding, so it’s a necessary situation for them.”

Although I couldn’t know specifically how long it had been going on, they said it had been at least several months since they started visiting the village, so unless they managed it that way, they would certainly become extremely sensitive and cause trouble among themselves. 

As Gaendal said, the fact that even the guarding personnel didn’t seem lax only further supported my opinion, as it was proof that the management hadn’t become sloppy at the very least.

“You’re truly skilled in various aspects when it comes to dealing with people. I’m surprised you can think that far.”

“It just somehow turned out that way.”

“It doesn’t seem like a simple guess that one can make by chance though…”

At the end of a conversation that gave me a strong sense of déjà vu, we ran for about ten minutes and arrived at the safe observation point Gaendal had checked.

I thought the entrance would also resemble the temple structure Gin mentioned, but unexpectedly, the entrance was in the form of a cave with soil and grass intertwined haphazardly. 

Anyhow, the structure of dungeons in this world is something you think you know but don’t.

“Then, I’ll go and check if there are any noticeable traces around before it gets darker.”

“I’m counting on you.”

Without even asking what traces I was looking for, I diligently and stealthily yet swiftly wandered around the surroundings to repay Gaendal’s firm trust.

The first thing I tried to find was simple. 

The state of medicinal plants or vines that could be used as materials, as well as wood for fuel that they would likely gather while living there for an extended period. 

Any traces of human presence.

In my previous life, I didn’t even know the first letter of survival, but having grown up receiving intensive care from Asirye, my current self became a skilled tracker who can track traces to a certain extent even at night without the help of spirits, specializing in forests. 

For me, who had mastered elven techniques with a human body, the forest was no different from a front yard.

Come to think of it, I might be quite remarkable.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The investigation continued for about 20 more minutes even after the sun had set and darkness had completely descended upon the forest. 

During that time, there was no movement from the dungeon. 

Only the faint sound of those standing guard conversing to overcome boredom could be heard.

And when I returned to the observation point, I had to report an unsatisfactory result to Gaendal.

“Those bastards haven’t touched anything around them.”

“Nothing at all?”

“Nothing at all.”

They hadn’t touched anything at all, to the point where it was hard to believe. 

Even the things that could be used as fuel were too abundant compared to the time they had stayed there. 

Judging from the lack of traces of felling trees, they hadn’t even relied on logging to make up for it.

“It’s a problem that they have so much money that they don’t feel any burden in procuring most of their daily necessities, including fuel, from the village, and it’s also a problem that they haven’t even attempted to prepare for cases where supplies run out.”

They were clearly hiding from others’ eyes.

That meant they had no means of earning funds externally, and they had endured for several months as if they were guild members diligently guarding the dungeon without even resorting to theft for fear of getting caught.

“Does this mean that either the demons are supporting them financially while scheming something inside, or there’s a third force providing financial support?”

An intense chill ran down my spine.

“Gaendal, have you ever seen a demon?”

“Just once. When I took on a request for a reconnaissance team on the battlefield, I saw them indirectly.”

Stroking his chin while briefly reminiscing, Gaendal continued.

“Even the Demon Lord’s army has regular soldiers. But their basic tactic is for those regular soldiers to break through a dust screen made of tower shields with their bodies, that’s how insanely strong they are. Of course, if it’s demons of that level, we could also handle them without much difficulty, unless they use magic. However…”

“The problem is that the demons deployed to a place like this wouldn’t be at the level of ordinary soldiers.”

“That’s right. Even by our standards, it’s not a task to be entrusted to regular soldiers.”

Yeah. 

They would have inserted special forces at the very least. 

Following Gaendal’s serious expression, I also put on a grave face, but inwardly, I cheered. Still, the possibility of them knowing something had increased.

Above all, it’s not just the kingdom which is waging war, but the demons are as well. 

For several years now. 

Deploying an incredibly powerful demon to such a secret mission, as Gaendal is imagining now, would be a waste of talent. 

The proper way to utilize them would be to deploy them on the battlefield to crush as many kingdom soldiers as possible.

At most, there would be one demon capable of single-handedly taking out those 20 guys, or a squad-level unit of demons. 

In addition to that, there might be one more head directly orchestrating the plan.

I can confidently say that even if it’s a bit unreasonable, I could win against that level alone.

“They say that when people face unknown situations, they tend to have negative thoughts rather than positive ones.”

“Hm?”

“It’s like when a child who went out to play in the morning doesn’t return until late at night, rather than thinking the child might have gone to play at a friend’s house, had dinner there, and is coming back a bit late, the first thought is worrying if something happened to them.”

“…In other words, our thoughts may be too negative as well.”

Honestly, I thought it would be considered completely out of the blue, but Gaendal turned out to be a truly deep thinker. 

Thanks to that, I could convey my thoughts to him without any hesitation.

“Yes. Even if they’re demons, they’re ultimately a race that forms a nation, and they haven’t been able to overwhelm us in the war that has lasted for several years, so they’re similar lifeforms, aren’t they? If they were truly powerful demons, they would be too busy being deployed on the battlefield to make the frontlines even slightly advantageous. At worst, those here would be a special unit of about five or six members… a scale of less than ten people. I think that’s the most reasonable judgment for now.”

Come to think of it, the possibility of a single individual strong enough to tear apart all 20 people, as I had thought earlier, is also very low.

It’s inefficient. 

Those who can slaughter 5-6 people are relatively more common than those who can slaughter 20. 

If that’s sufficient, it would be normal to use them this way.

“Instead, I think we can assume that there’s a structure in place where they can directly communicate with the Demon Lord’s army or receive material support in some form unknown to us.”

“Hmm… You’re right. I got scared of the fact that they’re demons. I’m so glad you came with me.”

Gaendal’s brightened face further elevated my trust in him. 

A leader who doesn’t take the opinion of someone clearly younger than him lightly. 

If this request succeeds, Engrim can really hold his head high.

It means his eye for people is genuine.
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About an hour and a half passed after the night had deepened enough that nothing could be seen. 

Those on the change shift came out holding torches.

“There’s a high possibility that the guard duty rotates every two hours.”

“Judging from how the guys going inside don’t seek means to light up, the interior must be brighter than it appears.”

At first glance, the entrance looked like pitch-black darkness itself, but the reality seemed entirely different. 

Anyway, I decided to start the actual scouting, and Gaendal fell asleep again. 

As if he had a constitution where he could sleep as much as he wanted once he laid down, he began to breathe evenly in less than 10 minutes.

Enduring for 4 hours without doing anything could be quite painful, but in a world where being able to handle mana allowed one to do many things, there was no significant problem.

Mana control is ultimately a matter of practice. 

Even if there are no predecessors’ footsteps like with mana and aura, in the end, it improves little by little with daily efforts. 

And in this otherworld, the results achieved through effort stand out relatively faster compared to my previous life.

The fast achievements that sometimes make it impossible to shake off the feeling of being arbitrary, while pleasing to the mind, are not entirely pleasant.

Unless I’m the only one achieving such accomplishments, it means the world is chaotic and there are many strong individuals. 

It feels like obsession surges up again whenever a brief gap appears.

Anyway, when pondering deeply about such thoughts along with mana control, even 4 hours pass in an instant. 

That’s how I spent the night, alternating with Gaendal.

As the night deepened and dawn approached, in the end, those bastards did nothing but stand guard. 

The two-hour shift interval was accurate, but there was no other significant gain in information. 

In a situation where only trivial chatter occasionally reached our ears, morning finally arrived.

“I’ve slept so much that I can’t even sleep anymore.”

Chewing on the jerky handed to me by Gaendal, who quietly stretched with a hollow smile, we watched the last night shift worker change. 

Perhaps their vigilance had loosened a bit, as the voices that had been quietly conversing grew slightly louder.

“The night watch is finally over. Sigh, when will I get to go to the tavern?”

“Saying that after you went last week… I want to go too.”

“It’s definitely good for a change of pace, but sometimes when I come to my senses, I find myself having become a fool, just waiting for the day to go to the tavern. And that’s a problem.”

“Hahaha. You’re right.”

They had a relationship that didn’t seem bad, even throwing jokes at each other. 

From what we had seen so far, that was their average relationship. 

Even though they’re not soldiers, they claim to have their own purpose, but in the end, they gathered after being apart, so it’s bothersome.

And at the same time, I can’t shake off the feeling that it’s very unexpected for them to build such a bond and connection in this situation.

I hoped they would be guys with a bit less sense of duty as I was listening to their conversation.

“Come to think of it, did you hear? They say the Viscount died.”

“Viscount? More like that bottom-feeder butcher mercenary bastard.”

An unexpected story popped out of their mouths!

Except for one guy who scowled as if he was about to spit, the remaining three began to have an enthusiastic conversation about that topic.

“He’s dead anyway, noble sir. Still, he was a business partner of sorts, so let’s not go that far.”

“By the way, wasn’t he proceeding quite well? I even remember he had quite a number of soldiers, so how did this happen so suddenly?”

“I heard they were completely annihilated. Not only the private soldiers under the Viscount, but even the hired mercenaries were half-destroyed and scattered.”

Unless there was more than one jerk like Pavera near the capital, they’re definitely talking about him.

But this quickly? The fact that an incident that happened just 4 days ago has already reached their ears seems like a serious problem.

“Really? Not only the Viscount, but the skills of people like the butcher Ragiel or the eye hunter Jezl were definitely not to be taken lightly. Did they get caught?”

“They intentionally didn’t spread rumors, but the Pavera Mercenary Corps’ skills were real, so how did that happen…?”

There were guys there who had nicknames because they were so notorious? That’s strange. 

As far as I remember, the Viscount was an idiot, and the only decent one was the guy who had a sword-breaking show with me. 

Come to think of it, there were a couple more guys who were dressed better, so it might have been them.

No, wait, their skills were real? 

It’s not a joke, if you just brought three apprentice knights from the Ogatorf family, half of the guys in the forest would have been killed. 

Is the gap really this big?

“It seems there were aura users involved. Two of them at that.”

“Damn it.”

“Wasn’t the point of only targeting Green and Blue-ranks to avoid such people? Even if you’re unlucky, there’s a limit to how unlucky you can be. What the…”

The reactions of the guys lamenting convinced me. 

Indeed, the difference between having aura and not having it is significant. 

However, their statement that implied that even Blue-ranks didn’t have aura users was enough to make me puzzled.

“Huh? Don’t Blue-ranks usually have some aura users?”

“…Your common sense is twisted in strange places. We’re the unusual ones. Normally, you start seeing them around the Red-rank.”

Ah. 

So that’s why when introducing Gaendal, they talked about his skills not in terms of the rank directly above, Red-rank, but another level higher, Silver-rank? 

I thought it was normal since both Cheryl and I use it.

The measure of strength in this otherworld never clicks with me, so I’m always confused. 

Our party was even more amazing than I thought. 

My heart swells with grandeur, truly.

“It has disrupted Lord Rudna’s plan. He must be devastated.”

“How are the demons reacting? Do they know?”

“The demons are the ones who informed us about this. They didn’t seem to care much.”

“Didn’t they get caught? Did they pull some trick?”

“They just killed the Viscount before he could say anything. Since they only made contact with the Viscount, they don’t think there’s any way for them to get caught.”

Life is truly spectacular. 

It’s surprising that the trash that I didn’t even bother killing was involved in a bigger incident than I thought, and it’s also surprising that I was about to pass by without knowing.

But the Adventurers’ Guild had already caught other signs and was tracking it, and it’s even more surprising that it’s connected to the part I missed.

“Is someone deliberately manipulating me…?”

“Hm? What did you say?”

“No. Just talking to myself.”

Come to think of it, since the connection is with demons, it’s good for me, and there’s nothing bad. 

I can tolerate this kind of manipulation to that extent.

“At least that’s fortunate. Our sleeping quarters were about to be unsettled.”

“Anyway, that’s the situation, just be aware of it.”

“Will do. Good work, everyone.”

The long-awaited shift change of the guys who had given us a big harvest ended like that. 

After confirming that the guys who had changed shifts were having another trivial conversation, I explained the value of the story we had just heard to Gaendal, who had a very disappointed expression. 

It was natural for Gaendal’s attitude to change drastically.

“The part where they received information in such a short time is suspicious. Were they monitoring that human named Pavera?”

“If that were the case, it took them 4 days… No, 3 days. Considering how they talked, they probably heard about it yesterday. Anyway, the fact that it took them that long to find out is subtle. Because their way of speaking sounded like they were talking about something they heard yesterday.”

It had a nuance as if they were literally talking about a story they had heard while on duty. 

It was too ordinary for it to be an exaggerated way of speaking, and the attitudes of the others listening to his words were also normal.

“Moreover, he definitely said ‘demon bastards’. It seems there were separate personnel for management, as you said.”

“That’s right. This request is really lucky.”

It’s obvious that it’s easier to deal with dispersed, less powerful guys, than to deal with one powerful guy. 

Both Gaendal and I smiled at that part.

“But it’s also true that one worrisome thing has increased. It means they may have at least one magical tool that can quickly deliver information.”

“At the minimum…?”

“The moderate case would be teleportation. At worst… they may have created a gate.”

The worst-case scenario is truly the worst. 

Of course, if we could destroy that gate, it would be a tremendous gain, but if troops pour out from inside, it would be a really big problem.

“I think just finding out this much is already a big harvest. Shall we go back?”

“No. Let’s stay a bit longer. Since we’ve been this lucky, it might not be bad to hope for a little more.”

The time was still a little past 6 o’clock. 

It was worth observing the situation a bit more, at least until lunchtime.

“I see. If it goes as you predicted, the time for the tavern-goers to come out would be around noon. It might even be today.”

Gaendal quickly understood and nodded. 

He seemed sufficiently convinced as well.

“There’s nothing bad for us, so let’s wait a bit more. Honestly, with things going this smoothly, I’m getting excited too.”

It was going so smoothly that there was no need for even a shred of doubt.

Moreover, judging from their reaction to the mention of aura users earlier, it was clear that their skills were not far superior to the Pavera Mercenary Corps.

The difficulty of the request was starting to be specifically measured even in my eyes. 

And in a very, very optimistic direction at that.
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And after a slightly boring wait, we hit the jackpot.

“Wow, so that was today?”

“Hahaha. Good work on your shift!”

A little past 11 o’clock, the guys who had joined hands with the demons were happily leaving the dungeon in droves, laughing their hearts out just to go to a single tavern. 

Anyone who saw them would think they were the most diligent adventurers in the world.

Come to think of it, they might have aimed for that on purpose. 

To instill the delusion that their actions were righteous and noble.

“The night shift today is going to be damn intense.”

“When was it not?”

“Damn it. Don’t be late. Remember last time when you were an hour late and we had to send someone?”

“The mood is already bad, so I have at least that much sense. I’ll be there right at 6 o’clock, so don’t worry.”

“As if.”

The moving group consisted of 7 people. 

After lightly greeting the guards, they began to naturally gather and advance into the forest. 

Since they would definitely return on the same path, I immediately adjusted my posture and informed Gaendal.

“I’ll follow them and check the route a bit.”

Leaving Gaendal, who nodded slightly in response, behind, I crouched and moved. 

It wasn’t difficult to keep a distance or to conceal my presence from them.

From their defenseless yet familiar appearance, I could tell how long this routine had been repeated and maintained. 

Come to think of it, I only heard about them being demon worshippers, but I never heard what they did in the abandoned dungeon or how they got caught. 

Since it was a request from the royal family, could it be that they were monitoring people who might become seeds of rebellion in their own way? 

If these guys hadn’t been connected to demons, would they have been purged in a different form anyway?

“I never knew being able to go out once every 3 weeks would make me this happy, seriously.”

“We’re doing this because we don’t have to worry about money, but I still wish the gate would be completed soon so we could get out a bit.”

I don’t know about many other things, but they seemed like the type to meet their demise for having loose tongues.

A gate? Were these bastards really helping to build a gate near the capital that demons could use? 

Since I had almost no knowledge in that area, I couldn’t tell if it usually took a long time to build, or if it was taking a long time because of the scale.

I hoped Rellie would know a bit more as I continued tracking, but in the meantime, while chatting excitedly, they didn’t mention any more useful information. 

The only additional thing I learned was that their long, confined life had only strengthened their friendship.

They hastened their steps, eager to rest even a moment sooner, and it took about an hour to completely leave the forest. 

It would take more than twice as long for them to return completely drunk. 

I could understand why they didn’t even listen to the idea of arriving right on time.

But even so, it would also mean they wouldn’t be more than an hour late.

I used mana to hurry back a little.
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It took about 30 minutes to return to Gaendal, and another 10 minutes to return to the campsite with him.

As soon as we returned, savoring the warm stew welcoming us, Gaendal conveyed the information we had gathered overnight to the others, who reminded me once again of the importance of comrades. 

When I finished by adding the story of the gate I had heard while tracking them, Rellie explained it with a serious expression.

“I’m not an expert in this field either, so I don’t know the specifics, but I know that creating a gate itself doesn’t take that long. Those guys are probably aiming to expand it to an appropriate size.”

“Expand?”

“First, you create a gate, fix the spatial coordinates, and then gradually widen the passage while solidifying it, to ensure safety. In other words… it’s like drilling a needle-sized hole through a mountain and then using that hole as a basis to dig a tunnel.”

“That’s a perfect analogy. It must be a huge construction project.”

As Gin said, it was a metaphor that made it instantly understandable, so we non-mages could nod our heads and grasp the situation.

“It’s important to note that it doesn’t mean that the gate can’t be used right now. While a tunnel has to be dug from the front, a gate is about gradually widening that needle hole. I don’t know to what extent they want the size to be, but judging from the time that has passed, it’s safe to say it’s been drilled enough for one person to pass through standing up without any issues.”

“If it’s opened like that, can’t they just line up and cross over?”

Yekaterina’s question, while quite amusing to imagine, was valid. 

Even if they just prepared individual supplies and crossed over, couldn’t it form an army?

However, even with the size limit of the dungeon entrance, there must be a good reason for why they were concerned about the gate’s size.

“It’s certainly possible, but the fact that the demons aren’t doing that means they have another ulterior motive. It’s just that we can’t figure that out at this point.”

“One thing for sure is that whatever their ulterior motive is, it definitely won’t be beneficial to us. At least according to what Eldmia heard, the completion is still far off… Could that possibly act as a variable?”

“Who knows? For now, what I can confirm is that there’s a mage on this side capable of constructing a gate. Whether it’s a demon or a human, both possibilities exist, so it’s quite ambiguous.”

A request from the royal family. 

Perhaps its true purpose was to execute the traitor who could open a gate.

There was also a reasonable possibility that they wanted such a significant figure to die as a mere demon worshiper, without even having a chance to find out why they rebelled against the kingdom. 

Since they mentioned there was one mage, it was a situation where suspicion was inevitable.

“Other than that, the only other thing would be that the gate can’t be used during the expansion work. In fact, it’s not completely impossible, but it’s very dangerous. If you’re not careful, you could disappear within this space or even pop out in a completely unexpected place.”

“Like in the middle of the sky?”

“All variables apply. It could be deep underwater, or you could die instantly by being half-stuck in a rock.”

Hmm. 

That’s quite horrifying. 

The fact that such examples popped up right away made me think they might be actual cases. 

While the others shared a horror similar to mine, Rellie finished speaking.

“What’s certain is that someone capable of creating a gate is currently inside of the dungeon. No matter how much they want to cut off the expansion, they can’t do it right away. If they cut it off like that, the gate would be completely shattered. It would be a different story if they gave up altogether and closed the gate, but that wouldn’t be too bad of a condition for us.”

In any case, even if the gate was intact, we couldn’t even cross over, let alone find a way to destroy it. 

If they hastily shattered it for us, it would be nothing but a blessing.

Once the matter of the gate was settled, what we had to do became extremely concise.

“Eldmia, Yekaterina, and Gin, will you take care of the 7 returning members?”

Killing the 4 guards on shift, including the relief personnel, and the 7 members who would return drunk and off-guard. 

Since they had to find their way back, I was naturally included, but I wondered if we really needed two more people.

“Actually, if they’re drunk, I could handle it alone. But to make it a bit easier… Yekaterina’s war hammer could certainly cause some confusion.”

“Huh? Mine?”

“Yes. It’s a size that can’t help but intimidate a person when you see it.”

If a person was smashed right in front of their eyes with that while they were drunk and returning home, they would definitely lose their minds. 

Unless they had the title of “Drunken Sword,” an ordinary person could only be utterly bewildered.

“I see. Then, just in case, I’d like Yekaterina to accompany you. It’s not a situation where we can’t prepare for contingencies, and there’s no harm in doing so.”

“That’s a reasonable suggestion.”

I believed it was only natural to go along with it if a teammate wanted to eliminate any unease.

Even if I could do it alone, as long as we were moving as a team, so I readily agreed.

“Let’s see. Even if they really move to arrive at 6 o’clock, with their drunken steps… We still have about 4 hours to spare, right? Eldmia, Where do you plan to start the ambush?”

“I’m thinking of just hitting them near the entrance of the forest. There’s no harm in striking early.”

“Then you’ll have to move from around 3 o’clock at the latest. There’s no need to waste energy on the way there for no reason. Come to think of it, you were able to return quite quickly, but will there be any problem with Yekaterina following along?”

“Since I used aura to some extent to hurry back, it would be a bit overexerting to do so again, considering the upcoming battle. It would be better to hurry only to the extent that it doesn’t interfere with combat.”

Swift and precise is the motto of the Eldmia ambush. 

With Yekaterina’s help, it wouldn’t even take 5 minutes to kill all 7 drunks. 

The rest was purely travel time.

Normally, I would at least try to interrogate them, but considering the bond I had seen between them in a short time, I boldly decided to give up as it would likely be a half-baked waste of time.

“If they’re very diligent and have considered their slowed walking pace, they’ll leave at around 4 o’clock. Even if not, they’ll start leaving the village by 5 o’clock as they’ve always done. They’re not in the military, so just because it’s until 6 o’clock, they won’t arrive right on time or hurry. They’ll move based on the time it took them to get there. You can assume we’ll be able to regroup in about an hour.”

In the end, it meant either regrouping at 5 o’clock or around 6 o’clock. 

Gaendal nodded in understanding and responded.

“Hmm. Even if you’re late, I’ll take care of the guards as soon as the shift change starts at 6 o’clock.”

“Yes. If there’s any disruption to the plan, I’ll run over and let you know in advance, so feel free to execute boldly.”

It’s a distance I could break through in 10 minutes flat if I used mana and sprinted at full speed anyway.

In my previous life, I couldn’t have done such a crazy thing as sprinting through the forest, but now I can do it very easily.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 



  Chapter 57 .｡.:✧ Contact ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Scraping the last of the stew and filling our stomachs heartily, we went through a brief preparation and began to move according to plan.

Having set out a bit early, we all checked the observation points around the abandoned dungeon, then followed the path in the forest where I had wandered when tracking the guys heading to the village, and only split up after identifying the position to prepare for the ambush.

It was insurance so that someone other than Gaendal or I could act as a liaison in case the plan went awry by any chance. 

Thanks to that, it took quite a lot of time, but like skilled adventurers, the party members thoroughly learned the difficult forest path.

“You ran on this path and reached that observation point in just 30 minutes?”

“I just used aura moderately to conserve stamina, it’s not particularly difficult.”

Judging from Yekaterina scratching the back of her head and shaking it, it seemed to have been a wise choice to allow leeway in the return plan.

“Besides, I have learned skills. From an elf, no less.”

“I may not have lived long, but it’s the first time I’ve heard that you can learn such skills from an elf. How the hell did you manage that?”

“Let’s just say we saved each other’s lives.”

It wasn’t like I could say I stabbed about six thieves to death as a child, saved an elf, and made a contract. 

Even if there was a 15-year-old kid in front of me spouting such nonsense in front of me without knowing anything, wouldn’t I slap the back of their head and tell them to stop reading so many novels?

No matter how much I had accomplished and directly demonstrated skills as an adventurer, it was hard to imagine someone who was a complete stranger to unconditionally trust a story that could be considered absurd.

Since it was a topic that could only be beaten around the bush no matter how long I talked about it, I gave an appropriate roundabout answer. 

And perhaps considering that I had my own circumstances, Yekaterina showed the consideration of not asking further questions.

After that, it was a time of waiting that was utterly boring.

Even though we knew there would be no problem talking for a bit, after finishing our weapon maintenance and reconfirming the ambush plan, we maintained silence. 

While I could pass the time by practicing mana control, Yekaterina’s composure and patience surprised me once again.

Like a predator eyeing its prey, she stared at the path motionlessly with an expressionless face, to the point where it was scary for me.

It felt even more unfamiliar, because her cheerful laughter occupied most of my impression of her in a short time. 

In the end, after passing some time, unable to contain my curiosity, I ended up watching to see how long she could maintain the same posture.

“They’re coming.”

And after nearly two hours of showing no movement other than blinking, Yekaterina opened her mouth, ending my observation with admiration.

“Right?”

“Exactly.”

What appeared at the end of the path she had been staring at were the demon worshippers, staggering at the height of drunkenness. 

The pocket watch I took out indicated a time of around 5:20. 

Judging from their gait, it was clear they had set out much earlier than we had expected.

Even though they had gathered people who weren’t even adventurers, the fact that they acted and thought with the bond and sense of duty like soldiers became evident. 

I couldn’t help but inwardly applaud the person who had educated them to that extent.

Well, the only thing we could give them was Yekaterina’s hammer blows and my sword slashes.

“How do I endure another month or so… huh?”

Yekaterina’s action was so swift that it was hard to believe she couldn’t use aura. 

As if not feeling the weight of the hammer at all, her long blonde hair fluttered as she burst through the undergrowth, like a lion.

However, the carnage created by the war hammer she swung was so gruesome that even a lion couldn’t compare.

-Kwaaang!

What remained in my ears was the heavy impact sound of hitting the ground, but there was definitely an intense bursting sound as if something exploded in between. 

It was an incomparably horrible sound of death, even more dreadful than the miserable bursting sound I had heard in my previous life when someone’s small pet dog was crushed under the wheel of a passing car due to the owner’s stupid negligence.

My enhanced nerves and thinking barely made me turn my eyes away from the situation just before a person was crushed, as if pressed by an industrial press. 

If I had reacted even a moment later, that bizarre death might have remained as long lasting  trauma. 

In that urgent situation, I charged to strike the side of the guys who were standing dumbfounded, unable to even react.

“Denny?”

The war hammer that had turned one person into a bloody pulp was lifted to the waist in an instant, as if it had never struck the earth.

Even at that moment when it was swung down at an unbelievable speed toward the two guys who couldn’t come to their senses in the face of death, the word they uttered was the name of their comrade whose form had already ceased to exist.

Their deaths were certain, so I paid no further attention to them. 

There was no choice but to have their faces shattered if that anvil-like war hammer pierced through.

Instead, I thrust a straight punch into the eye of the guy who was closest to me, drawing the sword he had at his waist, slashing the neck of the guy next to him, and threw the sword at the guy who was furthest away. 

The coordinated movements that had become all too familiar went in perfectly, without fail.

While I was rushing toward the guy with the sword stuck in his solar plexus, the final survivor, who had finally come to terms with the whole situation, widened his eyes and wandered between Yekaterina and me.

In the time it took for his trembling hand to barely reach his waist, fumbling around, failing to even grip the sword properly, I had already pulled out the sword that was stuck in the solar plexus. 

Yekaterina was preparing a full swing toward him with a fearsome momentum.

“Uaaah!”

The guy let out a scream filled with terror, but with his drunken body and mind, he failed to draw his sword. 

Due to the extreme tension, he couldn’t even properly place the sword and scabbard, resulting in an absurd situation where the half-drawn sword got caught in the scabbard.

“No, no, no!!”

The moment his gaze, startled by his own mistake and directed at Yekaterina, shifted to the sword and scabbard he was holding, the situation was already as good as over. 

Still, to prepare for any unforeseen circumstances, I swiftly cut off both wrists of the guy who was kneeling diagonally, grasping his sword. 

Yekaterina’s full swing erupted.

-Puh-uhng!

With a final sound of a literal explosion, not even a kwang or a thud, the battle ended. 

I heard the sound of something sticky hitting and sticking to nearby trees and the ground, but I deliberately avoided looking at that sight. 

Just by standing up while stabbing the neck of the guy who was trying to get up, staggering while clutching the crushed eyeball I had hit, the surroundings that were already a living hell entered my view.

Shredded flesh, scattered human remains. 

Yekaterina, who had created a sea of blood that seemed impossible to clean up, released her beast-like expression with a single sigh and grinned at me.

“As you said, they really couldn’t even react properly. Thanks to you, I learned something good, Eldmia.”

Even though it could be a quite terrifying scene, all I could feel was admiration for her skill and the reassurance of having her as a comrade.

“Tell me honestly. You can use aura, right?”

“Hahaha! Good! Praise me more! Praise is always good to hear!”

Without any exaggeration, it’s a monstrous strength that transcends common sense, even by this world’s standards. 

Swinging that lump of iron, easily weighing at least 40kg just for the head, like a two-handed sword? 

It’s understandable why she doesn’t bother using weapons like axes or two-handed swords.

Why would she use such precarious blades when she can swing that war hammer with that much speed and precision anyway?

“Could it be that your hidden surname or name contains ‘cement’ or something like that?”

“Huh? What does that mean? The nuance seems like praise, but still.”

“Well, there is. A tremendous warrior wielding a hammer that could be called a siege weapon without any shame.”

“That’s great! They must be a legendary figure! I really like it, but unfortunately, it has nothing to do with my name!”

In the midst of a sea of blood and corpses that I wanted to escape from right away, she laughed sincerely and heartily, truly a possessor of this world’s sensibilities.

“Phew! This isn’t the time for that. Let’s quickly go back and take care of the rest.”

“Since it ended in an instant and we have some leeway, let’s find those bastards’ money pouches in this mess before we go.”

“Oh?”

“They wouldn’t have been stingy with money for these guys to play and drink, right?”

If Cheryl had seen it, she might have given a coldly disapproving look, but my and Yekaterina’s sensibilities were thoroughly those of adventurers.

In a short time, we quickly found the money pouches and headed towards the abandoned dungeon.
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As expected, we were able to regroup with the party members before 6 o’clock.

“Oh. It had already ended.”

There were 4 cleanly killed corpses along with the party members at the dungeon entrance. 

During yesterday’s reconnaissance, I couldn’t see them heading out early to change shifts, but it seemed like they felt like doing that today, of all days.

“You arrived right on time… Hmm. Both of you are fine, right?”

Since quite a few guys had been shattered by the war hammer, both Yekaterina and I were considerably covered in blood, so Gin hesitantly asked.

“Those guys couldn’t even resist. Wow, just as Eldmia said, when I struck one to start, they were dumbfounded and couldn’t do anything.”

“Hmm. I see. The idea of striking at a weak point is important. We finished it off without difficulty too. Turns out Rellie knows how to use a silence spell.”

“To be precise, it’s a barrier that temporarily kills the surrounding sounds.”

“Doesn’t using magic get you detected?”

“Using it without getting detected is my skill.”

As expected of a party that wouldn’t lose to anyone anywhere. 

Just thinking about the gap that will be felt when I have to work with other mediocre adventurers later is already making me dizzy.

“I just checked the passage briefly, and there’s no difference from the scale written on the map. I think there will be no problem if we proceed as planned.”

The plan Gin mentioned was nothing special. 

Gaendal and I would stand shoulder to shoulder and push forward in a space narrow enough that would leave no room for two adult men to stand side by side. 

Gin would follow behind, preparing for any unforeseen ambush, while Yekaterina, who would have difficulty swinging her war hammer, would follow a bit further back with Rellie to check that no one escapes.

Her war hammer alone would be capable of blocking the path just by pushing it forward, so as long as we didn’t miss the two archers and the mage as we advanced, there would be no problems—a perfect plan in its own way.

It was a policy befitting the word “subjugation.”

Just in case, Gaendal and I, who had found daggers and short swords from the fallen guys’ belongings, nodded and entered the dungeon. 

After descending about one floor underground following the stairs, a stone passage with torches on the walls greeted us.

The simple map was memorized. 

From now on, all we had to focus on was checking the number of people in the rooms alternating left and right and quickly relaying that information.

The remaining personnel were about 9 and some unknown number of demons. 

There was nothing to hesitate about, so we rushed forward.

It was my role to raid the first room we encountered.

“One!”

“What? What the… Kuh-huk!”

While Gaendal and I entered the room to assess and deal with the personnel, Gin coordinated with the remaining one to guard the passage. 

If there were two or more people gathered, we engaged in a coordinated attack; if not, we repeated the same actions.

As we made our way to the target chapel while killing all the bastards or making sure we hadn’t missed any spots, we signaled Yekaterina and Rellie behind us and entered the chapel first. 

That was the gist of this repetitive killing.

Just like special forces subduing terrorists, the bastards died one by one amidst swift movements.

“Three!”

“Crazy ambu… Kuh-uhk!”

“Throw!”

“Ack!”

It wasn’t difficult to coordinate with Gaendal. 

He reacted swiftly as if trained to understand the situation, accept it, and comprehend what my shouted words meant. 

Of course, I could also take pride in being the same.

Thanks to that, we succeeded in ambushing even the archers, and managed to deal with 8 people without any effort.

“The rest are likely in the chapel. Let’s go.”

At Gaendal’s decision, I threw the short sword I was holding with all my might into the passage we had come from. 

Of course, I didn’t throw it using aura, so it wouldn’t cause the misfortune of flying toward Yekaterina.

Instead, the sharp metallic sound roughly hitting the floor filled the passage and faded away.

Now, Yekaterina and Rellie, who were walking and checking each room one by one, waiting for this signal, came running. 

We hurried as fast as we could to the chapel, which wasn’t far away.

During our swift movement, there were some guys who sensed something strange about the noise we made, but there were also those who didn’t notice anything. 

Thanks to that, it was utterly impossible to tell whether this commotion had reached the chapel and put them on alert or not.

In the end, all we could do was hurry as much as possible to not give them any time to prepare, even by a little.

“After an ambush, the only thing I’m confident in is slashing. I’ll start it off.”

“I’ll cover you.”

Simultaneously with Gaendal’s answer, I accelerated a bit more and entered the chapel, which was emitting an ominous blue light, without a single door blocking the entrance.

As soon as I entered, I could tell. 

After hearing our urgent footsteps, the gazes gathered to check who was running over. 

However, there was not a hint of proper vigilance in those gazes. 

They were merely gazes of curiosity, wondering who suddenly came running like this. 

In other words, it meant this ambush was a complete success.

And for the first time in 15 years since being reincarnated into this world, I finally got to see directly what the demons looked like.

Five demons. 

The only thing that could be considered their common feature was the horns on their heads.

The horns of various shapes, which seemed to have never heard of hats during their lifetime, were not very large but had enough presence to definitely appeal. 

Some had two, some had one, but there didn’t seem to be any with three. 

Unless they grew from the back of the head.

Other than that, there were no distinctive physical features. 

They didn’t all have uniformly black hair, nor did they have black skin or black sclera.

However, there was one clear difference apart from appearance.

“Who the hell are you…?”

And one demon, who must have felt a similar question to what I felt, pointed at me in astonishment.

Those bastards know how to use mana.

As soon as I reached that judgment, I gathered the maximum amount of mana I could without worrying about lying in bed tomorrow and began enhancing myself. 

I rushed in a single breath, swinging my sword at the guy who was astonished to see me.

“No way…”

The effect of body enhancement, which I had never attempted even once, was tremendous. 

It was enough for the demon’s head to fall off in the blink of an eye, as I leaped toward him and drew my sword.

It was a tremendous speed even to my own perception, but one of them not only reacted to this speed but was accurately aiming and thrusting his sword at me.

“Mage! Stabilize the gate! We have to escape!”

I kicked the guy’s abdomen while narrowly parrying the sword thrusting in from the side, aiming at my temple. 

The only one with two horns. 

Could it be that the strength of demons is distinguished by the number of horns? 

The remaining three reacted, but moved slowly – indicating that this guy was the leader and the biggest threat.

The proof was that even in this state, which could be called my full power, I was far from overwhelming him. 

It felt like we were evenly matched.

The guy was slightly different from when I had briefly glanced at him earlier. 

The eyes bloodshot to the point of being frightening, and the blood vessels bulging out from his face to various parts of his body helped me guess that he had enhanced his body with something. 

And apart from the others, I could tell exactly what it was.

It was clear that the guy had pumped mana into his body, like doping.

“I will stop this one! Protect the mage!”

In the brief moment he gave orders to the demons, we clashed swords five times. 

If I hadn’t learned swordsmanship from the Ogatorf family, I would have died with my jaw split open by the counterattack that came in on the third strike. 

That’s how skilled he was with the sword.

Damn it, whether I ambushed or not, this is the first time I’ve properly fought someone this strong in my life.

If I had faced Delt, whom I could have killed with an unprecedented, unimaginable ambush, would it have ended up like this? 

Of course, my swordsmanship was significantly  lacking back then.

“Did you chug mana like a fucking  drug?!”

I deflected the sword stabbing into my eyes by wrapping it and flicking it away, trying to split his skull using the rebound, but the guy’s flicked sword returned with a fearsome force, striking my sword away. 

And taking advantage of that, I blocked his sword, which was striking in like lightning three more times afterward.

It wasn’t overwhelming, but he was definitely slightly stronger than me due to that mana doping. 

Seeing that he would somehow try to regroup and escape if I distanced myself and showed an opening, I clung to him with all my might and clashed swords.

Amidst the huge impact that made me realize both his weapon and mine were creaking, I noticed my blade had slightly cracked.

In an instant, all sorts of thoughts flashed through my mind.

Do they make weapons assuming this level of combat as the basis? 

Then is it only my sword that’s getting wrecked right now, and his sword is fine? 

Is he aiming for weapon destruction?

“Mage! Hurry up!”

I had also thought about mana doping for physical enhancement. 

And quite naturally, I didn’t even attempt it. 

I might try it someday, but definitely not for a while.

That method was the most fundamental reason for why all humans who had attempted to use mana ended up exploding like fireworks and dying.

But he was enduring it. 

Then does that mean demons have bodies that can withstand that?

“No fucking way!”

His blood vessels were swelling up as if they would burst at any moment, his eyes gradually turning bloodshot, his rough breathing, were all telling me. 

And the moment he urged the mage, who spread both arms in front of the gate and diligently looked around while grunting, everything became clear.

He can’t last long like that!

“My sister said that’s suicide, you bastard!!”

Then I, who can last longer, will win!
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One time. 

Just one time, instead of properly dodging an attack that I could have easily avoided, I took a step forward, and forcefully interrupted the enemy’s offensive by engaging in a series of attacks.

I narrowly avoided getting stabbed in the thigh, but fortunately, it only grazed my skin, so there was no burden at all.

“Which will come first, you exploding and dying, or releasing the mana enhancement?!”

“Kuaaak!”

The enemy was strong. 

But only slightly stronger than me. 

Even that wasn’t because of technical skill, but rather a slightly superior physical ability.

In the end, it was something I could sufficiently cover with technique.

“Oraaat!”

Behind me, a familiar shout erupted along the trembling ground and roar. 

I didn’t need to turn around to know it was Yekaterina’s war hammer. 

But judging from the lack of a terrible bursting sound, it seemed the demons hadn’t been struck. 

The ensuing clashing of weapons informed me that my companions were engaging the demons in combat, but I wasn’t particularly worried.

Because the enemy didn’t try to gang up on me and leave them.

The leader must have made that judgment based on the certainty that if they halfheartedly intervened, he would end up in a situation where he had to protect his subordinates. 

In a worse scenario, he might have concluded that their skills were so mediocre, that they would be a hindrance rather than help.

If that was the conclusion he reached, then I didn’t need to worry about the battle taking place behind me either. 

I relentlessly continued the attack on the enemy who had dared to take his eyes off me to check behind me.

“Taking your eyes off me?! Do you have time for that?! Do I look that easy to you, you bastard?!”

“Kuk! Why is there such interference at a time like this!”

“If you’ve done something poorly, you should be regretting why you did it, not blaming others!”

I wanted to conserve even the energy that I spent on talking, but I had no choice. 

I wanted to show composure, and make the enemy anxious. 

Thanks to that, it was chaotic trying to dodge his sword, check on the mage, and deal with this guy all at once.

“But it’s worth it!”

“What are you babbling about?!”

A blood vessel burst on the enemy’s face. 

Only his movements to block my attacks remained the same, but I could see such phenomena starting to occur all over his body.

Apart from what I could visually observe, I could feel the surging mana. 

My five senses reacted to the swirl of mana occurring in the enemy’s body. 

In addition to the smell of blood, there was an indescribable scent that stung my nose, and an unfamiliar taste I had never experienced in my life was felt in my mouth.

“It tasted purple! Looks like you’ll explode first!”

“Kuaak! Mage!”

“It’s done!”

What was done was the enemy’s life!

As soon as I heard the mage’s shout, my sword moved even faster than my senses.

I couldn’t notice that the enhancement that made the enemy’s body explode had disappeared.

The sword that flew to sever the enemy’s head, pushing away his sword that was raised to block it and achieving its purpose, was a result that could only come from the enhancement effect completely vanishing at that exact moment.

However, the subtle feeling as if something had been added to my five senses didn’t end there, and spread throughout the entire chapel.

Ugh. 

I feel like I’m going to be sick.

“What kind of damn situation is this again…”

For a moment, I wondered if that mage had pulled some trick, but I only felt discomfort and dizziness, without any problems in my physical abilities or dulled senses. 

Rather, due to that unknown effect, I could see mana more densely than usual.

Thanks to that, I was now at the point where in my eyes, mana appeared to be shaped like water.

“Eldmia! Are you alright?!”

“Yes! I’ll strike the mage!”

The battle was still ongoing behind me. 

It felt like I was seeing colors I shouldn’t see and sensing smells and tastes I shouldn’t experience.

But it was just that and nothing more. 

So I picked up the sword the collapsing demon had dropped and rushed toward the mage standing in front of the gate. 

I made that judgment because my sword had been severely damaged by the enemy, and could break at any moment.

My memorable sword is going away like this, damn it!

“Kuk! I won’t forget this!”

The cheeky bastard is dying here and still talking about next time! 

I’m the one who shouldn’t forget the grudge of my sword in this situation!

“That will be your last words, you bastard!”

Six steps. 

After enhancing myself to the upper limit of my abilities, that was the distance it took to reach the mage.

Hoping the enemy couldn’t pull off some nonsense like an invisible spear, I took two steps, and felt mana gathering towards the enemy’s hands. 

Fortunately, it didn’t seem to be an invisible spear, as he was diligently muttering something. 

It was incredibly fast, it was as if he was rapping.

A portion of the mana spread throughout the chapel like a tangled thread, and began to swirl into the enemy’s grasp, further disorienting my already chaotic senses.

“Seriously, of all things… oh shit, that startled me!”

When I reflexively swung my sword at the thickest strand of mana that brushed past me, the mana strand that had been floating at the speed of a falling leaf suddenly shot towards the enemy’s grasp, like a fired arrow. 

Even with my enhanced senses, the fact that it moved at that speed meant it was definitely not an achievable speed in reality.

-Kwang!

“Uwaaak?!”

And with that, it exploded, causing the enemy’s magic to fail.

“Wha, what is this?”

There was no need to doubt my eyes as the result had already occurred, making me almost forget to keep running. 

Did I just cut off the magic that was being completed with my sword?

“Th, that’s impossible. What kind of trick…?!”

“I want to ask you that! What did I do?”

I shouted while taking two more steps. 

Hoping the enemy would be so flustered that he wouldn’t think of escaping through the gate.

Judging from the enemy’s still-perplexed expression, it seemed possible, but the added fear on his face suggested otherwise.

“Da, damn it!”

Perhaps the magic the enemy had tried to use was merely intended to temporarily block me. 

That’s why he had spouted some third-rate villain lines. 

But anyway, he seemed to pay more attention to my rapid approach, as he turned his body towards the gate without hesitation. 

Just by being right in front of it, half of his body had already started to disappear through the gate.

Is it okay to follow him?

The mage unhesitatingly tried to stabilize the gate.

Because he had allies? 

Because he could escape? 

For that to be valid, there must certainly be enough troops on the other side to sufficiently deal with us, even if we followed the demons through the gate.

In other words, on the other side, there might be unidentified demons in unit-level numbers.

However, since it took so long to stabilize it, wouldn’t it also be possible for me to close the gate as soon as I revealed myself?

With that thought in mind, I no longer hesitated and leaped into the gate after the enemy.

A bizarre sensation of the hair all over my body rapidly growing and spreading in all directions enveloped me. 

But in the blink of an eye, I realized it wasn’t my hair, but my mana.

The countless strands created the illusion of moving within a huge piece of cloth. 

A piece of cloth? 

Perhaps I was inside water. 

My overly sensitive senses were perceiving mana that way.

In that sensation, which could only be described as a fleeting moment feeling like an eternity, I finally realized the other side of the gate was approaching, and nervously shouted while swinging my sword.

“Damn it, this is so disorienting!”

Definite resistance was felt at the tip of my hand and sword that had shot out before my body. 

I had swung it roughly considering the enemy’s height, but that sensation was clearly similar to when I beheaded other enemies.

However, as I completely popped out of the gate, I didn’t even have time to rejoice at the success upon seeing the enemy’s corpse before I became dumbfounded. 

Honestly, it was already commendable that I didn’t scream in terror.

“Wow… what the hell is that?”

What unfolded before my eyes were numerous demons staring at the gate, and an unidentified object beyond them.

It was an ominous object that seemed to be trapped inside a huge glass sphere, the shape of which was hard to describe as intact. 

Perhaps my senses were messed up and I was perceiving it that way, but I could feel the surrounding mana flowing into that object, just like when the mage whose head I had cut off was casting magic.

I instinctively realized that was what the demons had been trying to transport through the gate.

“A, a human!”

“Capture him! The plan has been disrupted!”

As soon as the order was given by someone unknown, dozens of demons began charging at me. 

However, amidst that, a few of them stood in the way as if protecting that unidentified giant sphere.

I don’t know about other things, but one thing’s for sure – that thing will explode like the magic earlier.

“You’re wrong! What you need to capture isn’t me!”

I shouted while slashing at the strands of mana flowing in from the surroundings, not knowing if it had any meaning or not. 

Just like before, as soon as the mana strands were cut, they shot towards the sphere, but it was a bit disappointing that they had no effect despite penetrating the demons.

With that thought in mind, I held the sword in a reverse grip, taking a stance as if throwing a javelin, and the faces of the demons rushing towards me were filled with shock.

It was proof that my judgment was correct.

“Don’t forget that if you lay a hand on Eldmia Egga, you’re fucking done for!”

The sword I threw with all my might not only split the air, but also the head of a demon in its trajectory before flying towards the sphere.

The moment the sword left my hand, the demons who had been charging to capture me, began screaming and running away in all directions, hinting at an unfavorable outcome.

No, I tried to jump into the gate.

However, I couldn’t put it into action due to a tremendous explosion that occurred faster than that judgment – throwing me into the gate.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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As I shot out like a cannonball, I bounced once off a pile of stones, and two more times on  the floor, rolling and tumbling.

After that ordealI, I finally managed to settle down.

The pile of stones I bounced off seemed to constitute the gate at the abandoned dungeon.

Seriously, no bullshit, I thought I was going to die!

“Wha, what the hell were those bastards trying to bring in?”

A bomb? 

Was that possibly a bomb? 

Barely managing to gather my still-ringing ears and head which was spinning from the impact, I turned to look at the gate. 

It was in the midst of collapsing while emitting very unstable sparks. 

Perhaps it was due to the dizziness, but the gate felt so far away.

“Oh my goodness! Egga-sir! Are you alright?”

Judging by the fact that she was the only one addressing me formally, it must have been Rellie. 

She seemed greatly worried about me, who was trembling all over from the aftershock of the collision.

“Ah, I think I’m a little bit not okay, but there doesn’t seem to be any major damages…”

“No way, how can there be no major damage! Do you even realize that your hands and feet are shaking right now?!”

“We, well, since I bounced off the rubble th, three times, this much is within expectations…”

“This guy is so disoriented right now that he doesn’t even know how far he flew.”

“That’s not what’s important right now! Yekaterina! Don’t lift him! If he hit his head, moving him carelessly could be dangerous!”

In the end, it was after receiving Rellie’s emergency treatment and the gate completely losing its function that I regained my senses.

And only then did I realize that I had been thrown all the way from the gate to the entrance of the chapel. 

I don’t know how big the explosion was, but to fly this far just from the shockwave… 

If I hadn’t been fully enhanced with mana, my life might have been in danger.

“What the hell happened on the other side?”

Although there weren’t many external injuries, Gaendal, who had earlier generously offered his potion for free just in case, made me want to give an immediate answer to most things. 

But it was inevitable to ponder over what to say and what to filter out, including the strange sensations I had experienced this time.

For now, I decided to explain only about the demons on the other side, the surrounding scenery I roughly remembered, and the giant sphere that was suspected to be a bomb.

I completely cut out the parts related to mana.

“I think it was an army… Because there were quite a lot of demons. There were no buildings or anything around, it was just like somewhere in the middle of a forest. It seemed like they had set up tents and established a campsite… but it didn’t seem like it was therefor just a day or two. Still, I can’t say for sure.”

“They had even dug trenches, and they were close to completing the basic construction of fortifications. However, considering the environment, the demons’ appearance was quite neat for having stayed there for several months.”

“I don’t know if they made it there or transported something they had already made, but it seemed like the demons’ objective was to bring the object that caused an explosion strong enough to send me flying over to this side using the gate. It was a fairly large sphere, but I don’t know the exact size since it was at a distance. Still, judging from the means to transport that sphere and the path leading to the gate, it was definitely at a level that could be brought into the chapel.”

“Oh my… Were they planning to detonate it here?”

“I don’t know. Whether it was just a medium for a different magical ability and it happened to explode, or if its original purpose was to detonate it as an explosive device.”

Come to think of it, even the small magic the mage was casting caused a considerable explosion as soon as it failed. 

If the size of that sphere is proportional to the size of the magic… 

Even if it was not a bomb, a tremendous explosion would occur.

“And it exploded when you threw your sword?”

From the perspective of Rellie, the only mage, there seemed to be some unsatisfactory aspects. 

It made sense. 

How could there be idiots who would let such a dangerous object shatter like a glass bottle just by throwing a single sword? 

Surely, they must have protected it in various ways that I’m unaware of.

But it shattered.

And when I threw the sword, the demons weren’t mocking it, they looked at it with a desperate expression. 

I now think that despair came not from the sword, but from the mana that had enveloped the sword.

It was as if I had imbued the sword with mana, like handling sword energy or sword force in martial arts novels.

As far as I know, there’s no such technique in this world. 

I don’t know about weapons with incredibly good performance or enchanting magic, but strengthening tools using aura doesn’t exist. 

At least within the realm of humans.

“That’s what happened.”

But I couldn’t say that I had imbued the sword with mana, so I could only give a dumbfounded answer.

“It doesn’t make sense in many ways, but Egga-sir has no reason to lie… Maybe the preparations weren’t complete… Or perhaps, by sheer luck, the barrier was released at that moment.”

I felt sorry for lying when there was a reason to do so.

After that, leaving behind Rellie, who was muttering to herself and coming up with various hypotheses, I got up and saw the traces of the battle they had fought.

There were only corpses that clearly showed who had killed them. There were no survivors. 

Ginh stroked his long goatee and clicked his tongue.

“It’s a pity we couldn’t keep even one of them alive.”

“They were difficult to keep up with. I should say the compatibility was bad… Honestly, I was in a bit of danger. If Yekaterina hadn’t helped me, I would have been seriously injured.”

“Haha! Definitely! They were skilled at dodging and evading!”

Rellie probably didn’t just sit back and watch, but there didn’t seem to be any mages among the demons. 

So in the end, it meant that three warriors had blocked four. 

Even though they were specialized in coordinating with each other, the fact that it ended without anyone getting hurt was already a remarkable achievement.

“As for evidence… a few demon heads should suffice. The guild will investigate further anyway.”

“Now that the gate has been confirmed, they won’t be able to resist doing so.”

In the end, we couldn’t gather any information, but just seeing the other side of the gate and finding out the extent of those demons was a big gain.

We collected as much as we could, and returned to the campsite through the dark forest. 

Honestly, if it weren’t for the corpses, we would have stolen their bedding and slept inside the dungeon, but it was too messy, so we had no choice.

“I think I can ask the spirits for help this time, so if any problems arise, I’ll wake up and let you know. Let’s sleep without keeping watch tonight.”

Perhaps because my body was in a wretched state, the spirits were showing more goodwill than usual, so I decided to gratefully accept their favor just this once. 

Thanks to that, not only I, but also the entire party could be happy.

And so, we woke up in the morning and had a simple meal by the bonfire that hadn’t gone out all night despite not adding any additional firewood, realized the greatness of the spirits, and then returned to the capital.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The guild provided us with many conveniences after we had returned.

Upon receiving the report of the incident, Engrim prepared many things for us. 

From the bathhouse to meals, and he even offered a service to have guild members take care of equipment repairs and such on our behalf during that time.

“This much is nothing compared to the great work you have done for us. It was about to become a much more serious problem than we had expected, but you excellently prevented it. Clearly, even without us saying it, it was at a level where additional rewards will be given.”

Indeed, it was no small feat to have prematurely put an end to an incident that almost caused a massive explosion near the capital. 

Above all, considering that level of explosion occurred in what was clearly demon territory, the damage to the demons must have been substantial as well. 

Moreover, since they were the ones who created and protected such a thing, they were probably an important unit, so if the connection is proven, we might be able to easily receive an additional gold coin or two.

Since all of us were intelligent enough to anticipate that, we smiled and enjoyed eating and drinking to our heart’s content, truly having a party without any regrets.

“Eldmia! I really hope we can take on a request together again next time! I’m not just saying this, I can’t remember the last time I met a warrior who knew how to act as a scout!”

Gaendal, who proved that his nickname as a weapon master was separate from his alcohol tolerance, was flushed red from head to toe. 

Yet he kept drinking at Ginh’s pace and made the suggestion.

Being a scout comes with the pressure of having to learn skills like tracking in addition to fighting, and the ability to make the party members comfortable or drive them to the edge, so scouts are rare. 

Naturally, scouts who can properly fulfill their role are even rarer. 

Usually, they just patch together the scouting role based on each person’s experience and make do with it.

As a result, when there is someone like Gaendal who can properly carry out the role of a scout, the weight naturally shifts to them. 

Even if they have to pay extra, they come to rely on them, so it seems he had gone through a lot of hardship.

“It’s not like I can frequently take on such big requests due to my circumstances. I can’t give you a definite answer, but I’d be more than happy to whenever the opportunity arises.”

Even from my perspective, as a devotee of the teachings of the great sage Zirobo, who said that when five people gather, one of them is bound to be trash, this party was perfect.

In the first place, it’s really not easy for adventurers to coordinate well in a hastily formed party. 

Even if Engrim diligently analyzed and pieced together the first step, the uncertainty factor cannot be ignored. 

But since it ended so cleanly and without burden, even if luck was involved, the evaluation can only be generous.

“Don’t forget about sparring too! No! Let’s do it right now!”

“Stop talking nonsense and eat your meat.”

As Rellie stuffed meat into the mouth of Yekaterina, who was also almost as drunk as Gaendal, we laughed.

While working at the Ogatorf family and being an adventurer for over a year and a half, I had the most adventurer-like experience for the first time, which made me feel good too. 

Yeah, life should have this kind of flavor, shouldn’t it?

I should mention it to Asirye too when I send a letter next time.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Despite having returned to the capital early in the morning, our party continued until evening.

Truly. 

The expression “drinking until you pass out” would be appropriate to describe how much we endured.

Gaendal didn’t know when to stop, despite being drunk, Gin didn’t get drunk, and Yekaterina was a true born drinker. 

Even if I combined my past life, I had never seen anyone drink as well as her, except for Gin sitting right next to her.

“Bleeeaargh…”

Fortunately, unlike Gaendal who was vomiting over there, I didn’t throw up, but it was hard to deny that the world was spinning, and I couldn’t control myself unless I moved my hands and feet as if manipulating them. 

When I accidentally stumbled once, a sturdy arm supported me. 

As I turned my head, there was Yekaterina, smiling brightly with a face flushed from alcohol.

“Haha! Unlike your ghost-like fighting, you have a cute side, Eldmia! Already staggering?”

“Rellie… please tell her that drinking this much is good. This person doesn’t understand.”

Except for the fact that I nearly fell, only stopping thanks to her being so dependable, I was somehow able to barely pull myself together with her help. 

Rellie, who had drunk the least among the group, and Gin, who looked perfectly fine despite drinking the most, laughed at our condition in good spirits.

“Really… Kasha! You’re drunk too! Get a hold of yourself!”

“Huh? I’m quite alright though?”

“What do you mean alright!”

Rellie, who had approached calling Yekaterina by an unidentified nickname, perhaps because she was somewhat drunk herself, pulled Yekaterina away from me. 

In the process, since she didn’t let go of the hand that was supporting me, I almost fell, causing Yekaterina and me to burst into laughter.

Why was that funny? 

I don’t know. 

Yekaterina was laughing, so I just laughed too.

“Haah. Anyway. Good job, everyone. We’ll see each other again because of the rewards, but that’s no reason to delay saying well done.”

Gaendal, who seemed to have sobered up considerably after throwing up once, said this while wiping his tears.

“Mm. It was truly a pleasant request that ended well. Let’s work together again if we have the chance, everyone.”

“Hahaha!”

“Shut up! Stop laughing!”

In the end, it took a bit more time before we parted ways, but we were able to say goodbye with smiles.

“Phew. Now I can finally breathe.”

If I didn’t have things to do, I would have actively wanted to build friendships with them, as they were such good people. 

Thanks to that, my steps heading towards the mansion were light for the first time in a while.

“You seem to be coming in quite cheerfully.”

But for some reason, as soon as I passed through the garden, I had to become a crouching Eldmia.

It’s unfair.

Wasn’t I just returning after finishing work? 

Why did I end up in a situation where I had to kneel in front of Cheryl, who was standing there with a sharp edge, and bow my head as if I had committed a crime?

“I heard you returned to the guild early in the morning?”

“That’s… right?”

“Then why are you coming in now?”

It was like being scolded for not coming home right after work. 

Despite having no reason to receive such treatment, I couldn’t help but speak in a shrinking voice.

“Well… you see… the party members were really good people… and it was also for long-term friendship building…”

“And?”

“It wasn’t just an ordinary after-party… the guild treated us so well for our hard work… it felt a bit awkward to just leave…”

“…Hmm.”

After my mumbling answer, the cold radish eyebrows seemed to soften a little.

“We have to go to the capital with Lagnis in four days, so rest well and take care of your body until then.”

Although she was clearly telling me to rest, Cheryl’s noble tone was so authoritative that it felt like sitting on a thorny cushion. 

Seriously, why does this kid use three different speech patterns to make people uncomfortable?

Anyway, Cheryl stood up from her seat and entered the mansion as if delivering that message was her purpose.

But how did she know I would come at this time and was waiting here?

“……”

Ah, maybe a servant informed her.

With the help of the alcohol, I deliberately ignored reality and returned to my lodgings, organized my clothes and equipment, and lay down on the bed to sleep. 

Thanks to the bathhouse provided by the guild, which even took care of laundry with magic, I was able to fall into a sweet sleep without any worries about washing.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

After that, time passed surprisingly without much incident. 

It wasn’t until the second day, today, that there was a call from the guild for all of us to gather, but that was just to receive the remaining one gold coin we were supposed to get as usual.

“There will definitely be additional rewards… but it seems to be taking some time.”

I wasn’t particularly curious about why it was taking so long. 

It was our common opinion that if there was an explosion of that magnitude, it would have been observed in some form, so if we waited, the reward would naturally come. 

As a result, since we had gathered after a few days, we just rented the training ground behind the guild and had some friendly sparring before parting ways. 

Inevitably, Rellie, being a mage, just watched, but she seemed to enjoy it thoroughly.

“Well then, shall we go?”

“I look forward to your help.”

Unlike the others who had parted ways, Gin was heading towards the adventurers’ district with me.

I had asked for his dwarven keen eye to help me acquire a new sword, and even though the conversation came up suddenly in the middle of sparring, Gin readily offered to help.

Yances’ longsword was beyond repair no matter what we tried, so it ended up being sold for scrap metal price.

“It wasn’t a bad sword, but it was a bit lacking for someone who uses aura. I recommend buying a better one, even if it’s a bit more expensive.”

“Since that’s the only proper sword I’ve ever handled, is there really a difference?”

“Now that’s impressive in its own way. Of course there’s a difference. If there wasn’t, all dwarves would be swindlers, wouldn’t they? Kekeke.”

Gin, who laughed heartily, took me to the dwarf district, a place I had never visited before.

It was quite large, being near to where skilled dwarf craftsmen lived while training human apprentices. 

It was a place that was difficult to visit casually, as they dealt not only with adventuring gear but also with precious metals.

You could say it gave a feeling similar to a luxury store? 

Looking around, most of the items on display seemed unconditionally expensive.

As we passed by those displayed items and entered the entrance of the forge inside, a dwarf who was watching the apprentices work while munching on something like dried fruit brightened up and shouted.

“Hey! Isn’t it Gin! It’s been a while! About 20 years?”

As expected of a dwarf, he talks about 20 years as if it were 2 weeks. 

But the fact that Gin confidently came here means he knew this person had been working here for over 20 years? 

It’s unlikely that all dwarves know each other inside out, so Gin might unexpectedly have a wide network.

“Has it been that long already? Then I guess I didn’t tell you I’ve become an adventurer?”

“What? Really? Since when?”

“It’s only been a few months. I’m a Blue-rank adventurer now.”

I was surprised along with the dwarf craftsman, as this was the first time I had heard about it too. 

What on earth had this person been doing to be able to talk about becoming an adventurer as if it were just a hobby? 

I wondered if all dwarves were like this, but seeing that person’s reaction, it didn’t seem to be the case.

“Well, well. I thought you’d been quiet for a while, but at your age, suddenly becoming an adventurer?”

“It’s been quite fun seeing many interesting things because of it. Anyway. Get my friend a sword, will you? It’s hard to find someone as good as you at making swords suitable for humans.”

The dwarf craftsman, who looked at me sympathetically as I staggered from Gin’s thick hand patting my back, smiled and greeted me.

“Oh? I see, a companion. I was so happy to see an old friend that I became rude. I’m Balkun Dmalli. Just call me Balkun.”

“I’m Eldmia Egga. Nice to meet you, Mr. Balkun.”

Balkun, who started looking at me with great interest from the simple handshake, burst into laughter and said to Gin.

“You’ve brought quite an unusual friend. He looks young, but how long has he been wielding a sword?”

I’m not sure what exactly he had figured out, but Balkun and Gin just chuckled and stroked their beards without exchanging words.

What is it? Let me laugh along too.

“You really do have something that gets you involved with people like this.”

“I thought so too, so I tried doing adventurer work, and it seems to be true.”

Balkun, who had an ambiguous conversation that only they understood while leaving me confused, thought for a moment and then went into the forge.

“I’m not doubting you, Gin or Mr. Balkun, but what kind of conversation was that?”

“It’s not easy to be that strong at your age, is it? My friend’s hobby is making sure promising warriors don’t die because of their weapons.  He just measured your potential.”

“That’s quite an elaborate and grand hobby.”

“Kekeke. That’s what I’m saying.”

I couldn’t bring myself to ask about the success rate of that hobby, so I just spaced out for a while next to Gin, who had taken out his pipe and started smoking. 

After a short time, Balkun came out again holding a longsword in one hand. 

Unlike the items displayed outside, it was a simple sword without any decorations, to the point where I wondered if they even made such things here.

But isn’t that similar in length to the one I used to use?

“Draw it. It should be similar to the weapon you used to use.”

“Oh my goodness? How on earth did you know?”

“I’ve been doing this for years, if I didn’t know this much, I’d be a fool, not a dwarf.”

Unlike him, who was chuckling, I couldn’t help but be amazed as if I had seen some kind of magic. 

Is this the power of experience?

“If nothing else, it’s sturdy. I’ll take just one gold coin.”

When I took out a gold coin from my pocket and handed it to him without the slightest hesitation, Balkun, rather surprised, asked back.

“Don’t you haggle?”

“I’m not an ill-mannered person who would haggle over an item handed directly by a dwarf.”

“Hohoho! What an interesting fellow! I like you!”

Dwarves have an interesting custom. 

When selling items to others, they never hand over items they didn’t make themselves directly. 

If they’re even slightly dissatisfied with the quality, they don’t hand it over directly. 

They just put it on the display for people to take.

But being able to buy a sword directly handed over by a dwarf for one gold coin? 

I dare say that among the one-gold-coin weapons out there, not a single one would be of a quality that a dwarf would hand over directly.

This was an incredibly cheap purchase, beyond what could be explained by a friend’s discount, so why would I hesitate? 

After all, the reason I save money is to secure my safety by obtaining good equipment.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Only after Balkun’s meaningless advice – that the sword had no special functions and was just sturdy, so I shouldn’t have strange expectations – did I manage to leave the Dwarf district. 

Having met after a long time, it seemed he wanted to catch up and reminisce.

By the way, wasn’t it amazing enough that the sword was sturdy? 

Yances’ longsword broke because it wasn’t sturdy enough.

Seeing Balkun worry so much, it occurred to me that warriors in this other world might be too accustomed to supernatural powers, and expected various things from their swords as well.

“Come to think of it, those bandit bastards also went crazy thinking it was a magic sword back then.”

The idiots who contributed to my first kill suddenly crossed my mind. 

If that was the kind of misunderstanding Balkun was worried about, it wasn’t incomprehensible. 

If there were relatively many childish brats who mistakenly thought they had lucked into a magical sword at a bargain price due to a chance encounter with a dwarf, it was understandable to be concerned.

Of course, Eldmia, with a mental age over 30, didn’t harbor such delusions, so it was irrelevant. 

Even without that, I was already grinning just at the “sturdiness” feature that Balkun had mentioned several times.

If nothing else, it was clear that I wouldn’t have to worry about durability when swinging it around like when fighting against demon folk.

Of course, the gap between the longsword I bought with copper coins and this one that cost a gold coin was too big, but there was no reason not to buy it when the opportunity arose. 

If I had no money, it would be a different story, but having already received a hefty sum in gold coins, it would be insane not to spend money on a sword that was both my lifeline and source of income.

“That’s how it happened.”

“So that’s why you’re carrying such a good sword?”

As soon as I visited Lagnis’s residence to prepare for the upcoming Imperial visit, I was almost forced to hand over the sword. 

After carefully examining it and hearing my full account, she nodded and said:

“To sell such an item for just one gold coin. I really can’t understand dwarves’ sense of value. Though it’s fortunate that you got a good weapon because of it.”

Of course, she didn’t possess some mystical ability to distinguish fine swords, having barely touched a sword in her lifetime.

Lagnis briefly explained that dwarven smithing techniques incorporated alchemy and magic. 

Thanks to this, mages could more clearly discern the value of dwarf-made items than ordinary warriors. 

I wished she had told me this before nearly snatching it away in shock.

“I thought you had picked up something you couldn’t handle, or that you overspent again.”

“Come on, I’m not that thoughtless…”

“There are plenty of people who become extravagant after getting used to life in the capital.”

“I’m not the type to live without restraint…”

Aside from the small incident regarding my new sword, our conversation flowed normally. 

There weren’t any significant changes. 

I was mostly informed of specific details, such as that I would be accompanying a female knight named Renisa as an attendant, and that Radnel Bandes would join to observe the hero. 

Even including all the servants, it was a very modest group for nobility, barely exceeding 10 people.

“This is a very marginal count, given what I’ve been through. Since everyone already knows, there’s no point in unnecessarily inflating our numbers; we’d just be laughed at.”

The retinue and servants of nobles were ultimately a display of power. 

This wasn’t simply a matter of vanity, but also included courtesy towards the host.

The exchange proposed by the Empire wasn’t just a day or two of partying, but about a week of interaction. 

Normally, even minor nobility would bring at least 20 servants when staying for such a duration.

The point was to demonstrate the ability to feed and accommodate that many people coming from all directions – a formality that was very luxurious and difficult for me to understand. Conversely, bringing fewer people could be seen as underestimating the host’s capacity and considered impolite.

Lagnis had taken this into account when making her decision.

“Actually, my master also said he wanted to come see the hero, but I think it might be for my sake. If he really wanted to see, he could have gone long ago.”

It truly gave the impression of a small but elite group. 

Of course, apart from the name of the marginal count and Radnel Bandes’ reputation, Renisa and I were insignificant, but there was no reason to deny it when Ragnis herself said so, so I just smiled.

After an unremarkable, simple conversation, I returned to the mansion without incident. 

Even at the mansion, I was practically excluded from duties on the grounds of accompanying Marginal Count Levien. 

I spent my time training, trying to recall the sensations I felt in the abandoned dungeon. 

From my perspective of handling magic power, this sensation seemed essential for moving to the next level, so I diligently reviewed it, even cutting into my sword training time.

Somehow, I felt that if I practiced this hard enough, I might be able to cut magic power, if not space. 

I didn’t know how helpful that would be, but at the very least, couldn’t I hope for a situation where I could die together with magic-using demon folk if I encountered them?

When that thought occurred to me, my motivation was recharged and I tried various approaches, but of course, if I were the type to get results from just a little effort, I would have been flying long ago.

Time passed with no gains and only regrets, and the day of departure for the Empire approached.

Early in the morning, the front of Lagnis’s residence was unusually busy with two carriages and servants loading luggage. 

Renisa, who had been inspecting the few guards and giving some instructions, lightly bowed her head to greet me. 

I returned the greeting and went up to Lagnis’s room, knocking on the door. 

I heard Lagnis’s voice, imitating the dignity I had heard last time.

“Enter.”

“I’m coming in.”

As I answered and flung open the door, Lagnis, who was looking at me with a very strange expression, welcomed me with a big laugh.

“What’s that?”

“It’s my masterpiece to give the busy Marginal Count a big laugh first thing in the morning. Is this the outfit I have to wear for a week?”

After unnecessarily polite and exaggerated greetings, I looked at the clothes on the mannequin next to her, and Lagnis nodded with a faint smile.

I didn’t care about anything else, but compared to my unease about the clothes I’d have to wear, which they said they’d prepare, it was a very decent outfit.

“It’s the uniform we used to provide to the family’s knights. We still had the design since it was made in the capital.”

“So that’s why Renisa was wearing something similar?”

If nothing else, it was clear that the Levien family was one that recognized the importance of uniforms.

A white uniform with a wine-colored half-cape. 

Looking at the design alone, it seemed perfect for assassinations, but that was probably just my own sensibility.

“Hmm… I was worried because you’re so big, but you look better than I thought?”

With an average height of 165cm and even knights barely reaching 180cm, I was certainly standing out, approaching 190cm. 

Considering that my parents were also quite tall, the genetic factor couldn’t be ignored.

Come to think of it, Yekaterina was almost at eye level with me. 

I hadn’t heard that people from Rubil were particularly tall, so maybe she was also from a well-fed, well-grown noble family?

“Aren’t you a handsome man even elves would acknowledge? This level of looks deserves to be dressed up.”

“Don’t lie. Asirye always said I wasn’t handsome.”

“…I’ve got more to write in my letter.”

I was curious about what kind of conversations they had for her to always say such things to him, but since we couldn’t dawdle, I decided to let it go and finished preparing to depart.

“What about Lord Radnel Bandes?”

“He said he had other business to attend to, so he’ll join us at the gate.”

“Then until then, I’ll have to brighten up the procession with my handsome face and figure. You prepared a splendid horse for me, right?”

“What nonsense. You’re riding in the carriage with me.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re an attendant.”

“But Renisa is here for that, isn’t she?”

“You must have learned something while working as Cheryl’s exclusive butler. Renisa is a knight by birth, so she can’t do that.”

Good heavens! 

So the goal was to unfairly exploit my labor!

“I don’t do unpaid labor, Marginal Coun- Ow! Ow! Stop!”

“I’ll make sure to take care of you, so please be quiet, Mr. Eldmia?”

Well, since she said she’d take care of me, I’ll endure it like the good person I am…!

“Alright. I trust you since the Marginal Count wouldn’t go back on her word.”

With that, I extended my hand to escort her, and Lagnis now looked dumbfounded.

Finding her expression amusing, I wiggled my hand to urge her on, and only then did Lagnis burst into laughter and take my hand.

“Protect me well this time too.”

“What could happen in the Empire, of all places?”

I had a strange feeling of déjà vu, as if something had happened every time I said things like this recently… but surely not.

After all, it was the Empire, and we were going to see the hero. 

What could possibly happen?
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Gates.

While demons were said to do crazy things like moving entire armies through gates in one go, for humans, it was still a distant dream.

Although they couldn’t move hundreds of people at once, gates still properly fulfilled their role as a means of transportation. 

Thanks to this, in this half-baked fantasy world, gates reigned as the absolute means of transportation and shipping, sneering at airplanes and trains.

As it allowed spatial leaps, it was, quite naturally, incredibly expensive.

They claimed it was due to maintenance costs and the expenses of creating and maintaining a kind of battery that allowed even low-level magicians to open gates without any problems… but I had my doubts. 

Personally, I thought that aside from the initial investment costs, it would probably be much cheaper than dragons, which had considerable food expenses.

Anyway. 

There were two ways to use gates: either connecting and fixing them to the opposite gate, or connecting the passages each time like tuning a radio frequency. 

Ordinary gates were, of course, the latter. 

It wasn’t like dividing subway lines; considering management and maintenance, it was only natural.

Gates like the former were a kind of hotline, a privilege reserved for royalty or those of equivalent status. 

Even most nobles had no occasion to use them. 

It was said that using them without the king’s permission could result in immediate execution for treason, which was truly terrifying.

“This is also the gate we’ll be using today.”

Unlike when we left home, Lagnis, who was strangely tense, spoke while trying to maintain a calm attitude. 

Even though the title of Margrave wasn’t an inferior position, even as she was rebuilding her power, she was unusually tense.

I couldn’t ask why she was so nervous after having even been kidnapped, because this visit to the Empire apparently held a lot of meaning for her.

After all, she was the Margrave of the kingdom’s frontline. 

This wasn’t limited to just the kingdom, but also the frontline of the war between demons and humanity. 

If the kingdom could hold out like this, she had the duty to someday take to the battlefield with the help of the hero to reclaim the territory. 

For her to visit the Empire and showcase her skills while her magical talent was compared to the hero’s would likely have great significance in many ways.

Besides, it’s the hero, right? If things go well, wouldn’t they be of great help?

“If you’re too tense, even things that should work out won’t. Take a deep breath.”

“Is, is it that noticeable?”

“You’re like a wooden doll. You’re prettier, and more dignified than ever, so relax a little.”

“…R-Really?”

Since the first impression is always based on appearance and behavior, I thought I’d compliment her on that, even if it seemed materialistic. 

But the response was better than I expected.

“Yes. Unless the hero is surrounded by only beautiful women, even the hero would be tempted, so don’t worry…”

“What are you saying, you madman!”

-Slap!

Lagnis, who had been blushing and smiling, suddenly turned serious and exploded with anger, slapping my ear with lightning speed.

It hurt so badly that tears almost came to my eyes, but she looked so genuinely angry that I couldn’t get mad or argue back. 

I could only apologize blindly and cower.

No, why…?
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After a bright red handprint was left on my cheek, the carriage, which had become a very uncomfortable bed of thorns, quickly arrived at the gate, carrying an angry Lagnis and a cowering me. 

I thought it might be hidden somewhere secretly, but there was nothing like that; it was just more heavily guarded in the central gate hall of the capital.

It was a new experience to actually set foot in a place I had only glimpsed in passing while living in the capital… but I couldn’t even show my excitement, as I was too busy watching out for the angry Lagnis.

As we got out of the carriage upon arrival, Radnelbandes, whom I hadn’t seen in a long time, greeted us. 

Despite it being a year, the giant warrior-like magician, with his unchanging physique was in more luxurious armor than I was used to seeing.

“It’s been a while! But why does your face look like that?”

The throbbing pain wasn’t my imagination, it seemed. 

I wondered if it would swell up later.

“It’s been a long time, Lord Radnelbandes. This is… well, it just happened.”

“…Tsk tsk. Whatever it was, you should have been more careful.”

Was the accomplished battle mage a possessor of superior insight, able to guess unseen situations with just a few pieces of evidence? 

Radnelbandes rolled his eyes between me and Lagnis just twice before clicking his tongue and patting my shoulder. 

I was about to be moved by his touch, which seemed to comfort me as if I had been swept up in unjust violence.

Although there wasn’t much difference in size, Radnelbandes, who was still taller than me, leaned slightly to my ear and whispered something I hadn’t expected at all.

“If a person lacks tact, their body suffers. When dealing with women, one must be cautious. And cautious again.”

“No, didn’t you notice my innocence and encourage me?”

The tears of gratitude disappeared, and instead, indignation surged up. 

When I reflexively objected, Radnelbandes shook his head without a moment’s hesitation.

“I can assure you, you have nothing to be innocent about. Remember my words. Whatever it was, make sure you take time later to think about the situation again.”

He answered with such firm and resolute eyes that I couldn’t argue any further.

Huh! Come on! 

This body with a mental age exceeding 30 lacks tact? 

Huh! 

I’ll think about it, but there’s no way that’s possible.

…Is there?

“The Crown Prince said to have a good trip. He wanted to see you off personally, but since this invitation didn’t come through the kingdom, he said it would be difficult to do so due to appearances.”

Radnelbandes, who naturally conveyed the message to Lagnis, leaving me behind, seemed to say a few more things afterward.

Of course, I didn’t need to know that much, so I listened with one ear and let it out the other. 

From what I could gather, it seemed to be about how the invitation method and the Empire’s intentions were obvious, but we should do our best, which told me that Lagnis had a lot to worry about.

“I was so flustered earlier that I couldn’t greet you properly, Lord Egga.”

While the two were talking, Renisa, the actual head of security, approached and greeted me. 

She probably felt bad about just exchanging eye contact earlier.

“It’s only natural when preparing to guard the Margrave. I look forward to working with you for this short period.”

“I received a brief explanation. I heard you’ll be serving as secretary and guard, so I look forward to working with you as well.”

She was said to have originally served the Levien family, and indeed, she possessed extraordinary manners and loyalty. 

It might have seemed awkward for someone like me, who was almost like a rolling stone, to take on the role of secretary, but I could feel that she completely trusted Lagnis’s judgment.

“Haha. Don’t worry. I’ve learned from the Ogatorf family, so I won’t do anything to tarnish the Margrave’s name.”

“Hohoho. That’s very reassuring.”

Despite everything, we would be colleagues wearing the same uniform for a week, so it was a good sign that we could start on friendly terms.

“Then, we’ll open the gate.”

While we were building a brief camaraderie with laughter, Radnelbandes and Lagnis, having finished their conversation, had the group wait according to the manager’s instructions. 

As I approached her side as she gestured with a displeased expression, Lagnis looked at me with drowsy eyes and asked.

“You won’t be flustered by taking the gate like some country bumpkin, will you?”

For a moment, I almost mentioned that I had taken a gate to the demon realm just a few days ago. 

It was supposed to be a confidential mission, but I almost blurted it out in an instant.

“I’m more curious about what the Empire’s territory will look like than taking the gate.”

I shrugged nonchalantly, barely suppressing the tickle in my throat.

“Well, we’ll be riding at least twice, so you’ll be able to look around for a bit.”

“Huh? Twice? Aren’t we going in one go?”

“Such long-distance travel is still impossible with human magical science.”

Ho-oh. 

I thought it was omnipotent, but there were unexpected limitations. 

While I was marveling at the fact that even demons couldn’t make such long-distance moves, the manager who had fixed the gate coordinates gave a hand signal, and the movement began.

Well, it wasn’t a big deal since I had already ridden one once. 

It was just a matter of walking through. 

It just took a little time for all the people who had been riding in carriages to get out and move, just in case.

“Ugh, shit.”

But personally, I wasn’t feeling well as my senses were confused once again. 

Considering that other people don’t have many occasions to ride gates in their lives, it probably wasn’t because I wasn’t used to it, but maybe I was hypersensitive to magical power.

“It feels like all my senses are twisted.”

“Are you not feeling well?”

“No. I’m just a little dizzy.”

While waiting for the next gate to be prepared as the procession behind us followed, I tried to fidget a bit, hoping to find some clue about mana manipulation, but there was no particular gain.

Unlike the kingdom’s gate, the Empire’s gate seemed to have been prepared in advance and opened faster. 

Before everyone behind us had arrived, we were already crossing through the next gate.

And so, the land of the Empire that I had stepped on for the first time in my life was far more incredible than I had imagined.
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The Empire.

The country that occupied a large portion of human territory was more commonly known by a single word, rather than its original name.

Eshnua.

I had only heard it once in my life. 

Right now.

“Welcome to Bistim Tel Nua, the capital of the Empire of Eshnua. Margrave Lagnis Lien da Levien of the Kingdom of Itisiel.”

A man who looked like a handsome playboy with golden long hair that suited him well greeted Lagnis with a sly smile, delivering what was clearly meant to be a much longer introduction in an abbreviated form.

Yeah, fuck. 

To put it bluntly, an incredibly handsome nobleman welcomed them with a charming smile. 

He was truly a flower boy who seemed to have stepped out of a manga, making me instantly understand why Asirye didn’t classify me as handsome.

The bar for handsome men in this world is really fucking high. 

Of course, that level of appearance isn’t common, which is why I only realized it now, but the gap is so large it’s infuriating.

“I am Esdel la Vender. I protect a part of His Imperial Majesty’s land in the name of my family.”

All imperial territories belong to the emperor. 

That’s why even a small village marked on the map is named under imperial decree.

However, there are only two exceptions: when honoring the achievements of the deceased or when granting territory to a marquis. 

In other words, unless this person was dead, he must be a marquis.

“I didn’t expect you to greet us personally. Thank you for the grand welcome, Marquis Vender.”

Although only Marquis Vender alone greeted us at the gate, Lagnis’s description of it being grand was not wrong. 

Typically, when a marquis of the Empire was in charge of reception, their aid would first greet the guests, and guide them to the lodgings where the marquis was staying.

After this meeting, he would probably have a subordinate guide us to our lodgings, and then arrange a formal meeting again, but showing his face in person even before such an arrangement was made was known to be an unusual action.

“It’s only natural to welcome those who protect the continent from the demon threat. While it’s to ensure everything is perfect, it’s also meant as an apology for the delay in the Hero’s departure. I hope you won’t feel too burdened.”

Both Radnelbandes and Lagnis stiffened at his response. 

Even for a marquis, it was impossible to casually include the word “apology” when representing the Empire.

In other words, those words were conveyed from the Emperor.

And to a margrave of a mere kingdom, no less.

“…Thank you.”

That was probably all Lagnis could say. 

Although Radnelbandes’s expression darkened as he watched the two walking slightly ahead and conversing, I decided to stop pondering about their intentions and the situation.

It was not for me to think about what intentions the Empire has in its actions, or what problems Lagnis is now facing because of it. 

That’s Lagnis’s job.

If she was someone who couldn’t take care of herself, she wouldn’t have made it this far.

After walking through the gate hall for about 3 minutes and coming outside, Marquis Vender introduced a man he called his aid before leaving. 

The carriage we boarded again started moving under his guidance, and I quietly observed the imperial capital, leaving Lagnis alone as she still wore a serious expression.

Honestly, the city itself didn’t seem much different from the kingdom, but I could see that there were more parks, and the average level of citizens’ attire was noticeably higher.

It was such a peaceful and prosperous city that one could forget a war with demons was happening in a corner of the continent.

“Do you feel like sightseeing leisurely?”

I answered Lagnis proudly with a smile as she grumbled, puffing her cheeks as if she didn’t like my attitude.

“Of course. Naturally. But even for an empire, the capital isn’t much. It’s pretty similar.”

As I dodged Lagnis’s attempts to kick my shins, we suddenly arrived at our destination. 

However, the destination was a place I hadn’t expected at all. 

Finally, as we got off the carriage and were being guided, I blurted out my honest thoughts.

“The destination was… an academy?”

“Isn’t it natural since the Hero is receiving education?”

“No, I thought they’d get private tutoring or something.”

I never imagined that training would actually take place in a real school. 

Of course, Cheryl also attended an academy, but… it’s the Hero, right? 

I thought it would be different somehow. 

But to hear they’re following a regular educational curriculum, even if you consider their age, it was a bit disappointing.

“Come to think of it, how old exactly is the Hero?”

“I heard they became an adult just last year or the year before, but I’m not sure exactly. They’re probably the same age as me or a year older.”

It was hard to understand why she spoke with such a tone of disinterest about someone who could be a world-saving hero and a major variable in reclaiming her territory, but anyway, that’s what Lagnis said.

“Oh, by the way, after talking with you last time, I found out that the Hero was chosen 4 years ago.”

“What? That’s more recent than I thought.”

I clearly remembered it being about 6 or 7 years last time we talked, but it seems it was just my perception of time. 

Does that mean they’re a once-in-a-generation genius who showed both learning and results at the age of 12 or 13?

“I know. It really feels like it’s been 10 years already. If it was 4 years ago, that’s when you first met me, right?”

“Is that… right? That gang leader. Right?”

I clearly remember killing him with just one kick.

“Hehe. That’s right. Anyway, it seems the Hero has shown quite a lot of achievements in that short time. The rumors circulating outside aren’t bad.”

The things Lagnis told me were cliché content like exterminating thieves and subjugating monster colonies, but the frequency and scale were quite surprising. 

My cold assessment is that in just 4 years, they’ve almost single-handedly taken care of most of the good deeds around the Empire.

“They say it won’t be long before they join the front lines as part of a joint army cooperating with the kingdom… I’m a bit excited.”

“You can have high expectations, unlike others.”

“Not that much. Anyway, if it falls short of expectations, wouldn’t our Mr. Eldmia Egga somehow take care of it?”

“If the divinely chosen Hero falls short of expectations, haven’t we already lost?”

I’m also a special case due to reincarnation, so I might be considered chosen if that counts, but I was utterly ordinary until I got caught up in the war. 

I was not comparable to the Hero born with the destiny to oppose the Demon Lord.

“You’re also quite exceptional, so wouldn’t it work out somehow?”

“I don’t think I’m that exceptional, but even if that were the case, wouldn’t it be disappointing if the Hero could be dealt with by someone who’s just a bit unusual?”

I think I’d be very disappointed.

Lagnis just smiled and gave a bland response, saying that’s true too. 

As we walked through the academy chatting, a bespectacled man I had never seen before came running from the opposite direction.

“It’s been a long time, Master!”

Judging from Radnelbandes’s reaction and expression, this man was clearly the culprit of this incident. 

The man who approached with a bright smile and full of energy received a heavy flick on the forehead from Radnelbandes.

“Ugh!”

“You incompetent fool!”

In fact, from his perspective, it might be unfair. 

Didn’t he just mention someone talented he had seen in order to praise talent? 

It’s an unreasonable level where if asked if he could have imagined it would lead to such a huge butterfly effect, he could only answer that of course he couldn’t have imagined it.

Nevertheless, Radnelbandes, convinced that he had made a slip of the tongue, kept flicking his forehead as if he was going to split his skull, and the bespectacled man had to protect his head while shedding tears.

“I’m sorry! I really didn’t know it would turn out like this!”

“As a mage! You should! Be careful! With your words!”

Although it seemed he was somewhat aware of his mistake, seeing him get repeatedly hit after approaching so happily upon meeting was rather uncomfortable to watch. 

Finally, only after Lagnis intervened was the bespectacled man’s skull safe.

“It’s nice to see you, but I’m really sorry about this, Lagnis. By the way, how long has it been since I last saw you? And you’ve grown again! Your talent never ceases to amaze me every time I see you.”

Being in a teacher-student relationship, it seemed he was also acquainted with Lagnis. 

They chatted so naturally about various things that I ended up having to follow them without even knowing the bespectacled man’s name.

“You’ll be staying at the academy as an observer through noble privileges. Have you heard anything about the accommodations?”

“No. I haven’t heard anything specific other than that Marquis Vender has prepared them.”

“If a nobleman has prepared it, they’ll probably take good care of it. Well then, since my next class is coming up, let’s spend a little time here and then go see the Hero together.”

“That’s good, you’re quick. But what subject do you teach here?”

“Hahaha! What else would a disciple of a Master teach?”

At the end of his hearty laugh, the bespectacled man changed his expression to a smile reminiscent of an evil training instructor and said,

“Practical combat.”

Look at that grin. 

This guy wasn’t normal either.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

[T/N~ Hi again! let me know if there’s a problem with the chapter, I’m translating it quite late at night, but i wanted to stick to the schedule… Anyways, thanks for the support, as always!]



  Chapter 65 .｡.:✧ Hero ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

It was only after combining the greetings from passing professors and students that I could determine his name was Gidley Sansi.

Gidley was one of the few battle mages among Radnelbandes’ many disciples.

Just because Radnebandes was considered one of the most powerful battle mages on the continent doesn’t mean all of his disciples were battle mages.

He was literally a superhuman among superhumans, proficient in both magic and swordsmanship, so he had disciples who were warriors, mages, and all sorts of others. 

Moreover, it wasn’t just that he was purely a genius; they said his teaching skills were extraordinary too. 

Although I didn’t have many occasions to see him, he was truly an amazing old man who could without exaggeration be called a treasure of the kingdom.

“Today, we have a guest from Itisiel, which shares a front line with the demon race. Some of you may have heard about this in advance, but we’ll be staying together for a week, so behave accordingly.”

Even such a person like Radnelbandes would first check the talent of aspiring students who came wanting to become battle mages. 

Not only had he passed that, but to be invited to the empire and work as a top-tier instructor, despite his grinning face, he must be an incredibly skilled individual.

“Especially you, Etenera. I’m talking about you.”

When Gidley singled out one student among the more than thirty gathered in the training ground, laughter erupted from all around. 

Since Radnelbandes had left to talk with the dean, only about thirty students he taught and us were in the training ground. 

There were occasional passersby, but most of them appeared to be faculty or administrative staff.

The student called Etenera retorted glibly, but whether Gidley couldn’t or wouldn’t say

anything, he continued with an indifferent expression. 

Even if it meant losing some dignity in front of the students. 

“Hey, I’m still better at socializing than you, teacher.”

But even with just that, I could immediately understand the atmosphere in which the academy operated.

This is just a school, isn’t it? 

And not an isekai school, but a school from my previous life.

It was a very alien sight in a fantasy world where differences in status and class were clear. 

Above all, this warm and friendly atmosphere was… really unfamiliar.

“This is Lagnis Lien da Levien, the Margrave of Itisiel.”

As if I wasn’t the only one feeling that way, Lagnis, who had been stiff, stepped forward slightly and gave a light greeting in time with Gidley’s words. 

Although she had changed from an elaborate red dress into an outfit similar to riding clothes, her greeting, no different from when she wore the dress, felt slightly awkward to me, who had been sticking close to Cheryl, who changed her greetings according to her clothes.

Fortunately, the students didn’t seem to have time to pay attention to such things. 

Especially the male students.

“Ma-Margrave?”

“Wow… I wonder what kind of country Itisiel is.”

“What could have happened for someone so young…”

“Such beauty and exceptional magical skills too, the world is unfair.”

While each exclamation was reasonable, I almost burst out laughing when I heard the last one.

Pfft. 

Well, Lagnis is a cute type, I guess. 

The barely noticeable freckles suit her well too. 

But isn’t it too soon to exclaim about her beauty, little one?

“It’s nice to meet you all. Though it’s a short period, I look forward to working with you.”

Unlike usual, it was a stiff greeting that felt almost coldly formal. 

When she raised her lowered head, there was the noble Lagnis who had forcibly put me in the carriage in Ogwen.

But she seemed oddly a bit irritated, didn’t she…?

“This is my attendant and secretary, Eldmia Egga. Although he’s an attendant, he’s participating as a temporary student like myself, so I hope it will be a good opportunity for mutual improvement.”

Ah. 

So that was my position? 

Suppressing the urge to question why things I didn’t know about were happening again, I gave a light bow, and this time the female students reacted.

“How old is he? The same age? Or older?”

“They’re really huge…”

“Hey, he gives off a wild vibe…”

“He looks kind of cool…”

That’s right! 

That’s it! 

That’s the normal evaluation of Eldmia! 

I told you I was considered good-looking in my previous life, didn’t I?

Honestly, it was the kind of praise I’d rarely heard in my entire life even when I tried my hardest, but I changed my rising smile into a polite, faint smile as I attempted to make eye contact with each student. 

With even the tallest male student not reaching 170cm, I had no difficulty looking around at everyone, and I decided to give my all in acting during the week I would be attending the academy.

“My name is Eldmia Egga. It’s a pleasure to meet you all.”

I’ll become Eldmia Egga, the courteous knight and heart-throb straight out of a fairy tale. 

When I spoke, even modulating my voice tone which I usually didn’t do, the female students stirred once more.

“Lo-look at that voice! It’s crazy, crazy!”

“She said temporary student, so we’ll have time to talk later, right?”

“Look at that posture… Could she really be a knight?”

Although their average age was clearly higher than mine, that wasn’t important. 

What mattered was the illusion they had of me based on a superficial glance.

With the feeling that it wouldn’t be too difficult to gather various information if I just talked well, I looked around leisurely at those who couldn’t take their eyes off me and smiled faintly.

“Tsk tsk. Quiet! As I said before, don’t behave disrespectfully. Even if there’s no difference in status at the academy, that’s strictly between regular students. Always remember that the position of a temporary student is one step removed.”

The students were excited, half-heartedly responding to Gidley who was tapping the ground with his sword and giving warnings, but unlike Lagnis, I could roughly take them all in at a glance, and whispered slightly to Lagnis.

Although I was honestly scared to speak to her as she looked more rigid and irritated than before, I’m a man who knows how to separate public and private matters. 

Work had to be done.

“I don’t see anyone who looks like a hero.”

“…Is that so?”

“The gazes and reactions are all similar. There doesn’t seem to be any particular grouping either.”

I thought it would be normal for factions to form around him or for people to gather knowingly or unknowingly, since he wouldn’t be hiding the fact that he was a hero and wouldn’t be receiving education, but I couldn’t see any sign of that at all.

“Teacher Gidley? Come to think of it, I heard there was someone designated as a hero by the Empire’s Holy Society…”

But to Lagnis’s question, Gidley answered with a very embarrassed laugh.

“Ah… well, he tends to be late sometimes.”

“Is he receiving additional guidance or something?”

“Yes… well…”

I almost cursed out loud without realizing it, even though it wasn’t certain.

Gidley’s reaction clearly looked like he was fumbling to hide something he didn’t want to reveal. 

Seeing that Lagnis tilting her head wouldn’t get us an answer, I put on a pretense of being cheerful yet polite and addressed the students.

“I apologize for asking this while you’re welcoming us so warmly, but being born in a place that constantly clashes with the demon race, I couldn’t help but be curious. I heard that among you is the hero chosen by the Empire’s Holy Society… could I know who it is?”

When I was discharged from the military, I went from calling other company’s uncles ‘comrade’ to being told to call them ‘hero’ near the end, so honestly, it wasn’t an expression that rolled off my tongue easily, but a hero was a hero nonetheless. 

However, as I looked around the crowd while asking so boldly, I could only inwardly click my tongue at the response I received.

There was no favorable reaction.

“He sometimes comes late like this. Well, he probably went to the bathroom or something.”

Regardless of gender, the reactions were full of wariness. 

I could read hostility and derision from the men, while from the women I only felt a truly subtle sense of distance. 

This doesn’t seem to be a simple reaction of jealousy towards an unparalleled genius called a hero.

Strange? 

Wasn’t he said to be fine outwardly? 

Is this bastard only leaking inside?

“Well, sometimes when you see him, it’s like he carries a bathroom with him.”

“Ete. Watch your words.”

Only after seeing the sharp-looking male student next to him quietly warn the cheerful Etenera who had just joked with Gidley did I unwillingly understand the whole situation.

At the same time, I couldn’t help but be amazed.

Despite the Empire’s standing, nobles and commoners could get along so well in the academy, laughing and chatting, but the hero acts like an idiot, behaving as he pleases and becoming isolated?

No. 

Maybe they’re just blinded by envy and jealousy, not properly assessing the situation. 

Indeed, one can’t know without meeting him directly. 

Right, right.

“Well, it’s a common occurrence now, so shall we start the class, teacher?”

Etenera’s behavior and speech were extremely common, but he was full of conviction and energy. 

Moreover, judging by the fact that even those presumed to be nobles didn’t seem to harbor any particular ill will towards him, it was clear that his interpersonal relationships were quite harmonious. 

Actually, could it be that he’s the hero and is secretly filming some kind of hidden camera prank right now?

“Oh? There’s a face I haven’t seen before?”

As my suspicions only deepened, a voice was heard from behind.

Just the fact that there really was a late student was enough for me to understand that he was the hero.

“Come to think of it, didn’t they say some exchange student from a kingdom was coming today?”

“Again with words that make no sense… I told you, it’s temporary participation as an observing student. What are you exchanging?”

When I turned my head to look, there was a group walking in a formation that could only be described as typical of a novel.

An elf, a woman who looked like a priestess, a woman who appeared to be a noble, and a red-haired man walking leisurely between them, his clothes clearly disheveled. 

I couldn’t help but know, even if I didn’t want to, that this wasn’t from rushing to class after being late.

How could I not know when the faces of the three women were red up to their ears? 

The reality that the hero had been busy working hard as his corpus cavernosum commanded during the short break between classes gave me a sharp headache. 

Before it could develop into a throbbing migraine, I quickly organized my thoughts and tried my best to maintain a positive mindset.

Right. 

Isn’t being a hero just about fighting well anyway? 

If I were comfortably strong and living a prosperous life, I probably would have been busy seducing women too. 

Above all, according to the information Lagnis had gathered, isn’t that guy sufficiently demonstrating his abilities through productive activities?

They say heroes are lecherous. 

It could happen.

While I was coming to terms with this, the hero, who had approached slightly behind me as if I didn’t even exist, extended his hand to Lagnis and said:

“Heh. I can’t resist a transfer student cliché. Nice to meet you. I’m the hero, Siegfried.”

But as a fucking reincarnator, I could understand him acting like a dog in heat, but I couldn’t stand seeing him pull this shit with my acquaintance.

I grabbed the hero’s wrist with the most smiling face I could muster and said:

“It smells. Please wash your hands before offering a handshake.”

“…What?”

“I’m saying to remove your hand that smells of night flowers.”

Behind me, Etenera burst out laughing and the hero’s expression rapidly soured. 

Of course, I maintained my faint smile as I faced him.

“What the fuck, asshole.”
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This guy was clearly a reincarnator like me. 

I was already shocked as if I’d been hit on the back of the head when he mentioned the concept of exchange students, which didn’t even exist in this world.

However, I couldn’t know the circumstances of his reincarnation. 

Whether he had possessed the body of a native of this world, reincarnated like me, or had his body reconstructed and thrown into a similar age group – there were too many possibilities to guess.

At the very least, I could tell he wasn’t brought over wholesale through dimensional travel, judging by his good looks and artificial appearance that didn’t match any people from my previous life’s countries.

“Who are you to dare stop me?”

His quick-tempered reaction and the tone full of desire for self-aggrandizement, along with his apparent attachment to the title of hero, suggested that he was likely the expected age, not someone who had come here after aging a bit like me.

Above all, seeing how shamelessly proud this kid was who was late because of his own lust, it was clear his head wasn’t fully developed yet.

“I am Eldmia Egga, attendant and secretary to Margrave Lagnis Lien da Levien. It’s nice to meet you, Hero. But as I just said, you smell, so I’d prefer to postpone the handshake to another opportunity.”

I released his hand and stepped back before the Hero could push my hand away, gritting his teeth as if about to spit in my smiling face. 

This left him looking as if he was waving his hand in the air.

The kingdom’s position? 

A situation unfavorable to the Hero? 

None of that mattered. 

I could be certain that once he entered as an academy student, none of our actions would be diplomatically disadvantageous.

The sight of those students, nobles and commoners united, was proof of that.

But what about the Hero? 

Could the Empire remain proud even after what was meant to be a show-off quickly turned into a disgrace?

“You seem to think you’re something special? Quite confident, aren’t you?”

“Not as confident as you, Hero.”

Honestly, if he hadn’t died unfairly like me and gotten a second life, I could understand him being twisted.

If I had been living a normal life and someone suddenly said, “Save the world, Hero,” killed me by hitting me with a truck, grabbed me by the hair, and forcibly settled me here, I might be have been willing to join hands with the Demon King and drive the world to the brink of hell rather than save it.

But right now, he didn’t know anything, did he? 

Rudeness was just rudeness. 

This young brat.

“This is interesting. You know this class is practical, right?”

“I was actually looking forward to that, and searched for you, Hero. You appeared suddenly, like a space-traveling demon. I’m very excited.”

Unlike me, who was smiling faintly, the Hero was grinning, showing his teeth. 

How did I look in his eyes right now? 

A mere extra? 

A punching bag to show off his strength in front of Lagnis?

“This should be fun for a change. Everyone here is such a weakling, it’s been boring.”

“Sieg! Watch your language!”

“Alright, alright.”

This guy seemed to be Korean. 

His vocabulary reeked of the same hellfire peninsula.

Despite his fierce grin at the noble-looking woman’s rebuke, the Hero obediently stroked her head and took a step back. 

He then raised his hand in a light greeting to Lagnis before approaching the students.

“What an impudent man.”

Whoa, damn! 

It was the first time I’d gotten goosebumps just from someone’s voice, and I never imagined it would be Lagnis!

Startled, I turned my head to see Lagnis glaring at the back of the Hero’s head as if she had already torn him to pieces five times with just her eyes.

“Margrave, you need to manage your expression.”

“Ahem! Y-yes, that’s right. By the way, o-our attendant is doing a good job, isn’t he? Not being intimidated even by the Hero?”

Whether she had a bit of a tsundere side or if all nobles were like this, I didn’t know, but Lagnis showed an unpredictable emotional roller coaster and grinned broadly. 

At times like this, she really resembled the dorky Levi I used to know.

“I’ve already assessed the situation. That’s why it’s strange. Why did the Empire bring us into a situation that can only be disadvantageous to them?”

“I didn’t expect you to figure that out… The first possibility that comes to mind is that they might be trying to create a situation where they can forcibly control the Hero by making him commit a blunder.”

The content of our whispered conversation as we followed Gidley, who was starting to lead us while calming the unsettled atmosphere, was unpleasant in many ways.

But since we couldn’t just whisper between ourselves with all eyes on us, we decided to continue our contemplation about the Hero another time, and act according to our status as temporary students. 

We started to split up and chat with the female and male students respectively.

The first to rush towards me was, of course, Etenera, approaching with a hand gesture that clearly expected a high-five.

“Hey! Kingdom Knight! That was quite gutsy! It was so cool!”

His demeanor was so likable that I couldn’t refuse the high-five. 

However, it didn’t fit the image of a fairy tale knight I was trying to portray, so I suppressed my desire to give him a high-five like a scene from Slam Dunk, and awkwardly pretended to reciprocate while smiling it off.

“It was just what needed to be done. And I’m not a knight.”

“Wow, you’re that confident without even being a knight? But still, you must be pretty skilled to be the Margrave’s attendant, right? How old are you? I’m 17.”

“I’m 15. So you’re my senior.”

“Holy shit, really?! Hey, guys! This friend here is 15! Are you sure you’re not actually a giant?”

Etenera was truly a mood-maker, bringing together nobles and commoners alike. 

Thanks to him, our conversation flowed smoothly, and we were able to chat pleasantly all the way to the stone training ground at one corner of the drill field.

At the same time, I could tell. 

These were indeed kids who hadn’t shed their youthful demeanor. 

Even the nobles, who could be considered relatively mature, didn’t hesitate to mingle and chat with the commoners while still showing traces of their youth.

We couldn’t see this kind of scene in the Kingdom, is this how the Empire usually is? 

If it really is, it was quite impressive.

“Ah. Looks like our Kingdom Knight friend is uncomfortable in this setting? Too arrogant to let commoners approach you familiarly?”

Etenera seemed to have read my mind, but of course, I wasn’t a noble, so I could openly laugh.

“I’m a commoner too.”

“Haha… really?”

“What would I gain by lying?”

Well, I do pretend to be noble-like quite well. 

After all, I’m Eldmia Egga with a mental age over 30, right? 

If I can just endure the cringe, this much is a piece of cake.

While the male students were all quite surprised, Gidley, who was leading us, climbed onto the training ground and spoke.

“You all know this already, but I’ll explain it once more briefly for today.”

Of course, this was for me and Lagnis. 

Knowing this, even the playful Etenera didn’t bother to tease about this part and just shrugged his shoulders.

“My class is strictly practical. That’s how my master, the battle mage Radnelbandes, taught, and it’s what I’m best at. I don’t put any restrictions. But since we can’t let students die, the best teachers in the Empire put their heads together and created this training ground.”

As Gidley infused mana into what I thought was just a simple training ground of stone, it began to glow faintly. 

Shortly after, the stone in the center of the training ground seemed to melt into the sky, dripping away to become a transparent crystal sphere that began to float at a height of about three stories. 

Just in case, I examined the floor where the crystal sphere had emerged, but there was only smooth stone as if nothing had happened.

“This training ground, which might look like nothing special, is the essence of illusion magic that creates illusions so elaborate that they’re hard to distinguish from reality, from weapons to injuries, through high-level hallucination magic and distortion and refraction via light magic. It’s not just the user’s knowledge and experience, but also the numerous records stored in that crystal sphere floating up there, called ‘Touch’, that read and interpret situations to make the illusions even more solid. It’s safe to say that almost any situation can be simulated.”

While I was genuinely impressed by how amazing it was, a male student next to me snickered and said:

“Can you believe there were seniors who tried to use that for sexual purposes?”

“That’s… a stupid but somewhat reasonable idea.”

“Hehehe. Unfortunately, it was useless because that kind of information wasn’t included, but it really shows how amazing human imagination can be.”

Perhaps the friend who made that surprising attempt was now passionately studying magic to create a virtual ideal type using the magic written there after graduating.

If someday I see something being sold with the slogan “Virtual girlfriend for just 3 gold coins!”, I would think it was that friend.

“The class will proceed as usual! Students with the worst compatibility will fight each other. Of course, there will be some adjustments today as we have two new people. I’ll also change the order a bit to help them understand, so keep that in mind!”

As I turned my gaze from Gidley, who was calling out student names, towards where the Hero was, I found myself meeting the Hero’s eyes, who had already been looking at me for who knows how long. 

He didn’t avert his gaze even as he seemed to be listening to the whispers of the three girls he was sandwiched between, fondling their bottoms.

While his gaze was incredibly unpleasant, I couldn’t help but sincerely admire how boldly he engaged in such licentious behavior.
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Well, it wasn’t my business whether he fondled women’s buttocks or breasts as he pleased.

More than that, the student duels unfolding before my eyes were of greater interest. 

The duels, which took place regardless of gender, were more intense than I had imagined.

No joke, they were at a level where even ordinary blue-rank adventurers wouldn’t stand a chance. 

Seeing that some students could occasionally use aura, I wondered if they might be at red rank.

“How is it, Kingdom Knight? Are you satisfied with the Empire’s standards?” Etenera asked, constantly using the nickname he seemed to have made up himself. 

I decided to ignore his attempts and just answered, knowing that responding to each one would only encourage him.

“Honestly, I’m surprised. I don’t know if it’s the difference in education methods, but they’re incredibly adept at responding to real combat situations. Imperial students would easily defeat even blue ranks.”

The dueling arena didn’t just create wounds or weapons, but even terrain. 

It could generate all kinds of landscapes like swamps, snowy mountains, deserts, and so on. 

I could see that the people inside were affected accordingly, albeit to a somewhat reduced degree.

Seeing that they could implement such advanced magical engineering even for students, the Empire truly lived up to its name.

“Oh, that’s quite a specific comparison. Does our Kingdom Knight have connections with adventurers?”

“I’m not actually a knight to begin with. I do adventurer work as part of my job. I think I might reach blue rank after the last request I completed before coming here.”

Looking at the incident alone, they might even give me red rank, but I didn’t dare hope for that much.

“Ooh. For someone who’s only 15, your experience is no joke. But does that mean you’re at a similar level to us?”

Etenera, true to his nature as a young man, seemed to enjoy comparing strengths. 

I had no intention of getting caught up in that, so I just smiled.

“Who knows.”

We’d find out soon enough during the duels anyway, so what was the point in saying anything beforehand? 

Etenera seemed to have thought the same, as he just laughed heartily without asking me any more questions.

Most of the duels were between mages and warriors. 

Thanks to this, I was able to observe in detail how mages fought, something I had rarely seen since coming to this world.

The students, who were so skilled it was embarrassing to compare them to the occasional mages seen among adventurers, very adeptly used shortened incantations and spell storage to face the warriors. 

Moreover, the range of spells they could use was so vast that it was rare to see students fighting in these ways.

Even experienced adventurer mages often stumbled over their incantations unless a warrior protected them at the frontline. 

It seemed those guys really were novices after all.

Overall, the mages had a higher win rate, but among aura users, warriors dominated. 

That was because there were only four aura users.

“What do you think? They’re considered the best in our grade, all noble lords. They’re all handsome men and beautiful women, so they’re very popular.”

While their faces were certainly good-looking and their attitudes before and after the duels suggested good character, I wasn’t sure if they were particularly beautiful or handsome, so I just nodded. 

Their skills were just so-so, except for one. 

Perhaps because they had awakened to aura early, their swordsmanship overall seemed a bit sloppy, which was a point of deduction.

“I’ve heard that nobles in the Empire awaken to aura a bit early. Maybe because of that, their swordsmanship seems slightly lacking.”

“Whoa, whoa. You’re suddenly coming in hard, Kingdom Knight!”

“Isn’t observing and commenting something anyone can do?”

As I cut off Etenera’s attempt to take the bait while joking around, he backed off, looking disappointed and licking his lips.

The more I looked at him, the funnier he seemed. 

He must be here because he had both this kind of wit and skill, right?

“Well… now that you’ve got a sense of things, would the Marquis like to try it out?” 

Gidley suggested casually after about half the students had finished their duels.

 At that, Lagnis, who had been maintaining a somewhat friendly atmosphere among the female students, stepped forward and answered.

“Sounds good. It seems like it will be a very educational experience, so I’m looking forward to it.”

Lagnis had no real combat experience. 

Even though I thought she might have gained some composure from the dramatic experience of being kidnapped mid-air, I couldn’t help but feel anxious inside. 

After all, it would be a bit much to be one-sidedly beaten, even if it was just an illusion.

Of course, if Radnelbandes’ educational philosophy was based on practical experience as Gidley said, she must have been called talented after going through a lot of training over the past year or so…

“It’s making me nervous not having seen it firsthand.”

“Hm? What did you say?”

“Just talking to myself. I’m also looking forward to seeing what the Marquis will show us, since I don’t know either.”

While pretending to be nonchalant, I watched Lagnis step onto the dueling arena with the feeling of a parent watching their child’s school performance.

Her appearance, with her hair now grown so long it was hard to find traces of her look in Ogwen, was tied up lightly, and she looked as agile as a warrior.

Her high-waisted leather pants that came up to her stomach, topped with a deep wine-colored shirt decorated with abundant white frills on the chest, matched her hair color so well that the male students’ gazes naturally drifted towards her shapely legs.

“Then, the Marquis’ opponent will be…”

“I’d like to do it.”

The owner of the confident and powerful voice was the noblewoman who had been offering her buttocks to the hero in a manner that didn’t match that voice. 

If their eye levels had been similar, it might not have been so noticeable, but… since my eye level was different, it was blatantly obvious.

Well… I suppose it doesn’t matter if she’s confident about it, but still… it’s something.

Maybe it would be better to just call her a slag.

“Having heard much about Marquis Levien’s talent through the professor, I’d very much like to have a duel.”

“Hmm. Very well. Come up, Esselua.”

The slag with impressive long blonde hair reaching her thighs stepped onto the dueling arena with confident steps, and immediately bowed in a very familiar motion, adhering to etiquette.

No matter how much they say you shouldn’t judge a person by their appearance, it was a formality that really didn’t suit the woman who had just been having her buttocks fondled outdoors. 

Following that, her weapon, manifested as an illusion, was clearly a magic wand. 

It seemed they deliberately didn’t pair her with a warrior, considering her complete lack of practical experience.

Honestly, I was anxiously hoping she wouldn’t claim to be a warrior with that body that showed no hint of muscle, not to mention her enormous buttocks and breasts. 

If she had been a warrior, something inside me would have surely shattered.

“I look forward to our match, Marquis.”

“Likewise, Esselua.”

After the noble greetings ended, the duel began at Gidley’s signal…

-Bang!

“Kyaa!”

…did it? Huh? Why is she flying?

As I watched the slag lightly flying through the air and falling outside the dueling arena with a dumbfounded expression, Gidley moved his gaping mouth to announce the end of the match.

“E-Esselua. Out of bounds.”

And as soon as he did, the students became noisy.

“Silent casting?!”

“Amazing! How clean! What was that magic just now?!”

“So it was true that she’s Radnelbandes’ prize student!”

“I heard she just came of age, how could she achieve such a feat!”

Unlike me who was stunned, all the students seemed to perfectly understand this sudden situation, cheering in an instant.

Why are only you guys excited? 

Let me get excited too!

Why am I the only one not excited? 

Why am I the only one who doesn’t know?

“Kingdom Knight! What is this? The Marquis is on a completely different level!”

“Ah, no. This is my first time seeing this too.”

Did something like air just explode with a sound, and the slag flew because of that impact? 

And that without any incantation? 

Is that even magic?

“A-Amazing! To perform such high-level calculations without a spell! I’ve never seen it before! I’m impressed!”

Even the slag who had been sent flying, far from being angry or frustrated, was climbing back onto the dueling arena with sparkling eyes, grabbing Lagnis’ hands and shaking them repeatedly. 

If nothing else, her coolness was very appealing. 

While having her hands vigorously shaken by the slag, Lagnis stood proudly, maintaining a gentle smile befitting a noble’s dignity.

Is this really the Lagnis I knew? 

My heart swelled with pride.

“Thank you.”

She came down while accepting the praise matter-of-factly, without any words of modesty. 

Of course, it was considered impolite to show weakness in duels between nobles, but still…

“Eldmia.”

It was a sudden call, but already in work mode, I naturally sprang forward and, following her gesture, bowed my head to bring my ear close.

“Fight the hero. And win.”

“Huh? What?”

Lagnis? The opponent is the hero, you know? 

No matter how annoying his behavior might be and how well I’ve been doing, isn’t that a bit too much to ask?

Of course, I had mentioned earlier while talking to that guy that I was looking forward to it, and I was actually full of thoughts about fighting him anytime, but when you say it in such a commanding tone, it’s a bit pressuring, you know?

“Esselua said it, didn’t she? That she’d never seen it before. It means that regardless of the hero’s magical talent, his practical ability is below mine.”

As I naturally handed over the sword from my waist, acting as if she had called me to receive it, Lagnis patted my shoulder as if to encourage me, but her voice that flowed out was cold.

“Shouldn’t we teach that little brat that first impressions determine a lot of things?”

“But still, he’s the hero…”

“The atmosphere is like this because he’s not strong enough for the students to be in awe of him.”

“It could also be a backlash from being overwhelmingly stronger than them without any particular effort.”

“If that were the case, it would have shown.”

She seemed more angry than I had thought, but separately from that, she presented a logic that felt somewhat reasonable.

“More than that, isn’t he the same age as you or a year older…”

Seeing her face with only her eyes smiling while her pupils were frozen, I couldn’t bring myself to continue speaking, so I just closed my mouth and nodded.

What’s this? Give me back the Lagnis I knew.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Gidley briefly ignored the excited students who were crowding around and chattering to Lagnis.

From his perspective, it wasn’t necessarily a bad situation. 

No matter how much effort and sincerity an educator put into teaching, if the learners lacked motivation, the effect would inevitably be less than expected.

It wasn’t something that was shown by someone who had lived decades longer.

Just the fact that a magician of a similar age was attempting non-verbal casting would surely make those children’s motivation soar. 

They would likely burn with academic fervor for a while.

It seemed that would be the case for everyone except that so-called hero.

“You lot! I understand you’re excited about seeing something amazing, but let’s move on! Next, Lord Eldmia should experience it too, right?”

“Just Eldmia is fine, professor.”

Though I stepped onto the dueling ground with light steps, the students were still unable to break away from the magic Lagnis had shown. 

At least those who weren’t magicians shifted their attention to me, but even then, a considerable number of the boys couldn’t take their eyes off Lagnis.

Hmph. 

I don’t want the attention of these boys either!

“Then who should be Eldmia’s opponent…”

“It’s obviously decided, teacher.”

Seeing how the hero could ruin such an excited atmosphere with just one insignificant remark, he truly was a hero. 

It was quite an interesting sight to see the surroundings get suddenly enveloped in silence.

It was as if there was an atmosphere of ‘Oh right, that one’s here.’ 

Gidley looked at me, barely hiding his awkward expression, but what his eyes conveyed was clear.

What on earth did this guy do to make even the professor react like this?

“You’re right. We came all the way from Itisiel to the Empire, what meaning would there be if we didn’t cross swords with the hero?”

Though I felt sorry for Gidley, who frowned while pretending to scratch his head as he couldn’t quite face-palm, I already couldn’t see any of the other students except for the hero.

It was a big match between reincarnators, wasn’t it? 

I was trembling with excitement.

“Right. That’s how you should respond.”

The hero, who unfailingly showed his teeth in a smile, strode onto the dueling ground and began to form a weapon very skillfully.

It… was too big to be called a sword. 

It was enormously large, thick, heavy, and crude.

It was literally a mace… no, shit, this bastard?

“That’s quite a large sword. Can you even swing it properly?”

“Of course. Do you take the hero for a dick?”

“You do look like you have one attached.”

“Huh. You’re a uniquely funny bastard.”

He swung the two-handed sword as big as his body with one hand, making a whooshing sound, and he didn’t seem to have any discomfort. 

Even for someone at the hero’s level, if he used aura, I should be able to feel his presence, but I couldn’t feel anything, which meant that was pure physical strength.

“To be able to do that without even using aura. It’s unbelievable.”

“Don’t you think I might have reduced the weight since it’s an illusion?”

“It doesn’t seem like something that would suit your pride, hero.”

“Kid. Despite meeting me for the first time, you seem to know me better than these guys here.”

If you were going to do something that would damage your pride, you would have just drawn a normal sword. 

Would you have suddenly pulled out a sword you’d use for slaying dragons?

Unfortunately, unlike the hero, I didn’t immediately succeed in manifesting the sword I was going to use.

“Hey. Don’t think too complicated, just imagine the sword you usually use. If you do it moderately, the rest will be adjusted by your tactile sense. There’s no point in thinking about weapon strength or material, you’re not a blacksmith.”

The hero threw out advice as he couldn’t bear to watch. 

But that advice had a part that really resonated, and as soon as I heard it, I was able to pull out a proper longsword.

“Indeed. It was very helpful advice.”

“Hmm… right.”

The hero took his position while responding indifferently, but he didn’t take a particular stance. 

Well, like Yekaterina, if you can swing a huge weapon like a longsword, it seems you don’t need a stance or anything.

After swinging the longsword in my hand a few times, I felt the same balance as the longsword I received from the dwarf blacksmith, to the point where I couldn’t feel any sense of discomfort. 

I wonder if this was actually receiving information from outside the dueling ground? It’s really amazing how identical it was.

“Come. I’ll give you the first move.”

The hero was incredibly arrogant, resting the sword on his shoulder and beckoning with his left hand, but I had no intention of refusing his offer, so I answered with a smile.

“Then I’ll take you up on that.”

Let’s go all out, shall we?
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There was no aura I could feel from this guy, so his level was obviously predictable.

He was just an extra who, as often seen in novels, sucks up to his master and then gets beaten by the protagonist and eliminated. 

He’s unusually tall for someone from this world, and his body is obviously well-trained, so he’s probably overconfident in his skills, but that’s all it was.

He may have been tall and built like a mountain, but he was still only 15 years old. 

Even if getting stronger in this world is different from the previous life, in the end, even so-called geniuses were at a useless level.

Honestly, I was careless thinking that way.

I barely deflected the thrust that came straight at me without even feeling any aura, and the offensive continued for a while after that.

Zeke! Wake up! It’s not over yet!

Who the hell is this bastard?!

The guy who narrowly escaped the range of my full-power horizontal slash took a stance similar to the high guard I’d seen in Western swordsmanship videos on YouTube, and charged in again. 

Even though I expected him to come, his speed was beyond what my eyes could react to.

He’s the most skilled opponent you’ve faced so far! Get your act together!

I’m always perfectly clear-headed!

By the time I hurriedly swung the Dragon Slayer, he had already closed in more than halfway, ducking his body to hide under the massive blade.

This bastard. 

He understood the weakness of the sword as soon as he saw it and was charging in without fear!

“You move like a rat!”

I was able to bend the path of the sword downward while pulling my body back, purely because I was the hero. 

It wasn’t an easy feat even for a human enhanced with aura, and of course, it should have been an unexpected sudden attack that was even more impossible to anticipate.

-Kwaaang!

But the sword only struck the ground. 

Somehow, with that bulky build, he had completely slipped to my right side and was now using the sword as a foothold to lunge at my head.

That’s why I told you! Your sword is too dangerous when facing a truly skilled opponent!

I told you it’s fine!

Really, there’s no end to this spirit’s nagging over a mere duel that’s not even a real battle!

A great sword is a man’s romance, dammit!

Say that to that boy over there, not me! He’d probably laugh his head off!

Ignoring the spirit’s lack of understanding, I tried to throw him into the air along with the great sword, but somehow he sensed it and ghosted down, starting to move to get behind me.

“My, you’re quite good at slipping away!”

But I couldn’t let him go that far. 

I quickly regained my posture while swinging the great sword and faced him, and he tilted his head with a rather puzzled expression before opening his mouth.

“It’s because your swordsmanship lacks fundamentals, hero. You’re wasting your excellent physical abilities.”

Despite moving at incredible speed, he wasn’t even tired, let alone out of breath. 

Just those movements alone were enough to sweep away all the so-called elites at the academy, and that was only a part of his full power?

Is this bastard actually some hidden ally? This is ridiculous.

What nonsense are you spouting again.

“Did you just say the hero lacks fundamentals, you brat?”

“No. I said your swordsmanship lacks fundamentals. The rest of your abilities are sickening. To think you’d consider lifting and swinging a person along with that huge sword.”

I didn’t know how, but he was quick-witted and even quicker in movement. 

Was he really 15 years old? 

With that border clash and all, is some kind of anomaly happening in the kingdom as they clash with demons?

“Hero, you’re missing one thing.”

“The only thing I’m missing right now is catching you.”

“That’s… Ahem. Not that. You think you don’t need swordsmanship or anything else because you’re overwhelmingly strong, right?”

Did that guy just try to say “that’s crap”?

Is this guy a mind reader? Or is he an acquaintance of yours?

Please be quiet for a moment, spirit.

It doesn’t seem like I’m going to lose. 

After all, I haven’t even used my aura yet. 

But for an ordinary person to match a hero’s physical abilities even with aura? 

If it was that easy, I wouldn’t be treated specially for being a hero.

He was different somehow.

“I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but that’s why you’re going to lose to me today, hero.”

He took his stance again, speaking as if it was already a decided matter. 

Still, I couldn’t feel any aura. 

He was a really unpredictable bastard.

“Ha! Alright. So you’re saying you’ll use some aura now?”

To shatter that confidence that he was clearly superior to me, I also raised my aura.

“Seeing you get cocky just because you moved a bit, it seems you need to be taught a lesson too.”

This young brat has no respect at all.

“Feel it in your bones. This is why I’m the hero.”

And with the help of the spirit, I raised the wind and chanted to activate magic. 

I could feel the magic that had been shortened repeatedly until it could be completed with just words, growing above my head as it consumed mana.

What was being fired was just a simple magic missile, but if hit repeatedly like a Gatling gun, it would make one’s head spin.

“You’re using spirit magic too? Somehow it seems everyone but me fights well with spirit magic.”

But as if he had no interest in such mana, he slightly relaxed his posture and made a suddenly dejected expression, then grumbled with a sigh. 

Does he have spirit affinity too?

“Well, that can’t be helped, so let’s deal with the magic first.”

While curiosity about who he really was rose again, he suddenly slashed at the empty air for no reason.

…!! Zeke! The magic in your hea-!

Simultaneously, a sudden explosion occurred above my head.
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“You broke the magic!?”

“How on earth did you do it?!”

“I-Impossible! This can’t be happening!”

While the academy students were all surprised and shocked, and some warriors even burst into laughter as if they were dreaming, Lagnis had to make a tremendous effort to appear calm.

‘What kind of impossible feat have you pulled off again!’

It wasn’t magic countering magic. 

Clearly, without any movement of mana, just by drawing the sword in the air, Siegfried’s magic that was being generated was dismantled within seconds. 

And it wasn’t just dismantled, it was completely shattered.

Unlike the warriors, the mages could only freeze as if they had witnessed the sky and earth flipping upside down.

Just because it could be shortened, or used without incantation didn’t mean magic could be activated carelessly. 

That’s why everyone was amazed by Lagnis’s single silent casting, and even Esselua, who was her sparring partner, couldn’t stop praising her with sparkling eyes.

The faster magic was cast, the more difficult it became. 

Something already complex and difficult became doubly so.

The magic the hero activated by compressing it into words was the same. 

In terms of scale, even Lagnis couldn’t activate such magic with just words.

To shatter that with a single sword strike, if they hadn’t seen it themselves, they would have dismissed it as a bad joke or as some nonsense spoken by someone ignorant of magic. 

It was no different from seeing a dragon being stabbed to death by a wooden sword.

Nevertheless, Eldmia swung his sword, and shattered the magic as if she felt no difficulty at all. 

As if it was natural. 

As if he was certain of success.

Unlike the other mages, Lagnis wasn’t shocked by this sight.

Forcibly holding back the corners of her mouth that threatened to rise to her ears, with a feeling that her heart might burst from beating so hard, she could only gaze at Eldmia.

Even with the true hero before her eyes, she could only look with damp eyes at his own brilliance that was incomparably radiant.
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“As expected, the larger the scale of the magic, the better it bursts.”

Although this fact had already been proven by the demons’ orb bombs, seeing it with his own eyes made it feel different. 

My magical knowledge was limited, so I had no idea what kind of magic was about to fly at me, but if it had been activated, it certainly wouldn’t have been comfortable.

I could instinctively tell that the wind blowing around the hero wasn’t just wind, but blades made of wind, so I focused my senses as much as possible to move my magical power.

With the sensation of wrapping magical power around the sword from beyond the gate, I slowly enveloped my sword and body with magical power. 

I could feel the magical power being layered in a completely different way from usual.

And as I did so, my whole body’s senses sharpened, and once again, a scene full of insane colors began to unfold before my eyes.

It was truly a chaotic sight, but now I understood.

All the artificially moving magical power, mana, aura, and elemental energies were being distinguished by color.

“This is manageable.”

The blade-like wind flashed blue as it swirled around the hero. 

And it wasn’t as intricate as it felt from the outside.

Literally, it was in the form of floating blades. 

In this enhanced state, it wouldn’t be difficult to dodge, and even if I got cut, I could endure it.

“What a well-crafted illusion.”

It wasn’t changing non-existent things into existent ones or vice versa. 

The core of the tactile sensation and the magic surrounding the arena was spatial magic.

Those blade-like winds were real. 

If cut by them, flesh would really be sliced off.

Before that could happen, it caused distortions in space to prevent them from touching human bodies, and instead overlaid illusions to create pain and wounds. 

In terms of technology, it was an absurd magic that could be called over-technology, without exaggeration.

The Empire was putting such great effort into nurturing talent.

“Kuhk! What kind of trick did you pull?!”

“Doesn’t everyone have a secret technique or two?”

Above all, at some point, one even forgets that all of this is an illusion. 

Unless forcibly aware and recalled, it’s easy to keep forgetting, making it impossible to have complacent thoughts like ‘it’s just an illusion anyway’.

Despite having such outstanding individuals that they could pour this level of magical technology into education, the fact that beings like the Demon King and demons were still threatening made me freshly realize that there were endless mountains to overcome ahead. 

With this in mind, I kicked off the ground and charged forward.

“Fine then! Let’s settle this with our bodies!”

Despite his magic being shattered, the hero suddenly seemed to be in a good mood for some reason, and charged at me with a different movement than before, baring his teeth in a grin once again. 

Judging by the faint aura I could sense, it seemed he was about to employ all his techniques from elemental magic to regular magic.

It seemed like he thought he was going to engage in some serious fighting, but was I crazy?

“Would I engage in such a brutish contest against the hero?”

“What?”

“Humans are human because they use tools and techniques.”

I narrowly avoided the horizontal slash of the greatsword swung at full power by sliding on my knees. In that moment, two blade-winds grazed my abdomen with a paper-thin difference, but fortunately, there was no wound.

As the face of the huge blade grazed the tip of my nose, I reached out with my right hand, which was wrapped in as much magical power as possible, grabbed the blade, and kicked off the ground, swinging myself along with the sword towards the hero. 

I didn’t know how strong he was, but in that brief moment, my body was flung as if riding a roller coaster.

It was a much faster speed than expected, so the palm of my hand gripping the blade was slightly cut and I felt pain, but it was within an acceptable level.

“Huh?”

The back of the hero’s head came into view, as he had naturally assumed I would use his sword as cover to aim for his side, given what I had shown earlier. 

Didn’t he feel any difference in weight even though I was holding onto his sword and floating in the air? 

What an incredibly brutish strength.

I was curious about when he would notice, but it would be unseemly to delay and lose.

I mounted the blade as if riding a skateboard and thrust my sword.

The hero’s head turned sharply, perhaps finally noticing the change in the sword’s weight, but it was already too late. 

Having only anticipated a normal height, the blade-winds posed no restriction at this height.

There was no resistance. 

Of course, because it was an illusion.

But my sword definitely pierced through the hero’s solar plexus.

“That’s enough! The winner is Eldmia!”

Along with Gidley’s shout, cheers erupted from among the students.

“He beat the hero!!”

“Yes! Swordsmanship! F**king swordsmanship wasn’t wrong!!”

“Wooah! Look, hero! The techniques humans have built up weren’t wrong!!”

Nearly 80% of the warriors were cheering as if they had lost their minds, regardless of gender, which was terribly frightening.

The problem was that even Gidley was joining in.

“This is ridiculous.”

The hero, looking down at my sword still stuck in his chest, soon burst into laughter. Surprisingly, there was no irritation or mockery in it. 

The hero’s gaze, suddenly turning serious as if he had eaten something wrong, turned towards me.

“What did you become so strong for?”

It was a completely different look from what he had shown so far.

That calm gaze, as if he had become an entirely different person, was honestly quite appealing.

“When I was 8, my village was burned down and my family was killed in the demon army’s first monumental attack.”

That’s why, momentarily dropping the facade I had shown until now, I answered in a voice just loud enough to be covered by the cheers. 

He would hear it all anyway, given how he seemed to control wind spirits or whatever.

“I didn’t want to experience such an unfair thing twice in my life. So I wanted to become at least strong enough to split the head of the demon bastard who ordered that.”

“You’re saying you’ll step up, leaving the hero aside?”

It felt like he was saying something irrelevant, either due to lack of comprehension or inability to understand. Why would I entrust my revenge to him?

“What do you mean leave aside? You’re the one who’s supposed to split the Demon King’s head, right? I’m only after the one who gave the order. I don’t have any particular grudge against demons themselves. It’s just that my target happens to be a demon.”

“…? I’m not sure I understand, but wouldn’t that order ultimately have come from the Demon King?”

“If the Demon King lacks military knowledge, the commander would give the order. The current Demon King is that type.”

This was a fact I had scraped together from every bit of information, existent or non-existent. 

Each Demon King has different characteristics. 

Some are incredibly strong. 

Some are terribly weak but exceptionally smart. 

Some rely solely on physical power, others only use magic, and so on.

The current Demon King had reached that position through individual combat prowess alone.

“So you and I have different tasks. You fight against demons. I simply seek revenge.”

As I approached the hero and extended my hand, I continued speaking.

“If I kill someone of that caliber, wouldn’t it deter anyone from messing with me easily?”

“…Ha. You bastard. You’ve been putting on airs, but you have an interesting idea.”

Grasping my extended hand, the hero grinned fiercely once again.

“Of all the male bastards I’ve met, you’re the one I like the most.”

My first impression was that he was a useless guy, but it seemed there might be more to observe about him.

“I thought the hero was suffering from some mental illness, but it seems part of it was an act.”

“It’s the hero’s profound intention, so just pretend you don’t know.”

“How profound can it be when you’re just womanizing during break time? It’s embarrassing just hearing about it. Are you a monkey or what?”

“You bastard, you were doing well and now you’re picking a fight? F**k, because of you, even the spirits keep siding with you to mock me.”

You’re clearly in the wrong here, yet you’re the one starting fights. 

At least the spirits seem to have their heads on straight.

“You need to know how to separate public and private matters. If you’re not careful, you’ll be caught and manipulated by the Empire.”

“…Interesting. Let’s talk more about that later.”

I thought he was a Chūnibyō patient with no thoughts, but the hero was showing unexpectedly normal reactions. 

This guy, his madness might actually be fake.

“Eldmia!!! Eldmiaaaa!!”

“Eldmia!! Take me!!”

“Wooah! Kingdom Knight! Kingdom Knight!”

Right. 

That’s real madness.

It was really noisy. 

Thanks to that, I didn’t have to worry about our conversation being overheard by someone, but the excitement showed no signs of dying down.

This was only the first day, and it was already like this. 

My head started to throb as I couldn’t even imagine how things would unfold from here on.
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The frenzied praise directed at me continued for quite a long time afterward.



I wasn’t entirely comfortable with it, as I hadn’t won solely with swordsmanship. 

In fact, I had used magic too, so it felt like cheating in many ways. 

But since it was a matter I could keep to myself by just staying quiet, I went along with it and responded appropriately.

However, as I endured this for a while, the class eventually ended without properly continuing, just as I had expected. 

No, what was Gidley thinking? 

He’s the professor, so how could he get swept up in this too? 

Perhaps it was because he was strangely lax in such areas that Radnelband was so strict.

“I’ll find you later, so just wander around for now, Eldmia.”

Siegfried moved on to the next class with a very cheerful laugh. 

Seemingly not having expected such a reaction at all, even the three women who had been sticking close to the hero wore puzzled expressions as they followed him. 

As I quietly watched this, Lagnis approached me and asked:

“Why is he pretending to be friendly? It’s annoying.”

She was in a state of subtle irritation, having been pleased with winning, but then seeing that the hero didn’t seem to be particularly affected.

“He might be more normal than we thought.”

“…Did you exchange words after the duel ended? During that time?”

“We’ll need to talk more to be sure, but… about half of that seemingly dissolute behavior appears to be an act.”

Of course, that didn’t mean his lack of swordsmanship basics or his slight shortage of common sense was also an act, but it was clear that Siegfried was taking his position very seriously. 

There was no need for doubt when seeing how he reacted immediately at the mention of the Empire.

“Hmm… By the way. You won?”

“His basic abilities were on a level I couldn’t even dream of matching, but his fundamentals were severely lacking. He probably never felt threatened when facing monsters or bandits, and it was sufficient enough among students within the academy, so that’s probably why.”

Being a reincarnator, there was a possibility that he had been immersed in magic during his time being educated at the academy. 

I too had tried to learn magic first when I was young. If he had competed even once with someone strong enough to feel the difference, he might have realized… 

Whether they intentionally left him in such a situation or cherished him as the hero, I still had no way of knowing.

“I wonder why the Empire, which puts so much effort into education that they even create such an amazing training ground using spatial magic, would leave a weakness in the hero.”

Everything that came to mind only led to the conclusion that they intended to use the hero, so I looked at Lagnis to ask for her opinion, but she just stared at me with a furrowed brow.

Why, why are you looking at me like that?

“You noticed that? The magic dispelling. I think I’ll have quite a few things to ask you today.”

Ah. 

That’s because I could see the color, so others probably wouldn’t notice.

“Let’s follow the class for now and talk later.”

“…Do we have to talk later?”

“Of course.”

It wasn’t particularly something I couldn’t tell her, but there were too many eyes on us right now. 

By the way, how should I describe this?

Should I call it something like a Mana Eye?
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The academy classes wrapped up around 4 o’clock. 

Although we had to endure being pestered by students to the point of exhaustion, due to the rumors spreading about defeating the hero and casting spells without chanting at every class we attended, we were able to safely finish our first day at the academy.

“The academy I knew wasn’t like this…”

Unlike me, even Lagnis, who was in the midst of experiencing the Royal Academy, had reached the point of collapsing, unable to overcome the cultural differences. 

In the end, we, thoroughly exhausted, were consuming coffee and sugar at a dessert café enthusiastically recommended by the female students during our ordeal.

“Compared to the Empire, the Kingdom was just a rural village.”

“As a noble, I’d like to deny that, but I have nothing to say.”

The coffee here cost one gold coin, and a small cake cost two. 

Moreover, both were of a quality that even satisfied my somewhat refined palate, thanks to my memories from my previous life.

In the Kingdom, you’d have to pay at least 6 gold coins for a slice of cake like this. 

And coffee, which was  more like muddy water compared to this, would typically cost two gold coins. 

No wonder I ended up just carrying coffee beans around.

“I guess when the land is big, everything is different. I wonder if the Kingdom will benefit when there’s an overflow of surplus goods?”

“…Where did you study such things when you didn’t even attend the academy?”

“There are ways.”

Of course, even if such methods truly existed, I didn’t know them. It was just memories from my previous life. 

Realizing that I had no intention of giving a detailed explanation, Lagnis made the displeased expression she had been showing frequently lately, and changed the subject.

“More importantly, explain what happened in the training ground earlier.”

“It’s a sensation that’s quite difficult to explain concretely, but…”

Since I was talking to Lagnis anyway, I told her everything as it was. 

There was no need to hide it, especially since she already knew I was someone who manipulated mana, rather than aura.

In fact, sensing mana involved all five senses, not just sight, but I only explained the visual aspect as it was the easiest to describe.

“So… you can see the flow of mana in that color, and when magic is used, you can see the mana being drawn into the spell being cast?”

“That’s about right.”

“And you can just cut it if you see it?”

“Not quite. I need to apply some technique to the sword, like enveloping it with mana, before I can cut it.”

“Is it difficult?”

“It’s a bit tricky. It was easier in the training ground, but that might have been because the sword was part of the illusion, so it was part of the mana.”

I had tried several times with my new sword, but it didn’t work as quickly.

“Then, would it be possible with just mana or aura envelopment?”

“I’m not sure? I can’t properly sense either aura or mana. But even if you could cut it, it would be difficult if you can’t see it, right? It flutters like threads blowing in the wind, it’s annoyingly fast.”

Things like Dispel or directly interfering with spell formulas to disrupt magic are common enough to be used in magical duels between mages, but I haven’t heard of anyone being able to do it like I can.

If it could be done just by enveloping with mana, there should have been rumors of someone accidentally disrupting a spell or two while swinging an enchanted sword, and researchers would have emerged to study it. 

But there were no such stories. 

Besides, it was an established theory that it’s impossible to envelop weapons with aura, so there’s no point in considering that aspect.

“Even I only recently learned that this kind of thing was possible with weapons. I don’t think anyone could imitate this with the common knowledge which you and I know, even combined.”

“…That’s a problem in itself.”

It was obvious what Lagnis was worried about.

She was concerned that various groups might eye me to determine my value and investigate the truth behind this newly emerged technique. 

But I hadn’t carelessly shown off such a thing without any thought.

“We can just lie and say there’s a Dispel spell loaded on the sword, that’s all.”

“Even so, such an obvious lie? The rumors must be spreading like wildfire already, would anyone believe that?”

“Even if thirty students and a professor all say they saw it, there would be plenty of people who would doubt it first. These things often turn out to be not as significant as they seemed. It was just something that was well-hidden. If we just keep it low-key and don’t react much, most of it will be resolved.”

Gidley, for one, would handle it at Radnelbandes’ level, so the remaining rumors would just leave people wondering, “Oh, was that how it was?” as time passed. 

Rather than discovering something entirely new after even defeating the hero, it would be more realistic to think that I had prepared for the battle meticulously.

“You seem to be taking this too lightly…”

“Come on, just trust me. By the time we leave, they’ll only be interested in the fact that I defeated the hero, and the magic dispelling won’t even be mentioned.”

Although somewhat reluctantly, Lagnis finally nodded in agreement. As we were finishing our coffee while chatting about trivial matters, the café door opened, and a familiar voice was heard.

“Eldmia! Shall we talk over a meal?”

Siegfried, who appeared with women on both sides and even one more behind him, approached me with a boldness that paid no attention to the surroundings.

I wish he would at least stop groping the girls’ chests and bottoms as he walked over, even if he doesn’t care about appearances. 

Lagnis was getting terribly embarrassed.

“Sigh… Hero. No, this isn’t just the hero’s problem. Ladies, are you really okay with being fondled like that in public?”

Earlier he had the nun and Esselua with him, and now he had Esselua and an elf. 

Seeing that he always kept Esselua close, I wondered if she was his main partner.

Of course, that didn’t matter to me… but what drove me crazy was that they seemed equally unbothered by my comment.

“If Sieg likes it, I’m fine with it. Well, it’s a bit embarrassing, but I prefer this to caring about others’ gazes.”

“I don’t particularly mind either.”

The elf and Esselua answered without even changing their expressions, while the nun just nodded silently.

This is really driving me crazy.

“Kid. This is the dignity of the hero. Still, out of respect for the Margrave and you, I’ll let it slide this time.”

“S-Sieg?”

“Did you get hit wrong during the fight earlier?”

Instead, when Siegfried removed his hands from the two’s bodies and exaggeratedly showed respect, the three women opened their eyes wide in shock.

What kind of life has this guy been living in this other world?

“Anyway. Let’s eat first.”

The guy laughed with a “Hahaha” still had a fierce smile, but unlike before, it was closer to a hearty impression. 

And it seemed I wasn’t the only one who felt that way, as Lagnis was also quite taken aback by Siegfried’s completely different attitude from earlier.

It seemed to be because there was no hostility or irritation left in that attitude.

“Sieg. If you say it like that, others won’t understand. What is this ‘bap’ you keep calling meals?”

“Ah. Right. No matter how much time passes, I can’t fix it. It’s a meal, a meal. I’ll treat you.”

I might not know much else, but this guy is definitely Korean.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord
 



[Recruitment Notice]






› We are recruiting Korean Translators for more details please join our Discord Server








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 71 .｡.:✧ Hero ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 



The restaurant Siegfried guided them to was clearly a high-end establishment. 

It was so fancy that even Lagnis hesitated when she heard the name, immediately recognizing it.

It was a restaurant so renowned that its name was well known even in this medieval fantasy world.

As they learned, unlike the kingdom and neighboring countries, the empire’s infrastructure and overall industrial structure were considerably advanced. 

Promotion and evaluation through magazines and pamphlets were commonplace, making such recognition possible.

Indeed, the imperial streets they had walked through following Siegfried were not only more sophisticated than the kingdom’s but some areas even had a modern feel to them.

Even the kingdom’s capital wasn’t at this level, making one wonder how such a cultural difference could exist.

“Eat to your heart’s content! Within the empire, just mentioning my name will have everything paid for by the imperial family anyway,” Siegfried said.

“I can’t make heads or tails of these menu names,” Lagnis remarked.

“Is that so? Then I’ll order the chef’s recommendations for you. The chef here has incredible culinary skills. Whatever comes out, you’ll be able to enjoy it.”

Siegfried’s reactions were so contrary to his first impression that it would have been enough to suspect bipolar disorder or multiple personalities in a normal 18-year-old. 

While Lagnis was considerably bewildered and wary, Eldmia simply nodded and gulped down the fruit juice, tasting it for the first time in this other world.

Mm! Apple flavor!

“Excuse me, Mr. Egga? May I ask you something?” 

The elf, who had initially glared at Eldmia quite haughtily, now addressed him with an extremely submissive attitude.

“Sure. If it’s something I can answer.”

“That earring… did you… purchase it?”

She very cautiously inquired about the earring Eldmia always wore. 

Since Asirye had made it as a meaningful charm, the fact that she asked if it was purchased suggested that not all elves were familiar with this custom. 

Perhaps it was a tribal tradition?

“No, this was given to me by an acquaintance. Isn’t it pretty?”

“Eek! Yes! Very much so! I can almost feel the creator’s touch! The way it shines with a platinum glow is so beautiful!”

Did she just squeak? It didn’t seem likely that she would be this intimidated just because Eldmia had defeated the hero in a duel. 

Perhaps her initial sharp attitude was simply due to severe shyness.

In any case, it felt good to hear such praise for the earring Asirye had made!

“Haha. They told me it was crafted with magic. Would you like to take a closer look…”

“Kyaaah! No! It’s fine! I couldn’t possibly… Hyaak! No, that’s not what I meant! Surely if it was made with such care, it must have been created with Uncle Egga’s safety in mind, so it doesn’t feel right for me to touch it!”

What was this?

Everyone froze at her rapid-fire speech. 

Her compliment had seemed genuine, but perhaps she had some sort of obsessive-compulsive disorder in addition to being shy?

Yet the looks of surprise from Siegfried and the other two women suggested there was more to it… 

Eldmia couldn’t understand why. 

In any case, since she didn’t seem to welcome it, he stopped trying to remove the earring and just drank his beverage. 

Only then did the elf let out a sigh of relief and returned her body to its original position after having recoiled significantly.

“Well, if that’s how you feel about it.”

“Th-thank you.”

The narrator had no idea what she was thanking him for.

Ignoring the whispers between Esselua and the nun who were hovering around the elf whose name he still didn’t know, Siegfried changed the subject with a forced laugh.

“Anyway, Eldmia. What do you think a hero is?”

“Is that the kind of thing you ask out of the blue?”

Students at the academy unanimously stated that the reason for Hero Siegfried’s disastrous relationships with his peers was his thorough arrogance. 

Of course, the reasons for this perception differed slightly between males and females.

The males were generally angered by his existence, which negated everything they had trained for, while the females, though mostly similar, had a significant number who were furious that Siegfried didn’t even spare them a glance.

It was as if they were saying, “Just because you’re a hero, what makes you so great that you distinguish yourself from these three women and me, and don’t even acknowledge us?”

An insolent man, intoxicated by what was given to him for being a hero, which looked down on everything. 

And the three women were nothing more than prostitutes, always clinging to the hero in hopes of getting something from him. 

The most extreme rumors had gone that far.

Of course, these were nonsensical rumors. 

The trust relationship they had built was clearly not just a facade, even from Eldmia’s perspective. 

They didn’t show any wariness towards each other; rather, they trusted one another.

This was evident just from the concerned looks the two gave the elf who had just had a fit right in front of them.

Moreover, even in their first encounter, Siegfried had accepted Esselua’s advice, and he had done the same at the cafe. 

This alone proved he wasn’t insolent. 

He knew how to show basic consideration and could take advice from others, but the recipients of such behavior were simply limited.

And these three women had clearly met some specific conditions to become part of that limited group, just as he was now showing interest and favor towards the ELdmia.

“Well, I’d say… an anti-Demon Lord ultimate weapon?”

“Ha! As expected, I like you because your thinking is different from others right from the get-go. You think similarly to me, if nothing else.”

Siegfried smiled even though Eldmia had just treated the hero, himself, not as a person but as a weapon.

“Then how do you think someone who was human until yesterday would feel suddenly being treated as less than human?”

“It would feel like shit, wouldn’t it?”

When he answered without even a second of hesitation, Siegfried nodded again with a cheerful laugh. 

This guy turned out to have quite a lot of smiles.

“Correct answer! Alchemist!”

“…But I’m not an alchemist.”

“That’s not the point, you bastard! Anyway, the key is that it’s the right answer. That’s how I feel! But fuck, even worse, every damn person in every corner of town looks up to me like I’m something special.”

‘The savior of humanity.’ 

‘The one who will slay the Demon Lord.’ 

‘God’s representative.’ 

‘The light of the empire.’

The prophecy was received four years ago, wasn’t it? 

For an ordinary 14 or 15-year-old boy, it would have been an exhilarating experience, feeling as if the world revolved around him, already feeling like a hero.

But this guy was a reincarnator, just like Eldmia. 

Whether he had eaten his age through his asshole, was just a bit young, or short-sighted, setting all that aside, it meant his mental age was at least older than 14.

“If you grab a perfectly normal human and suddenly say, ‘Please save our tribe, oh hero. We’ll give you power befitting that role. But since we can’t give it for free, we’ll mess up the life you’ve lived until now,’ and throw them into some strange place, do you think they’d just say, ‘Oh, I see. Alright,’ and go along with that request?”

“Of course not. If it were me, I’d start by ripping apart the mouth that spewed such words.”

Of course, in this life, he had no complaints as he had died unfairly and gained another chance at life. 

Rather, he was living with religious devotion, even though he couldn’t specifically identify who to thank.

But judging from Siegfried’s reaction, it was clear that he was here in a completely different form from Eldmia.

“Exactly! This is the statement of someone with proper common sense! Lua, this won’t do. Let me drink some alcohol after all this time.”

“Geez. You like him that much? What happened to calling him an arrogant bastard and saying you’d kill him…”

“Come on, people can have misunderstandings at first meetings, you know.”

It seemed their thinking was similar. 

But the mistake was clearly his, right?

He was indeed a guy with slightly lacking manners.

As Siegfried called over a waiter to order something additional, Lagnis, who hadn’t been able to keep up with his continued high tension, slowly inched closer to Eldmia and quietly asked:

“What’s going on? It sounds like I’m about to hear the hero say he doesn’t want to do hero work?”

“It’s a bit more nuanced than that, but you’re roughly correct.”

“A-are we getting mixed up in something strange?”

“You don’t need to worry about that. More importantly, Siegfried is only interested in talking with me, so why don’t you chat with the women and try to find out some stuff?”

“Some stuff?”

“Like their relationships, how they ended up traveling together. That sort of stuff.”

Based on their recent reactions, he had some guesses.

Not harboring one-sided fantasies towards the existence of a hero. 

Not viewing being a hero as a privilege.

He thought they were able to become friends with Siegfried because they had such ideas.

He’s human too. 

No matter how great his abilities or how excellent he is, the loneliness and isolation that come from falling into an unknown world are beyond imagination.

Even he himself felt it, despite having a family when he was young.

In the midst of that, becoming a hero made it even harder to have normal, ordinary human relationships. 

If he had been born as such a being from the start, it might have been different, but just as the narrator’s previous life was ordinary, his probably was too.

Most people who approached him only praised him, tried to use him, or showed admiration and envy. 

Who would dare to simply try to be friends with a hero chosen by god?

He was no longer just Siegfried the human, but Siegfried the hero.

It went without saying that this situation was far more serious than people simply approaching for money.

At least there are many rich people in the world, right? 

It’s just that it wasn’t me.

While there might have been multiple reincarnated heroes in previous generations, right now there was only one Siegfried.

“Are you good at drinking?”

“I manage decently.”

“Hehe. Very good. This is what life’s about.”

As his thoughts reached that point, he started to understand a little why the guy behaved the way he did.

He had no intention of blindly following the words of whatever god or goddess had wrecked his life and thrown him into this other world.

But in a situation where he had no way to return, he couldn’t just watch the world he would have to live in fall apart. 

Moreover, the people were pitiful, and the fact that he had power was undeniable, so he couldn’t become a completely wicked person and found it difficult to ignore them.

So he helped. 

He exterminated monsters and eradicated bandits. 

Eventually, when the situation would arise, he would deal with the Demon Lord too.

However, he was hostile towards and obstructed all approaches and actions that tried to use him.

If he hadn’t met people who understood his inner feelings, he would have inevitably become isolated, but that wouldn’t have been a problem for him.

After all, he would have been alone wherever he was in this world anyway.

That’s not to say he was an idiot who pushed away even those who approached him without any ulterior motives while muttering “I’m all alone.” 

That’s why he traveled with those three, and why he was so happy to meet someone like Eldmia who didn’t see him as particularly special and could communicate with him.

“What’s up? What are you thinking about so hard?”

“I was wondering if I knew any expensive alcohol I could mooch off of you, hero.”

“Hey, you. No matter how much you think about it, it won’t even amount to half the price of the alcohol that’s about to come out.”

As he smiled confidently, showing his teeth, his appearance started to look a little less disagreeable.
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The dinner and drinking session with the hero didn’t last as long as expected.



Surprisingly, the hero’s body had a low tolerance for alcohol.

“You… hey? If I tell you not to do it, don’t do it, dammit.”

“This is driving me crazy, seriously.”

Whatever it was that she wasn’t supposed to do, Sieg, who had been forming coherent sentences when sober, had now reached a state where he was skipping the content in his head and only spitting out conclusions.

“Sieg. It’s late now. Let’s go back.”

“Huh? Is it? Then we should go. Girls shouldn’t be wandering around late at night in this fucked up world.”

“Sigh. I told you to watch your language.”

Unlike Eldmia and Lagnis, who could only look at him with cold eyes as he made a fool of himself after getting drunk, the three girls were smiling at him as if they found even this side of him lovable.

However, with his usual venomous demeanor gone and his eyes looking as innocent as a lamb’s, even I couldn’t deny feeling like I was looking at a dim-witted younger brother. 

As I was about to click my tongue at the sight, I poured myself another drink instead. 

That was when Esselua took Sieg’s glass away and spoke to me.

“Egga seems to be quite good at drinking. It’s rare to find someone who can drink this well among the people around here.”

“Is that so? I thought I was just drinking normally.”

It seemed that Yekaterina and Gin were indeed beyond the realm of common sense. 

Of course, if the alcohol here had been beer, I wouldn’t have been able to drink much due to feeling full, and if it had been soju, I wouldn’t have been able to drink it because of the taste. 

But since it was closer to whiskey in both taste and strength, I was able to enjoy it quite pleasantly.

In my previous life, I wouldn’t have been able to even taste such expensive types of alcohol, so I had to make the most of it now.

“Anyway, as Esselua said, it’s getting late, so let’s get up, Hero. Tomorrow isn’t a holiday, you know.”

“Ugh… There’s a sad legend about tomorrow…”

“What nonsense are you talking about?”

“I don’t believe in legends…”

I had been trying to maintain my composure, but I couldn’t help but frown. 

To think that the first drunk person I met in this other world would be the hero – the world is truly unpredictable.

“And you, huh? What’s with this ‘Hero’ crap? Call me Big Brother Sieg, dammit.”

“Why would I use a pet name for a guy? Stop saying disgusting things and get up. Is the hero losing it over just one bottle of alcohol?”

“I’m fine, you bastard…”

Of course, Sieg was far from fine. 

In the end, Esselua had to use magic to levitate him, and that was how we managed to leave the restaurant, and parted ways.

“Having a drinking party with the hero on the first day. You’ve got quite a talent.”

As soon as we left the restaurant, I couldn’t help but be surprised to see Radnelbandes leaning against a carriage, bursting into laughter as he watched the hero’s party leave for their lodgings. 

How on earth was this gentleman here?

“Don’t be surprised. The 4th Imperial Princess contacted the lodgings and asked for a carriage, so I came along.”

“4th Imperial Princess?”

“Hm? I mean Imperial Princess Esselua. Didn’t you know?”

She was an imperial princess?!

I was so shocked that I couldn’t even speak. 

As we got into the carriage, Lagnis sat down next to me and explained.

“She’s called an imperial princess, but in reality, she has virtually no right of succession, so it’s more like an honorary title. That’s why people gossip about the hero trying to gain succession rights through her when they see them together.”

“Forget about that for a moment. So, does that mean Zeke was groping the buttocks and breasts of an imperial princess all over the academy? Doesn’t the empire have laws against insulting the imperial family?”

“Of course they do. It’s just that she has so few rights that those laws don’t apply to her. They call her an imperial princess and provide her with enough funds to leave her completely fulfilled, but that’s about it.”

It was a reality that I couldn’t easily accept with my common sense, but since both of them seemed to take it for granted, I didn’t press the issue further.

Instead, as I listened to Lagnis explaining the day’s events to Radnelbandes, I reflected on the conversation I had with Siegfried.

He wasn’t completely thoughtless, so he didn’t reveal everything in our first meeting. 

After all, that dinner was more like a reconnaissance mission for both of us.

But one thing became clear: he wasn’t living recklessly without any thoughts. 

Siegfried, while a bit ill-mannered, wasn’t stupid. 

He clearly recognized that this world wasn’t a fairy tale fantasy world full of dreams and romance.

He was doing his best to protect himself under the premise of “equality” guaranteed by the academy. 

He was constantly exploring and understanding this unfamiliar world, trying to figure out how much freedom he was allowed within the title of hero.

Of course, it was also true that he was indulging in his desires in between.

“Although I can’t be certain yet, it seems the hero can be regarded as a hero after all. Thanks to Eldmia, just finding out that the first impression was merely an act could be considered the greatest achievement of this visit to the empire.”

“I feel like I’m constantly indebted to you. I need to repay you somehow.”

“It’s just something I stumbled upon by chance.”

“A talent who solves things others can’t do even when they try, just by chance encounters, is someone we should maintain good relations with through proper compensation, don’t you think?”

Radnelbandes answered with a very quiet laugh, perhaps because it was nighttime, he was indeed a respectable person with common sense. 

He was on a different level from those inconsiderate people who think they’re entitled to things just because they’re treated well.

“Well, we’ll think about that later. The lodgings that Count La Vender arranged for us are quite nice. It’s hard to believe they prepared such a place for people staying only a week.”

“It must be quite extraordinary in order for you to say that, Master, I’m suddenly curious. I hadn’t paid much attention to it all day.”

“When you see it, your curiosity might turn into suspicion. I can’t even guess what kind of ulterior motives the empire might have.”

While I wondered if we really needed to worry so much over just a house, but considering the welcome we received in the morning and the hero’s affairs, it seemed like a reasonable suspicion.

Above all, Radnelbandes didn’t strike me as someone who would make a fuss over nothing. 

Unlike me, who was just an ordinary commoner, he and Lagnis had unique positions in the kingdom.

It was clear that this visit was very important and serious for both of them, even if it didn’t seem related to me.

“Why would it not be related to you, you fool?”

“Huh?”

“The steward and attendant assisting Margrave Levien beat the hero in a duel, even if it was just practice. Do you really think that will end as just today’s surprising event?”

“Haha. Surely that can’t be. The rumor has already spread even among our servants who were unpacking at the lodgings.”

“What?”

Is the empire connected to the internet or something? How is this possible?

“You even had dinner with the hero today. You might be busier than me during our stay in the empire.”

All I could do in response to Lagnis, who explained with a snort, was sit in silence.

I could only look at Lagnis with an expression like a beaver watching a zookeeper demolish the house it had just built.
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As Radnelbandes had said, the lodgings prepared by Count La Vender were extraordinary. 

The mansion was already filled with incredibly luxurious items, even to my untrained eye.

It felt like a villa, which wasn’t too large, as if it was prepared to match our number.

However, with the alcohol taking effect and the shocking facts I had heard from Lagnis clouding my mind, I had no time to admire such things and could only wash up and go to sleep.

Just before falling asleep, I prayed that nothing would happen, and then I drifted off. 

It felt like I had only dozed off for a moment, but I was already greeting the bright morning, struggling to get up.

There was no hangover. 

I just didn’t want to get up because I knew that the reality that couldn’t be changed by mere prayers was about to come. 

After having breakfast prepared by the servants at the lodgings, getting ready for the academy, and boarding the carriage with Lagnis, we passed through what felt like an eternal journey to school and arrived at the academy.

At that moment, the nightmare became reality.

“Lord Eldmia! If it’s alright with you, would you like to have a serious conversation about swordsmanship with me?”

“Lord Egga! How long are you planning to stay in the empire? We’re having a small banquet at our family house in seven days, and perhaps… What? You’re leaving in six days? Since it’s a small banquet, it would be very easy to move up the schedule! Please do visit…!”

“Mr. Eldmia! Please give us swordsmanship guidance!”

It was like trying to secure a super rookie for a club activity; an absurdly large number of students were tracking our every move and trying to make contact.

At first, I naturally thought Lagnis would suffer like me, but to my surprise, not a single person approached her.

“We’re one step removed from the academy’s rules. I’m a Margrave. You’re a commoner attendant of a Margrave, even if you beat the hero. In other words, you’re an approachable commoner.”

Lagnis, who briefly resolved my doubts during the Introduction to Magic class, just smiled mischievously as if teasing me.

You’re laughing? 

Is this funny?

“Are you finding this amusing?”

“Of course. How can I not laugh? The Margrave Levien of Itisiel, whose attendant is also exceptionally skilled. The Margrave Levien of Itisiel, who can even use silent casting. My reputation is skyrocketing just by sitting still, you know?”

“I see why you find it amusing.”

Hearing that, I realized that while it was a bit troublesome for me, it was quite beneficial for her, so I couldn’t help but lose some of my anger.

Still, the thought of enduring this for the next six days was daunting, and my desire to cry remained unchanged. 

I wore a gloomy expression, and Lagnis laughed at the sight.

And so, when the Introduction to Magic class ended in that state of frustration…

“Mr. Eldmia! I love you!”

“Would you please consider dating me with the premise of marriage?”

“If you come to our family, we’re prepared to arrange a knight’s title for you right away…”

Lagnis’s expression began to turn ice-cold as she witnessed the sudden appearance of a new type of female student group.

Why was she biting her nails again…?
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However, Eldmia was always the man who found answers.

It wasn’t until after the second lunch break at the academy that I was able to find the freedom I so desperately wanted.

All the female students who were actively courting me in just one day were dealt with by the fairy tale knight Eldmia, so I could rest easy!

“You… didn’t just get dragged around in high society while you were with the Ogatorf family, did you?”

“Why would I go to such places? My life is already tight enough as it is.”

My fantastic eloquence and subtle sweet-talking were so perfect that even Lagnis, who was watching from the side, couldn’t hold back his admiration, applause, and smile. 

Of course, I knew this was just the first line of defense, but my iron fortress-like attitude would have driven away all the mediocre students, so it wouldn’t be as bad as today in the future.

However, as soon as Lagnis left her seat for a while, saying she had business to attend to as a Margrave, completely different beings began to torment me.

“Lord Eldmia. I would very much like to have a match with you.”

It was the zealous swordsmen who were even more enthusiastic about the Fairy tale knight. 

At first, I wondered why these people, who couldn’t even beat the hero and were grinding their teeth behind his back, were so desperately clinging to me. 

Surprisingly, it was Siegfried, who was eating his meal right in front of me, who gave me something close to an answer to that question.

“Those guys believe they can only get a sense of inferiority if they fight me, but they think they can gain skills if they fight you.”

“Skills?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Unless there are two heroes on the continent, you’re just one of the many people who aren’t a hero. So it’s a common  sentiment to think that they can learn something from you.”

In reality, it’s just mana, though.

My skills were limited to the elven swordsmanship I learned briefly from Asirye and the Ogatorf swordsmanship I learned in less than two years. 

Although I might have learned more than others who spent the same amount of time due to my quick learning, I couldn’t give them the new insights they were hoping for since I hadn’t learned any secret techniques. 

However, since I couldn’t go around advertising that I used mana, it seemed this struggle would continue until the day I returned to the kingdom.

Lately, I felt like exhausting events were just piling up one after another.

“That’s why I’m making such a great contribution in clearing away the flies around you. You had it all planned out, didn’t you?”

Despite being completely drunk, Siegfried’s words were as clear as if he had no hangover, and they were both annoying and not entirely wrong. 

The extreme sparring maniacs, who were mostly in no condition to be reasoned with, gave up approaching as soon as Siegfried appeared, as if by magic.

Right in the corner of the cafeteria, a whole table was filled with guys who were ready to approach as soon as Siegfried disappeared, their eyes burning with determination.

The hero’s abilities were certainly effective.

“Just how ruthlessly did you have to act to be this effective at repelling bugs?”

“Hey, you punk, don’t call me a bug repellent.”

Despite his words, Siegfried was in high spirits.

“I came here to give you a heads up and some information to help you out, thinking you might be in a tough spot. Don’t get involved in any weird places. If you act like that, you’ll miss out on good information.”

“Aren’t you overlooking the fact that I’m just an attendant of a noblewoman who’s returning to her kingdom in six days?”

What did information matter when I wasn’t even going to live here?

However, despite my lukewarm response, Siegfried smiled leisurely.

“The important thing is that no one is overlooking that. You and the Margrave were called here because of me, right? But do you think the Empire summoned you anticipating my defeat?”

“That… wouldn’t be the case, right?”

If they had anticipated that, it wouldn’t be a matter of knowing me or not, but rather a level of predicting the future. Even I didn’t know I would be able to beat the hero intact, so how could they have expected such a thing?

“Of course not. The Empire has been… um, planning this for quite a long time, under the pretext of education – ever since they brought me here. It’s a plan not only to show me off and reaffirm the Empire’s position but also to gain new interests for defeating the Demon King.”

“This smells like a very long introduction, but is this story really related to the information you said you were going to give me? It doesn’t seem like it.”

“That’s because I’ve been working hard all this time. Just listen for now.”

Nibbling on his meal, Siegfried continued speaking, lightly ignoring my sarcasm.

“The first step of that plan got screwed up because I didn’t do what the Empire wanted, but do you think something like the Empire would give up with just that? As a backup plan, they aimed to put shackles on me using diplomatic issues as an excuse this time.”

“You knew that and still charged at me?”

“Of course, you punk. I was confident I could end it with moderation. I was also confident I wouldn’t go as far as the diplomatic issues they wanted.”

Although his appearance was that of an 18-year-old young man, Siegfried was also a reincarnator. 

It was natural, if natural at all, that he wouldn’t be easily swayed by plans made assuming he was a thoughtless kid.

“But unintentionally, by losing to you, I was able to mess up the Empire’s backup plan as well. But this is a situation on a different level from simply not taking the bait they threw.”

The hero’s fork pointed at me nonchalantly. 

I didn’t believe that beating the hero destined to save the world in a match would bring no changes to my life, but hearing it from someone else’s mouth gave me a unique feeling.

“A day is a fucking long time for nobles, Eldmia. A really fucking long time. They’re already aiming for you too.”

“…Aren’t they being too zealous just because I won once in a match against a hero who’s still growing?”

“Are you severely underestimating both my skills and yours?”

Muttering about where such a guy came from, Siegfried grinned, showing his teeth.

“What’s the point of saying it? Just accept it. With that one match, you instantly skyrocketed your… shit. You raised your value.”

It meant that something very troublesome that I needed to be careful about had increased. 

There seemed to be even a subtle sympathy in Siegfried’s face as he muttered softly.

“But is that something to be so wary of?”

“What?”

To be honest, I thought any country would act similarly if they could hold the joker card of a hero, but Siegfried seemed to have a strange hostility towards the Empire. 

They didn’t seem to be mistreating him or forcibly restricting his actions, so why was that?

Having lived in the kingdom for 15 years, I could confidently say this. 

The Empire was an Empire. 

It was a country that had developed to the point of easily surpassing other countries in all aspects. 

The Academy mentioned equality and focused on recruiting talent, and even mobilized tremendous technology.

If the treatment was similar everywhere, the difference was clear enough that there was no reason to deliberately kick away the Empire. 

To exaggerate a bit, if other places were medieval, at least the capital here was close to modern levels.

From an ordinary perspective, if such an Empire wanted to employ me, it would be more than welcome to do so.

“Honestly, I don’t know about other countries, but compared to the kingdom, the Empire’s culture and technology are unbelievably advanced. Wouldn’t most people accept if the Empire offered a position?”

“Well… this is a bit tricky to talk about, so I can’t tell you yet. But for now, don’t think that just because it looks good, the process is good too. There’s a reason why I think this place is shitty too.”

I think people’s lives are the same everywhere. 

It seems I need to work more on my favor to uncover Siegfried’s secrets.



“From the way you say ‘yet’, it seems you think there will be a chance to tell me someday?”

“I guess so? I’m usually right about these hunches. You look like someone I’ll be seeing for a long time.”

“What kind of creepy thing are you saying…”

“I’m telling you it’s true. Even if you go back in 6 days, you’ll see a lot of me. I have a feeling.”

As a fellow reincarnator, it wouldn’t be bad to see someone from the same place often after 15 years, but how can he be so confident when he doesn’t even know that?

…Is his hunch really that good?

“Is that why you’re telling me all this, because you have a hunch?”

“Yeah. Do you think it’s common for me to move separately from my women and meet a guy? It’s all because I’m looking out for my little brother.”

Now he’s treating me like a sworn brother.

Even while talking the most enthusiastically, Siegfried had already finished his meal. No, I’ve only eaten half of mine while listening?

“When did you finish your meal?”

“I’m naturally fast at eating. Due to some shitty experiences.”

This guy.

Was he a veteran? 

Even in my past life, I couldn’t break the habit of eating quickly.

Standing up and lightly stretching his neck as if he had said everything he wanted to say, Siegfried wrapped up the conversation.

“Anyway, that was the most important part of what I wanted to say. The rest is… starting from today, there will be tourists coming to see me from other countries, just like you guys, so things might get a bit complicated.”

“Actually, I’m more curious about those stories you just told me? Weren’t we the only ones coming?”

“I told you, didn’t I? My losing to you wasn’t part of the plan. They wanted to show me off to more countries and create more opportunities for me to make mistakes. You guys are just receiving special treatment among them. Well, I’m not sure what they’re aiming for with that special treatment.”

As if talking about something unrelated to himself, Siegfried finished speaking with an interested smile.

“At least one thing is certain now: not only the Margrave, but also you are included in their scheme. The envoys from other countries will probably know this when they come too.”

Fuck.

If that guy had been just a little less of a jerk, I could have just lost casually and been done with it.

[T/N: Sorry for the late upload, been busy today. Anyways, I can’t wait for all of this setup to pay off eventually lmao]

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord
 



[Recruitment Notice]






› We are recruiting Korean Translators for more details please join our Discord Server








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 74 .｡.:✧ Hero ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

In the end, because Siegfried didn’t wait for me to finish my meal, my short break was invaded by the sparring parrots.

They say even dogs aren’t bothered when eating, but these guys clearly regarded me as less than a dog.

When I complained about this to Lagnis, who had returned after finishing her business, she laughed as if she found it ridiculous.

“To think the hero would say such things. You must have really taken a liking to him, huh? It’s not exactly wrong, though.”

Lagnis seemed more surprised by the fact that Siegfried had such a normal perspective to observe the surrounding situation, rather than the fact that he had approached me directly to give such advice.

Still, before we met, my evaluation wasn’t this harsh. 

Even Lagnis, who had suffered this type of life since childhood, viewed Siegfried’s actions negatively. 

The thought suddenly crossed my mind that he might really be treated like a good-for-nothing in the Empire.

“By the way, to even know about the visit from a foreign country, it seems the 4th Princess has been steadily providing information. According to Marquis Vender, this was something only a few among the Emperor’s faction knew about.”

“Hm? Was that what you met about today?”

“That’s right. I couldn’t show my face all day yesterday.”

“Hmm. I see.”

“…Just to be clear, we only had a normal conversation?”

“Well, of course you did.”

“Really?”

For some reason, Lagnis emphatically insisted that they only exchanged light greetings and casual conversation about recent events, even reporting the trivial details as if making a report. 

The rest of the classes passed in this fashion, and the day went by. 

It was a fairly uneventful day, except for the intense reactions from those around me.

However, the problem came the next day.

“Hmm. So you’re the commoner who defeated the hero?”

A nobleman, dressed in a way that clearly flaunted his foreign origin, approached us as we got out of the carriage and suddenly addressed me.

With curly blonde hair, a jewel-decorated scabbard, a sword fixed to a belt embroidered with gold thread, and rings with gems large enough to be used as knuckles on each finger, this impressive nobleman surveyed me condescendingly, accompanied by three servants, with an extremely arrogant attitude.

The fact that he recognized me meant he should also know who Lagnis beside me was, yet this was his reaction? 

Openly scrutinizing me like he was evaluating a servant in front of their master?

“…Who…”

Lagnis was about to open her mouth, maintaining her composure as much as possible despite being dumbfounded by this sight. 

The man, who looked most similar to the medieval nobles in my memory but with an extremely crude opulence added, continued speaking while stroking the pommel of the sword at his waist.

Completely ignoring Lagnis, he said:

“I want to see your skills. Follow me.”

And then, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, he started walking towards the sparring grounds without even checking my intention?

Under my neatly ironed wine-colored half-cloak, which the servants had diligently prepared as always, I felt as if the bad Eldmia and the worse Eldmia were crawling out for the first time in a while. 

Sharing this incredulous feeling with the Eldmias in my mind, I stared at the man, taking a step. 

Sensing something amiss, he turned his head and suddenly frowned, raising his voice slightly.

“What are you doing? I’m a busy man.”

Is he crazy?

Is this some kind of madness?

Whoa, whoa. 

Let’s calm down, little Eldmias. 

Even if it’s an astronomical probability, isn’t it the duty of a true modern person to at least check?

I discreetly held back Lagnis, who was about to rush forward with her face turning red with indignation, and then I asked the only possibility that could justify such behavior:

“Are you the Emperor?”

Honestly, it would be rude even if he were the Emperor, but it could be excusable.

Conversely, if he wasn’t the Emperor, treating me like his subordinate in this way while Lagnis, my nominal master, was standing right there with her eyes wide open, was not just an unimaginable discourtesy but an atrocity on par with spitting in our faces.

That’s why the numerous students who happened to witness this absurd scene as they passed by stopped in their tracks, aghast. 

The more noble-minded students turned pale with shock, even though it wasn’t their business.

That’s how fucking ridiculous this was. 

Of course, I knew he wasn’t the Emperor, but wasn’t this a situation where I had no choice but to ask if he was?

The man’s gaze at me was quite different from the others.

“Ahem. Although I have the bearing of nobility ingrained in me, to be mistaken for His Majesty the Emperor. It feels good…”

Huh? 

Is this idiot taking this as a compliment?

Not wanting to see his face contorting into a smirk any longer, I cut him off mid-sentence.

“If you’re not even the Emperor, with what confidence are you publicly tarnishing the honor and insulting my master, Lagnis Lien da Levien, the Margrave of Itiesle’s borderlands?”

“…What?”

No, Why are you making a face like you can’t believe this?

The man openly frowned, clearly displeased and irritated.

“How dare you mention the paltry honor of some Itiesle noble and…”

“Draw your sword.”

“Huh?”

“I have no words to exchange with you. Draw your sword.”

To prevent any other nonsense, I drew my sword first and held it upright for the duel oath. Just with that, the surroundings that had been frozen like ice began to stir, and busy movements started. 

The nobleman’s three servants stepped forward with grim expressions, shielding their master.

“If you lack the skill to fight directly, appoint a champion. Having failed to prevent the insult to my master’s honor before my very eyes, the only options left to me now are to die in a duel here or to kill you or your champion to belatedly restore my master’s honor.”

I might look like I’m always playing the butler, but I’ve been eating the food of the Ogatorf family, one of the top knight families in the kingdom, for over a year and even studying to become a wandering knight.

To become a wandering knight, there was an unimaginable prerequisite of having to memorize the chivalric codes of other countries as well. 

Whether it was to avoid clashing with knights from other countries due to ideological differences while wandering here and there, or for whatever reason, I had to know it all.

So I memorized it, and thus I could be certain.

This treatment warranted a legal duel anywhere on the continent.

Even if I had immediately split his skull in extreme anger, and it turned out he was some duke of a country, it would still be legally justifiable as extenuating circumstances.

And Eldmia Egga, hired as an attendant and personal butler for a week, as a true intellectual who knows how to be faithful to his duties, cannot just let such a shitty situation pass.

“Now…”

“I am Eldmia Ehga. Son of Radan Egga and Ebisher Luina, an apprentice walking the path of knighthood learning the sword of Ogatorf, and a single blade who has sworn to wander for the peace of the kingdom and the tranquility of its people in the future. I have come here pledging to serve and protect my master, but having failed to prevent the insult to my master’s honor, I swear by all the gods that I will surely right this wrong.”

I never imagined there would come a day when I would recite a duel declaration, but that day was today.

Everywhere I go, there’s no end to incidents and accidents. 

I really can’t predict what will happen in my life, from one day to the next.

But anyway, I had to finish the declaration.

“I lost my master’s honor in this place, so I will regain it in this place. Until then, I will neither sheathe my sword nor open my mouth.”

A chaotic riot began, with spectating students scattering in all directions to find professors.

“Do you know who I am…”

“Young master. It’s already too late.”

Seeing the three men I thought were servants interrupt their master with bitter expressions, I suspected they might be knights or apprentices themselves. 

Given their clear reactions, they were probably knights.

But the nobleman himself still spoke to them with an expression and tone that mixed irritation and disbelief.

“What do you mean it’s too late?”

“That young man has already declared a duel and sworn silence. If we try to leave, he will pursue us and cut us down… Even if the Emperor were to come, he won’t open his mouth until the duel is over.”

“This is absurd. I heard he had matched the hero, so I thought I’d see his skills, but he doesn’t know his place and insults me like this?”

He was truly a miraculous man who made me doubt my ears every time he opened his mouth. 

Rather, it was his servants who seemed to have some sense, as they at least understood the situation.

“There’s no helping it.”

“Kill him. He’s worthless.”

“…Then I will.”

Not being able to sense aura is more inconvenient than one might think. 

Since I really had no clue how skilled this guy was, I couldn’t tell whether I should moderate my strength or go all out in most situations.



But if I had to kill him no matter what, none of that mattered.

As the two men escorting the nobleman retreated to a suitable distance, the brown-haired man with the most impressive build among the three drew his sword and spoke.

“I am Rag Wenstera, the champion. I draw my sword for the honor of Gwillo Vus Belluin, the firstborn son and rightful heir of my master, Baron Zagnella Vus Belluin. I… apologize to you.”

What was this? 

Self-aggrandizement? 

Was he implying that he would win?

If nothing else, I could sense complacency dripping from his words.

Finding that sight extremely vexing, I drew up my magical power while he made a simple bow and took his stance.

“Let’s be…”

And just as he was about to take a step forward while muttering quietly, I dove in and sliced through his neck as I passed by.

It was as expected, and nothing remarkable. 

In my experience, most people whose aura I couldn’t sense well failed to block my surprise attack when I deliberately exploited an opening.

I was just inwardly impressed by how much better the sword cut than I had expected, I was now familiar with the acceleration.

Come to think of it, this was the first time I had cut anything with this sword. 

Should I say it lived up to being a sword handed over directly by a dwarven master craftsman? 

Compared to the one I used before, it cut so cleanly that I couldn’t even feel any resistance. 

I understood why people kept talking about dwarves.

“Huh…?”

I looked at the nobleman and the two remaining servants who still couldn’t grasp the situation even as the cleanly severed head fell to the ground.

“Rag… with one strike…?”

And seeing them unable to close their mouths, I raised my sword again and resumed the stance I had taken at the beginning.

The servants’ faces turned pale upon seeing this. 

Regardless, since one duel had ended, I spoke the words I could now utter:

“The champion’s skill was poor, not even worth weighing against the lost honor.”

Duels in this other world had a terrible aspect. 

It didn’t matter when it was between the parties directly involved, but when a champion was put forward, this terribleness came to the fore.

The duel wasn’t over until I sheathed my sword.

It wouldn’t end unless they put forward a new champion or apologized and begged for forgiveness. 

Even then, the latter required appropriate compensation.

And the fact that they had turned pale meant that this bastard was the type of person who would never apologize.

Did they think I had beaten the hero in a game of flicking tiles? 

Well, let’s see how far this goes.

[T/N: I always love seeing eldmia go mad, it’s a shame the other guy was fucking terrible]

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord
 



[Recruitment Notice]






› We are recruiting Korean Translators for more details please join our Discord Server








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 75 .｡.:✧ Hero ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“I am an envoy from the Kingdom of Rudra! How dare you kill my attendant?!”

Gwillo was an unexpectedly formidable opponent. 

Even in this state, he was still genuinely angry and couldn’t escape the belief that he was being treated unfairly.

It was almost laughable. 

Although I had only met a handful of people who could be called part of the power elite during my 15 years, I never imagined I’d encounter such an imbecile in the form of a foreign nobleman from a different country.

But if he came on the empire’s invitation like Lagnis, shouldn’t he have had something going for him? 

Why was he so idiotic?

“I’ll kill you right now!”

“Y-Young master! You must restrain yourself! Given that he killed Rag with one blow, his skills are far from ordinary!”

No, you fools. 

Shouldn’t you have thought that way from the moment I defeated the hero in a duel?

By this point, I seriously began to suspect that these guys were uniquely stupid, lacking even basic common sense.

“Shut up!”

Gwillo shouted as he drew his sword.

“Despite giving you a chance to atone for your rudeness with death, you dare kill my attendant! I can’t believe such dishonor exists! I’ll kill you with my own hands!”

Truly, without lying, at this moment, this bastard was the hero. 

Is this what it means to be unable to win with logic because words don’t get through?

Is that… a nobleman of Rudra?

“Flame!”

I noticed the drawn sword and the ring he was wearing begin to shine as if resonating, gradually converting magical power into mana.

Is it shining? 

Perhaps my senses were just interpreting it that way, and there was nothing unusual about it.

What was certain was that, judging from the ring absorbing magical power, the word he just shouted was an activation phrase, and it was a form of magic that activated through the interaction of the ring and the sword.

I didn’t know if he was average or above average for a nobleman of this country called Rudra, but at least his statement about killing me right away seemed sincere, regardless of its feasibility.

Still, his confidence suggested he was at least stronger than the attendant from earlier. 

Or was he just blindly charging in with an arrogant attitude, trusting only his equipment?

“Strengthen Body!”

Another ring sparkled, this time visibly affecting his body, but even as I stared blankly, I couldn’t figure it out.

At first, I thought the purpose might have been to gather young talents from each country under the same pretext as Lagnis to form a hero party, but seeing such a character with no consideration for personality appear all at once made that hypothesis seem unlikely.

“Strengthen Strength! Strengthen Endurance! Strengthen Eye Power!”

While I was pondering such things, he was busy shouting in a clear voice, using the power of his rings.

Of course, I could have killed him about seven times in that interval, but shouldn’t I make the most of sending one noble bastard to heaven? 

I had to put on the best show possible before killing him, to prevent any complaints.

I was actually finding some amusement in this idiotic battle preparation I was seeing for the first time in this life. The duel had already begun the moment he drew his sword, so I could have rushed in and cut him down without a peep, but he didn’t even show impatience, as if it was natural for me to wait for all this preparation.

Well, it’s probably because of that kind of thinking that he was even yelling at me in reverse after committing such an atrocity.

“Magic Barrier! Physical Barrier!”

Damn, but regardless of the entertainment, it was taking too long. 

If he hadn’t declared a duel, I would have thrown a sarcastic comment every time he activated something, but I got a thousand years of regret that I can’t do that.

After that, he took his first step into the duel confidently only after reinforcing his equipment and even enhancing his magical power.

“You uncivilized lowborn. Burn to death as you realize your place.”

-Whoosh!

He wasn’t smiling. 

He was really just angry. 

Even at this moment, the first shocking impact was the incredibly fresh absurdity of his attitude, truly believing he had been insulted.

The second shock was that despite all that enthusiastic reinforcement, he was slow enough to make me yawn.

“Haah!”

I had no intention of engaging in close combat with him as he swung his flaming sword, so I stepped back, deflecting his sword sideways while suppressing the urge to tell him to control his breathing instead of putting strength into his battle cry.

-Clang!

I struck with the same sensation as when I had vertically split the sword of his subordinate, Pavera or whatever his name was, in the forest, but his sword just rang out sharply and bounced off intact. 

Well, to say he was intact might be a bit inaccurate, since his balance was broken as the sword bounced back enough to disrupt his posture, but at least the sword was intact.

For now, I launched a kick with all my might towards his exposed solar plexus.

-Oof!

“Gack?!”

Oh. 

I kicked as if it would be fine even if his heart burst and he died, but it felt like only his ribs were slightly injured. 

Was this the effect of the “Strengthen Body” magic? It’s quite impressive.

There wasn’t even a feeling of anything breaking, so he should have been able to regain his posture, but he was busy clutching his solar plexus while drooling. 

Because of this, I secretly hoped he might die a miserable death by his own flaming sword touching his body, but unfortunately, that didn’t happen.

It seemed like his power was closer to borrowing the power of spirits rather than magic. 

Despite relying on equipment, everyone except me seemed to fight well with the help of spirits.

“H-How dare… a lowborn kick me with a dirty foot…!”

This time, I really wanted to put down my sword and give a standing ovation. 

He’s still angry about that at this point? 

This guy is truly something else.

He was so full of himself that I wanted to take his head off right away, but I patiently restrained myself.

And that patience was rewarded around the time he finally managed to catch his breath.

“Stop! Stop right now!”

Although one person had already died, an academy official appeared quite quickly. 

It probably meant that one of the students scattering in all directions had successfully completed their task.

It was a man I was seeing for the first time despite having attended eight classes in two days. 

Judging from the subtle aura emanating from him, he seemed to be quite skilled.

But Gwillo, who had already been kicked by me and lost his mind, expressed his anger towards the man as well.

“Who are you! How dare you try to stop me!”

Didn’t this bastard say he was the son of a baron? 

Anyone would think he was at least a marquis. 

Maybe ranks are reversed in the Kingdom of Rudra?

Still, even though his solar plexus must have been hurting from my kick, making it difficult to breathe, he shouted quite well.

“I am Wade Palmahon, the professor in charge of the Combat Department. Who are you to… Good heavens, blood has already been spilled.”

The professor who introduced himself as Wade frowned as if troubled, looking at the corpse of the guy called Rag lying behind me. 

But there was no reproach or bewilderment in his expression.

It was just the face of a working adult annoyed at having to deal with a troublesome matter.

“…It’s a pleasure to meet you, Eldmia Egga. I’ve heard many rumors about you and wanted to meet you, but I didn’t expect to encounter you in this way.”

Instead of answering, I just nodded lightly, but Wade, having heard the situation, didn’t try to make me speak by asking questions. 

Instead, he turned to Gwillo and opened his mouth.

“I’ve already been informed of the situation. I don’t know who you are, but that’s precisely why I understand you’re one of the empire’s guests. Apologize for your rudeness immediately and cease this duel.”

“Th-This…! You’re telling me to apologize?! To that bastard who not only killed my attendant but also insulted me by kicking me with his dirty foot?!”

“You were the one who was rude to the Margrave of Itisiel in the first place. Numerous students came running, all saying the same thing. Just as you are a guest of the empire, this person is also a guest of the empire and a Margrave of a kingdom. I don’t know how it is in Rudra, but if I had received such rudeness, I would have drawn my sword as well.”

Wade already knew the cause of the incident, perhaps because more than one or two students had sought him out. 

He impressed me with his calmness, not raising his voice even in this absurd situation, but Gwillo once again surprised me with an unimaginably stupid statement.

“Shut up! Even if it costs me my life, I will never kneel and apologize to that lowborn! Step aside now if you don’t want to burn to death!”

“Have you forgotten that you’re in the middle of a duel?! Eldmia Egga has dedicated this duel to the gods of Itisiel! You’re truly putting your life on the line!”

“Since that bastard has staked his life, I’ll take it myself!”

Hmm. 

Our friend Gwillo seemed to have lived without knowing that words spoken in a duel are as weighty as an oath. 

I hope he’ll be glad to have learned this, even if it’s while dying.

After declaring that he wouldn’t apologize even at the cost of his life, there was nothing more to see. 

I quickly closed the distance with Gwillo, avoiding Wade who was trying to intervene between us while saying something, and swung my sword with all my might.

I had some expectations, but as expected, he couldn’t react.

“Ah…”

The duel ended with what might have been Wade’s sigh or the sighs of watching students, I couldn’t tell which.

Gwillo’s head, which had soared high into the sky because I deliberately twisted my sword at the moment of beheading, rolled on the ground after falling a while later.

“Pathetic.”

I really wanted to curse him with every swear word imaginable, but since I had to act like a knight from a fairy tale, I ended it with one word and took out a handkerchief from my pocket to wipe my sword.

I wanted to wipe it on his corpse to save the handkerchief, but I decided to endure that as well.

“Is there anything else I need to do, Professor Wade?”

After wiping off the blood and sheathing my sword, I looked at Wade, who shook his head after letting out a long sigh.

“Of course not. It was a legal and sacred duel that took place within the empire. If the Kingdom of Rudra protests, they will face the emperor’s wrath.”

After listening to Gwillo’s nonsensical ranting until just now, hearing the words of a sensible intellectual felt like a huge temperature difference.

Still, satisfied with the answer, I lightly bowed to him and then approached Lagnis, who had been quietly watching all of this with her arms folded.

Probably only I noticed the satisfaction visible in a corner of her seemingly serious and expressionless face.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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If one were to ask the people of the Empire of Eshnua who the next emperor would be, opinions would be divided between the first princess and the second prince. 

However, within the imperial family, everyone unanimously treated Esmée Bistim Tel Nua, the first princess, as the next emperor.

This was true even for the emperor’s eight other children, excluding her. 

She possessed most of the qualities required to succeed the emperor.

Intelligence, charisma, magical aptitude, and more.



While she excelled in all areas except swordsmanship, what shone brightest was her unpredictable intelligence.

It took her only three years to end the conflicts within the imperial family, crush factions, and completely eradicate the root of succession disputes by using nothing but her cold intellect. 

Because of this, she was the undeniable heir to the throne.

Therefore, all matters related to the Hero, who could become the empire’s core strength, passed through her hands. 

She was the first to receive reports when incidents occurred, the first to review plans for utilizing the Hero, and it was also her job to receive reports on the various day-to-day matters that arose around him.

That’s why Esmée disliked the Hero.

It wasn’t because of the Hero’s seemingly profligate behavior. 

Esmée knew her younger sister, Esselua, well. 

If the Hero had been a morally bankrupt individual, Esselua would never have stood by his side. 

So, regardless of the reports she heard, Esmée firmly believed that the Hero was someone who was pretending to be dissolute, while harboring ulterior motives.

She hated that the Hero was born in the same era as her. 

If he had been born after her time, or much earlier so that he could have defeated the Demon King long ago, it would have reduced one of her overflowing tasks.

She had been experiencing days of overwork, and the Hero was one of the biggest culprits causing her workload to increase sporadically.

That was how it had been until just two days ago.

“Aaaaaargh!!!”

“P-Princess! Please calm yourself!”

“How can I calm down now?!”

Her snow-white hair remained silky smooth and voluminous no matter how much she messed it up or pulled at it. 

Therefore, her personal maid who managed her appearance had no worries even when Esmée pulled at her hair.

However, it was a different matter when she thrashed about, pounding on her desk. 

Esmée’s actions, unable to contain her frustration and seeming ready to destroy her surroundings, were more likely to harm herself than the objects around her.

Among all her outstanding talents, Esmée was so physically weak that she couldn’t learn swordsmanship, and she possessed a smaller and frailer body than her siblings.

The maid quickly rushed in to physically restrain Esmée’s thrashing before she could seriously hurt herself. 

The enraged Esmée continued to struggle vigorously, but it was a futile effort.

“What is this person thinking? Why is he defeating the Hero as if it’s natural?! And why did that imbecile from Rudra suddenly drop dead?!”

The initial goal had been to create a connection between the Hero and the Margrave of Itisel.

Unlike the previous Levian Margrave, she was considered to be loved by mana. 

From the day rumors spread in the empire that even the battle mage Radnelbandes had set aside everything to focus solely on her education, she had been slated to become a member of the Hero’s party to eventually subjugate the Demon King. 

Of course, Lagnis herself wouldn’t know about this, but making it happen had been Esmée’s job, and what she did best.

She believed that if they could create enough reasons for Lagnis to become disillusioned with Itisel amidst the power struggles between the royalist and noble factions and the subsequent war, there was a possibility she could be naturalized into the empire.

If the Hero showed interest, and if they could arrange frequent meetings just enough for her to notice the Hero’s true intentions that Esmée couldn’t understand, like Esselua did, there was a good chance it could happen.

But then an unexpected individual appeared and took all of the Hero’s attention.

Eldmia Egga.

A mysterious man who allegedly wore the guardian emblem of the High Elves. 

That alone should have elevated him to a person of interest, but on his first day of visit, he defeated the Hero.

His name had been mentioned during the investigation into Lagnis’s background, so he wasn’t completely unknown. 

However, the information Esmée could obtain was limited to his activities in the capital, and she firmly believed he was merely an employee temporarily lent to her due to connections with the Ogatorf family.

Although she had heard that he wore a platinum earring on one side as an external characteristic, what sane person would guess he was a High Elf guardian based on that alone? 

There were only a handful of records of humans obtaining such a thing in the first place!

Even she only knew about it because there was an ancestor among the previous emperors who had made a marriage alliance with a High Elf and abdicated the throne, leaving records behind. 

If not for that, there would have been no way to recognize it.

She never imagined that her momentary deviation of reading such things when she still believed in romance would be so helpful.

“How could such an idiot have been praised as the future leader of Rudra’s next generation of magic knights?! Do all those Rudra bastards wear their heads as mere decorations?!”

Magic Knight Gwillo Vus Belluin. 

The young lion of Rudra. 

A man who would have been called a viscount if just a month had passed. 

At only 18 years old, he was a talent recognized to that extent. 

He was one of the geniuses invariably mentioned when people who liked to talk about the “Age of Heroes” spoke.

That’s why she had planned to invite him and arrange a meeting with the Hero according to her plan.

“What genius?! What an imbecile! Who wrote the report on this guy?! How could his ‘excessive pride as a noble’ be dismissed at that level?! It’s negligence! I’ll have them severely punished!”

“Princess, please…!”

Due to her small stature of less than 150 cm even at 18 years old, Esmée’s thrashing was not at all threatening. 

The arms and legs she swung in anger were so weak they could hardly even penetrate a doll.

But the words she uttered were by no means light. 

The old butler watching the not-quite-struggle between Esmée and the maid quietly sent someone to prepare documents on who the investigators were.

“Huff… huff… Olend!”

As expected, Esmée, who lacked physical stamina, quickly tired out. 

Although she still didn’t seem to have calmed down, the reason she called the old butler’s name was clear, so he bowed slightly and answered.

“We have already sent a letter to Rudra.”

“What did you write?!”

“The death of Lord Guilbe and its cause. Also, content proving it was a fair duel, the time of transfer of the body and belongings, and a request for an envoy to discuss this matter.”

“And the deadline?!”

“We emphasized that they should prepare to come immediately, today.”

“Very good! Prepare for an outing at once!”

“Although we urged haste, it will still take some time for the envoy to arrive…”

Olend, who was raising his upper body while trailing off, saw Esmée trying to tear off her work dress with force, and the maid half-screaming with a tearful face. 

He sighed and bowed again.

Esmée shouted over his head.

“Those guilty ones committed the crime, why should I wait for them first?! It’s Eldmia! Prepare to go to the academy!”

“I shall obey your command.”

As Olend was about to leave the room, still bowing and turning his body 180 degrees, Esmée added:

“Also prepare and submit documents on those who submitted the report on Guilbe!”

“They are already being prepared. I will ensure you can review them in the carriage.”

“Excellent!”

Hoping that there would be valid reasons for their erroneous reports, Olend left the room.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“Lord Eldmia!!!”

“Please! Please teach us!”

“Marry me, Eldmia!”

“Lord Egga, please…!”

Shit. 

Shit. 

Shit.

That Lord of the Rings bastard. 

He was much more famous than I thought.

What? The young lion of Rudra? 

Call him the dog of Rudra instead!

She had anticipated falling into madness again, captivated by Eldmia’s charm, but due to his fame, that madness far exceeded her expectations. 

Lagnis smiled at me as I was utterly exhausted from trying not to break my fairy tale knight mode while being tormented endlessly since morning classes.

“Now I can understand that ridiculous confidence of his.”

“It’s truly nothing but useless information.”

Although the information was junk food in itself, the man’s death was very beneficial to Lagnis. 

With the rights and wrongs clearly established, even the empire was siding with us, and thanks to the super-premium frog-in-a-well Guilbe, whom no one could have imagined, she explained that we might even be able to extract compensation from the Kingdom of Rudra.

“If it had been within Rudra, it might have been different, but he came all the way to the empire and acted so arrogantly. The next envoy will probably feel like they’re losing all their hair.”

Moreover, he wasn’t just some ragtag individual, but a strong candidate for the next leader of Rudra’s Magic Knight Order. 

Given that he had been so insulting and disrespectful, Lagnis said that if Itisel decided to pursue the matter, it would be possible to push the narrative that he had intended to provoke a war with his insults.

Still, it was surprising that he had that much ability.

“His skills were terrible. He would have lost after lasting about ten rounds even if he fought Cheryl .”

“…Perhaps he lacked practical experience.”

“Hmm. Is that so?”

His body, covered in buffs like some kind of strengthening thing or whatever, was quite sturdy. 

Maybe he died without fully demonstrating his skills because he had little experience of being hit and underestimated me.

Was it because the memory of Delt, who had reacted to my attack and accepted his death, remained in a corner of my mind? 

Everyone who fell short of that seemed lackluster.

The standards of strength in this other world were truly beyond my understanding.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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There was a figure who, despite being present for only a fleeting moment, remained unforgettable in my life. For me, that figure was Delt.



He was the one who, in order to kidnap Lagnis, mobilized two wyverns, their riders, and four individuals approaching the level of semi-knights, striving for perfection even in a remote village.

Although because of him I had to perform a skydive without a parachute… my amazement at him didn’t diminish just because he made me struggle at the brink of death.

After all, it was he who gave new meaning to beheading someone, which was originally intended to end things painlessly.

Even now, when I recall Delt’s eyes as he accepted that unavoidable, unstoppable strike, there’s an inexplicable chill.

In less than a second, he understood everything and accepted it not with resignation, but with comprehension. 

Those eyes had a power that commanded respect, despite him being an enemy. 

I wondered what kind of person he was, why he had chosen to act against Lagnis. 

Many questions followed, but with no way to resolve them, I simply put them aside.

That incident became a catalyst for me to blindly trust in the advantage of surprise attacks, while simultaneously teaching me the lesson that I should never let my guard down.

You’re wondering why I’m suddenly reminiscing? 

Sitting alone pathetically in a cafe, various memories suddenly surfaced. 

This led me to contemplate the differences between the strong in this world, connecting it to Gwillo and Rag, who had caused a sword fight in the morning.

Since I gained the ability to handle magic, I’ve been living without major issues. 

Of course, a few days ago, fighting with demons was a bit touch-and-go… but fortunately, that was within expectations. 

It wasn’t a threatening situation where death loomed with every swing of the sword.

In the end, the only time I truly faced an unexpected situation was when I encountered Delt’s double trap.

Although I’m living quite smoothly now, the day of adventure to kill the destroyer of my hometown will come, whether it involves invading demon territory or something else. 

There’s no guarantee that it will be like now, so honestly, I had a desire to meet an overwhelmingly strong opponent in a safe situation to concretely understand my current state.

But that seemed to be the most difficult thing to resolve.

If I had a chance to compete with Lord Ekaf or Radnelbandes, it might be helpful, but they were all far too busy for me to dare approach them. 

Even the more prominent knights of the Ogatorf family weren’t free enough to engage in one-on-one duels, so my desire remained unfulfilled.

“Oh, my fate…”

Glancing out the window, I could clearly see enthusiastic followers lurking, waiting for me to leave the cafe.

Come on, don’t they have classes? 

A student’s primary duty is to attend classes, not stalk idols.

Left alone while Lagnis attended additional magic classes, I was at a cafe recommended to me when I first came to the Academy, eating dessert and drinking coffee.

It wasn’t that I particularly wanted this. 

I had just overheard from Sieg that in the Empire, there was a culture of leaving people alone when they sat by themselves drinking tea without even reading a book or newspaper, assuming they had something to contemplate. 

I happened to need to escape from my fanatical followers.

At that moment, a mysterious white-haired girl opened the door of the shop and walked directly towards me with an incredibly confident gait.

Just from her walk, it was obvious she was nobility, but that wasn’t unusual here in the Academy where nobles were common.

Her white hair, so pale it seemed almost transparent like someone with albinism, and her snow-white skin weren’t particularly surprising either. 

The golden eyes seemed a bit chuunibyou-esque, but… this world had even stranger things. 

Even in my previous life, amber-colored eyes existed depending on pigmentation, so it wasn’t surprising here. 

The way they beautifully shimmered was a bit unusual, though.

And while all of these features combined to create an appearance as cute as a small doll, which wasn’t common, this too wasn’t shocking. 

After all, I was a man who had lived with an elf for over five years. 

I was confident that I wouldn’t be surprised by mere beauty.

The problem was her gaze. 

As soon as she entered the shop and our eyes met, my instincts raised a small alarm.

It was a purely calculating gaze that seemed to analyze people to their core. 

Although she looked no older than 12, those weren’t eyes a child could possess. 

She must have been older than she appeared, just with slower growth, and clearly in a position to handle people.

Having made this assessment, I calmly asked the girl who was still approaching me, maintaining direct eye contact:

“Would you like some cake?”

“Uh, huh?”

“It seems like you have something to say to me, and it’s a bit awkward eating and drinking alone. Or would you prefer a drink?”

“I-is that so? Then… a drink and cake…”

What was this? 

The hesitant behavior seemed to have completely erased the gaze from earlier. 

Had I been mistaken? 

Was she just an ordinary girl?

Although I was a bit confused, I used my butler experience from the Ogatorf family to escort her, in case she was just an ordinary girl who might feel intimidated by me.

The height difference between us was nearly 50 cm. 

If she really was a child, just facing someone so much taller could be threatening. 

I didn’t want to be remembered as the bastard who made a young noble girl cry in a foreign country.

So, I stood up with a gentle demeanor, pulled out a chair for the girl to sit, recommended menu items before she could worry about choosing, selected a matching tea, and after finishing the order, I returned to my seat to find the girl looking at me with a very surprised expression.

“W-well, you’re quite skillful.”

Natural use of informal speech. 

Unique way of talking. 

If nothing else, she must be quite a high-ranking noble. 

Yet, she maintained etiquette… This suggested she wasn’t consumed by noble pride like Gwillo, but genuinely high-ranking.

“I’ve learned just enough not to be embarrassed.”

“… Do you know who I am?”

“No, I’m sorry. This is our first meeting, and I’m not well-versed in social circles, so I have no idea.”

However, I could tell that her way of speaking, which seemed more fitting for an elderly person, was seriously cute. 

Is this how grandfathers talk? 

In my memories from my previous life, I recall characters like royalty or dragons in novels referring to themselves as “we,” but there’s no way a dragon would be strolling in the middle of the Empire… and since Esselua was blonde, she’s probably not royalty either.

Well, she might be a somewhat high-ranking noble, but as long as she’s not royalty or a dragon, I should be able to manage somehow!

“I-is that so? You treat me this way even without knowing who I am?”

“I may not be of noble birth, but I’m not so uncouth as to have never learned basic etiquette.”

“Hmm. Birth is not important. Even in the Empire, there are plenty of people wearing the mask of nobility who are worse than butchers. A person’s worth is not bound by such things.”

She’s so tiny, yet she speaks such truths without stumbling over her words – it’s too cute! 

This might mean the Empire’s future is brighter than expected. 

I almost want to show her to Sieg. 

She’s so admirable that I decided to add a bit of flattery.

“You have great insight. Indeed, you must be a noble of the Empire, where an academy exists that embraces both commoners and nobility.”

“Hmm…? How did you know? Didn’t you say you didn’t know who I am?”

“Well, you’re not wearing a uniform, so you’re not a student, and if you were an envoy here to meet the hero, your entourage would have accompanied you inside. Moreover… the students who were watching me from outside disappeared as soon as you appeared.”

The girl, who had been eyeing me suspiciously, adorably opened her eyes wide, looked back and forth between the window and me a couple of times, and then burst into laughter.

Honestly, seeing how the students had almost frantically disappeared, I was starting to feel a bit nervous about who she might be, but I didn’t show it.

“My! I hadn’t thought of that. By the way, I heard you’ve only been at the academy for three days, but you already have followers?”

“It’s just that some people have given me an excessive evaluation despite my insufficient ability to teach others.”

“Haha! ‘Insufficient ability to teach others,’ you say! I see. You have no intention of being modest about your skills that defeated the hero and killed the young lion of Rudra!”

Watching the girl catch my exact intention from my words without missing a beat, I smiled slightly and was certain.

Whatever else, she was no ordinary person.

Judging by the reaction of the waiter who brought the cake and tea while trembling, she must be from a family with considerable power. 

I was starting to want to ask outright who she was, but seeing her eyes sparkle at the sight of the cake, I decided to just enjoy the scene as if watching a cute little sister for now.

“Do you know? They say sweet foods are very helpful when you need to think. Not only for calming anger but also for clearing your thoughts.”

Wasn’t glucose like fuel for the brain? 

I had definitely picked up that knowledge once in my previous life, but I couldn’t mention it here, so I just smiled slightly and answered appropriately.

“I had no idea. But considering how I always crave sweets when I have a lot of thinking to do, it seems likely to be true.”

“Indeed it is. Even I find myself craving cake every hour when dealing with work, which is quite troublesome.”

As she ate the cake triumphantly, saying she hadn’t eaten any today so there was no need to worry, I was a bit concerned whether the cake would suit her taste, but seeing her satisfied expression, it seemed she wasn’t particularly picky.

Honestly, I had hoped to see her stuff her cheeks like a hamster, but the girl ate the cake in small, cut pieces, maintaining almost old-fashioned table manners.

How disappointing… so disappointing!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Would you like to try this as well? It’s one of the cakes that’s been well-received for its refreshing taste. The chocolate and fruit combination prevents the sweetness from lingering too long.”

“Sh-should I? But haven’t I eaten too much already…?”

“Esmée.”

“Hmm?”

After calling out to Esmée, who was causing tremors over the menu, with a confident and strong voice, I looked straight into her eyes and persuaded her.

“Don’t you think that occasionally having days like this allows both body and mind, sharpened by work, to rest and move forward? Even tools break when overworked daily, let alone the human body.”

“I-I suppose you’re right? Eldmia, you’re quite persuasive. And remarkably reasonable too.”

My name was Eldmia Egga. 

A man who always achieved his goals. 

And this time was no exception.

The guard of the girl who only identified herself as Esmée was quite solid, but I managed to shatter it and recreate her into an adorable creature eating cake like a hamster.

Wow. 

Goodness. 

This was healing incarnate. 

Was this how parents felt when feeding their children? 

How could she eat so cutely? 

How frustrating must it have been to maintain such formality while eating when she could eat like this?

If I had filmed a mukbang content with her on Earth, it would surely have gotten over a million views.

Fearing she might come to her senses if she saw the pile of cake plates, I had already cleared away more than 10 plates. 

Meanwhile, Esmée, who had unknowingly started speaking more comfortably, spoke first while waiting for the next cake, still like a child eating cake for the first time.

“This is incredibly enjoyable! I never expected we’d get along so well. When I heard you killed Rudra’s young lion for honor, I was quite alarmed. Honestly, judging by actions alone, you could be called a model knight, but such people are always stubbornly fixed in their ways.”

Was that why she had been so tense when we first met? 

I suppressed the instinct that had raised alarms about her, stuffed it in a corner, and replied with a smile.

“I thought the issue could have been resolved without death, but the problem was that he placed an absurdly high value on his pride and honor. It’s a pity.”

“Indeed it is. No matter how much one is recognized as the next candidate for Rudra’s Magic Knight Commander, one cannot ignore and trample on others’ honor. Such actions are only possible when one considers the other beneath them and has the misguided confidence that they pose no threat to one’s well-being. Not anticipating this outcome is incompetence, and even if death was expected, if one’s own death wasn’t included in that calculation, then it was a deliberate insult thrown to bring down the opponent. Rudra couldn’t reproach you even if they had ten mouths!”

How eloquent she was. 

If I had met her on the street, I might have gone crazy wanting to pat her head and pinch her cheeks because of how adorable she was.

But I hadn’t heard Esmée’s age yet, so I composed myself to avoid getting too carried away.

“Honestly, considering Gwillo’s character, I was worried in many ways, but hearing you say that puts my mind at ease.”

“Mm. Even I could hardly believe my eyes when I first received the report. It was shocking to learn only today about such a person who far exceeded expectations in many ways.”

Esmée, whose every expression was incredibly cute even when she wrinkled her nose in disgust, smiled happily at the cake the waiter had set down, arriving much faster than I had expected.

“Come to think of it, I’m late in asking, but what were you doing here? Were you waiting for Margrave Levien who was in class?”

“In the Empire, when someone is drinking tea alone, it’s considered that they’re in contemplation, so people don’t approach. I was taking a breather, hiding from those following me.”

“Hmm… A blind spot created by the Academy’s free-spirited atmosphere. But since it’s also part of what the Empire pursues, I hope you understand that we can’t really regulate it.”

She spoke as if it were her own fault. 

Could she be a direct descendant of someone like the Academy’s chairman? 

Just as I was thinking how fortunate it was that she was still eating the cake well, Esmée suddenly stood up as if she had just remembered something.

“Ah! This was my purpose all along!”

“Pardon?”

“I was so engrossed in our natural conversation that I forgot my original purpose!”

Original purpose…?

Making Esmée eat cake like a hamster wasn’t the… oh, that was my purpose.

“I came to apologize and give you a definitive answer! But I forgot because I was distracted by the cake. What an unacceptable mistake!”

Seemingly quite embarrassed, Esmée flustered about, quickly finished the remaining cake, and sat down again, straightening her posture. 

Judging by how she had suddenly eaten the cake that had just arrived without savoring it, she appeared to be quite flustered.

Thanks to that, though, I got to see Esmée munching on the cake in her mouth like a hamster, so I was extremely satisfied.

After chewing for a while and finally finishing the cake, Esmée looked as cool and collected as when I first saw her, but her face was still red from embarrassment. 

Perhaps aware of this herself, she hesitated for a while, catching her breath, before finally speaking.

“The Empire expresses deep regret for the actions of Rudra’s young lion who insulted both Margrave Levien, who visited as an envoy, and yourself. This has been officially documented and directly delivered to Rudra through a diplomat. While we cannot promise specific compensation immediately, we assure you it will not be taken lightly. The Empire had no involvement in this incident and will certainly not overlook it. I stake my name on this.”

“Ah… yes… I understand. More importantly, you seemed to eat rather hastily. Would you like another cup of tea, Esmée?”

“I-I’m staking my name and making a promise, yet your reaction is quite extraordinary, Eldmia.”

Seeing Esmée’s dumbfounded expression, as if she had seen an incredibly strange creature, I felt I needed to address this.

“Um… Esmée? I’d like to preface this by saying that through our brief encounter, I’ve developed no ill feelings towards you, and in fact, I rather like you.”

“U-uh?”

“I’m saying this out of friendship, so please don’t misunderstand or take it negatively. I know people’s words can be interpreted differently, but…”

“O-of course! After conversing with you like this, there’s no room for misunderstanding. What are you trying to say?”

“Esmée. As I said at the beginning, I don’t know who you are or what your position is.”

“….Huh?”

“Although your status may feel natural and obvious to you, when others don’t know this fact, their thoughts upon hearing promises like the one you just made will inevitably be different.”

I spoke clearly, with utmost seriousness and gravity, without a hint of a smile.

No matter how ideologically desirable and enlightened one’s thinking might be, such an attitude was not good. 

If it went wrong, it could lead to becoming a terrible person like Gwillo. 

It would be no different from the dreadful result of a daughter, thought to be growing up kind and proper, turning into a rebellious child.

Regardless of one’s position, it was necessary to firmly establish that it was courteous to properly introduce oneself to the other person first. 

And one needed to become an adult who could calmly accept reactions different from what they expected.

Whether one of her parents was the Academy’s chairman or whatever else, that didn’t change.

“I… I didn’t even properly introduce myself to you… did I…”

Esmée’s face turned bright red as she finally fully realized her mistake, but I didn’t laugh. 

It wasn’t good for education to laugh at a child who properly acknowledged and tried to correct their mistake. 

Rather, it deserved praise.

“That’s right. Although we’ve had an enjoyable time sharing refreshments without reservations, if you intend to convey something you consider important, it would be appropriate to remind me of that aspect.”

“In-indeed, you’re right. I feel like I want to hide in a mouse hole. I’ve never made such a mistake in my entire life…”

I almost laughed and said, “Well, it hasn’t been that many years.” 

This little one’s way of speaking was truly like an old soul. 

Perhaps this was how Asirye felt when she first saw me? 

I’ve never found a child cute in my previous life, but this was too adorable.

“I-I’ll introduce myself properly again!”

“Excellent! Although you might feel embarrassed due to the previous mistake, everyone makes mistakes! Isn’t true growth about overcoming those mistakes and moving forward?”

“Indeed that’s… but. Ugh. Even though I’ve done this countless times, I’m incredibly embarrassed.”

As Esmée hesitated, taking deep breaths, I didn’t rush her at all and just waited with a faint smile. 

As if watching a child’s school performance. 

I waited facing her directly with an infinitely relaxed and benevolent attitude until she was ready.

And then she opened her mouth to begin her self-introduction.

“I am the first child of the great 13th Emperor Pan Krasi Bistim Tel Noa who rules the Empire, and the White Star of the Empire who governs the people by his side according to his will, Esmée Bistim Tel Noa.”

While maintaining a relaxed smile, I had to feel the cold sweat beginning to pour down my back like a waterfall.

I was screwed!!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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One thousand and one Eldmias began holding an unprecedented grand conference in the frontal lobe of the brain.

The problem was that the useless ones were busy running around in all directions, shouting that everything was screwed!

“I pledge on all the achievements and honors I have built up until now, that I will ensure the Rudra Kingdom cannot cause any harm regarding this honorable duel that has taken place.”

Meanwhile, Esmée continued speaking, maintaining her dignified attitude, while overcoming her embarrassment. 

Really? 

No joke… No! 

This was escapism! 

What madman would impersonate an imperial princess in the capital of the empire!

“Therefore, Eldmia, although we may not have built proper trust through this brief encounter, please, not in my name, but in the name of the empire…”

In that moment. 

In a truly fleeting moment, as if a second had been split hundreds of times. 

A single super-genius Eldmia in his head shouted.

-We can’t! We can’t let the princess maintain her composure! We’ll be executed! We’ll be burned at the stake!

-If they find out we tried to turn the princess into a hamster, we’ll be quartered!

-Attack! The answer is to attack! We must overwhelm her chaotically to avoid this situation, so the princess who missed her timing won’t be able to punish us!

The super-genius Eldmia’s assertion spread to all the Eldmias. 

And they were me.

Ahhh! It seems so right that my body is reacting!

“No, Esmée. I won’t trust the empire.”

“You, you won’t trust the empire?”

Don’t… don’t look at me like that… With that face… 

Don’t look at me with that expression like a beaver watching its trainer destroy its home! 

I’m not such a cruel villain!

“To me, the empire is rather more unfamiliar and strange than Esmée. I’ve lived all my life on the border of Itisiel and only recently came to the capital.”

“Is, is that so? That’s a fact I didn’t know.”

“So I trust you, Esmée more than the empire.”

“What?!”

I don’t know why she was surprised with her eyes wide open, but at least it seemed like she wasn’t thinking straight!

“I’ll trust Esmée.”

“…W-wait. M-my heart…”

As Esmée, who had been staring blankly with her mouth slightly open, suddenly clutched her chest, I felt like all my internal organs were sinking, regardless of how her heart was.

“Eh? Do… do you have a chronic illness?”

I almost habitually blurted out “What?” without realizing it. 

Please, God, stop adding variables to a situation where I already feel like I might become violent, unable to cope with the sudden change!

Is she really sick somewhere? 

No, if Esmée would collapse like this, it practically guaranteed a guillotine, right? 

As I hurriedly stood up to approach her, her small hands waved in the air, and Esmée’s urgent cry followed.

“Hoo! Huah! My, my heart is very healthy! Just, just wait a moment!”

“….If you say so. I understand, Esmée. I’m glad if you’re not ill.”

Now I felt my hands and feet trembling, wondering if she was really okay, with her smooth forehead to the tips of her ears turning bright red, but I maintained a smile with transcendental patience and nonchalantly lifted my teacup to drink.

I couldn’t even taste it. 

wasn’t it enough just for the battle to be spectacular? 

Why does daily life have to become this spectacular? 

I rolled my eyes hard, wondering if there might be someone who would report me for a crime like insulting the imperial family, but we were the only ones in the café.

Even the waiter and the owner had been tucked away somewhere, their presence not felt unless we made a gesture to order earlier.

I should have noticed sooner just from that reaction…! 

They were people who didn’t even care when Sieg and his group came. 

Why didn’t I catch on after seeing them cause such a commotion!

“……You are a person who is not good for the heart.”

That’s what I want to say.

“Yes. Not the empire… but saying you trust just me…”

One thousand and one little Eldmias! We’ve survived!

Seeing Esmée’s lips twitch and try to approach her ear, it was clear that this mere sugarcoated comment had worked properly! 

Seeing that she wasn’t even trying to hide it, I was convinced that I had somehow smoothed things over well. 

Despite being in the position of the 1st Imperial Princess, she was unexpectedly weak to compliments!

“Qu-quite a glib way of speaking, isn’t it? How impudent. Just how many women have you been seducing?”

“I’m just stating ordinary facts. What could be significant in the life of a commoner who has lived only looking at a sword?”

“…As, as I said earlier, status is nothing. Even a hero, though a commoner, can receive a title anytime, and such cases are not uncommon in the empire.”

Esmée’s face, which seemed to have cooled down a bit, gradually heated up again, and she continued, stammering.

“There, there are even rare cases in history where someone rose to the rank of duke for military achievements in wartime and for, formed ties with the royal family. I think such people have much more shining value than those who simply maintain what they were born with.”

“Truly insightful. As I said at first, now I see it was beyond just a thought befitting an imperial noble, but the dignity of an imperial princess.”

“St-stop it! I’m feeling incredibly embarrassed all of a sudden!”

Yet Esmée’s lips were steadily curling upwards.

One thing was certain: I had survived another day.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

After chatting for several more tens of minutes with Eldmia, Esmée rose from her seat first.

“Then, I’ll see you again next time, Esmée.”

Even though he had learned that she was the imperial princess of the empire, and in fact, the 1st princess in line for the next emperor’s position, Eldmia’s behavior hadn’t changed from the beginning. 

He still called Esmée by her name, still offered cake and tea, and talked with a smile as if nothing had changed.

All of that experience felt like a dream, and Esmée still felt her heart beating wildly. 

She was breathing so hard that she felt like her heart might burst and she might die.

In fact, the reason she stood up first, even though she wanted to stay longer, was because of that. 

If she had stayed any longer, she felt like she might collapse.

It felt like they had talked for days, but in reality, not even an hour had passed.

As she gazed blankly at the sky, feeling refreshed in a different way than when dealing with boring tasks, Olend, who had descended from the coachman’s seat, quietly approached and asked.

“Shall we return?”

“…Do you know where Esselua is?”

“She is attending the same class that Margrave Levien is currently taking. There are about ten minutes left.”

“We shall go to Esselua’s quarters. Make arrangements.”

Esmée boarded the carriage with Olend’s help, who skillfully finished his response by bowing and opening the carriage door. 

Only after the carriage door closed could she exhale a long breath. 

As she listened to the regular sound of the quietly rolling carriage wheels, her complexion and face began to regain composure, but her heart was still beating at an unusual pace.

‘I should have made an appointment for when to meet next!’

Esmée, unable to contain her frustration at a mistake she would never make normally, punched the cushion placed beside her. 

But even as she was punching, she couldn’t control her lips that kept curling up at the corners.

The whole world looked like a flower garden, and an inexplicable sense of happiness spread through her. 

She couldn’t even remember how many years it had been since she had such a pleasant and comfortable conversation.

With her brothers and sisters, not only were they all busy, but due to the relationships they had to maintain publicly, they needed various excuses just to meet once in a while. 

Even the reason she could go to Esselua was only possible because she could use the pretext that the duel between the hero and Eldmia, and their first meeting, wasn’t exactly in a pleasant form.

Other than that, everyone else was either her enemy or her subordinates. 

That’s what the position of an emperor was like, and she had lived accepting it. 

She had only lived thinking it was her destiny, born with outstanding talent.

Until today’s meeting, that is.

As she was smiling broadly, recalling each conversation with Eldmia one by

The window connecting to the coachman’s seat opened, and Olend asked.

“Have you decided on the treatment of the informant?”

“Huh?”

Come to think of it, there was such a thing. 

At first, it was a document with extremely unpleasant contents, but now it didn’t matter.

“The root cause was the severe control of information within the Rudra royal family and the House of Nobles. Still, they did their best, so I can’t really blame them. Just tell them to improve by getting information from commoners.”

“…Given his personality, it won’t be easy, I’m afraid.”

“I said to improve. If he’s so incompetent that he can’t understand that, he’ll simply pay the corresponding price.”

“…I’ll convey it clearly.”

In the brief moment of closing the wooden window, Olend caught a glimpse of Esmée’s lips twitching upwards again, and he let out a sigh of relief.

Whatever had happened inside the café, his master seemed to be in the best mood possible, and yet there was no disruption in her handling of affairs, so for him, everything was just fortunate.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Why is it so quiet around here? I thought people would be watching your every move.” 

Lagnis said, as she let down her ponytail after finishing class and ordering a simple drink at the café.

It was true that after Esmée’s visit, it seemed as if a barrier had been erected in the area, abruptly cutting off foot traffic.

“The princess was here earlier. That might be why.”.

“Princess…? But Esselua was in the same class as me.”

“Not her. First Princess Esmée visited.”

“The First Princess?!”

In all the time I had known Lagnis, I had never seen her move like that – like a cat startled by a cucumber. 

I was genuinely amazed by her reaction, jumping up as if Esmée had been sitting in the chair she was about to take.

I didn’t know she could move like that.

“W-why would the Iron-Blooded Princess… No, wait. It’s not strange for her to intervene directly, considering the mess that Rudra’s bastard caused, is it?”

“Hold on. Iron what? Iron-Blooded?”

What kind of outrageous nickname was she giving to my hamster? 

Was there another cute homonym for “iron-blooded” that I didn’t know about? 

Apart from her unique way of speaking, there was nothing about her that warranted being called “iron-blooded.”

Regardless of my confusion, Lagnis sat back down, acting as if it was natural for me not to know, and continued her explanation carefully, as if someone might be listening.

“She’s a monster among monsters who, at just 18, has nearly secured the foundation for imperial succession. Naturally weak in body and unable to master swordsmanship, she showed outstanding talent in all other areas. She even chewed up and spit out the high nobles of the empire, who were called old snakes for maintaining power for a long time, through purges to establish her base.”

Eh…?

“It took about four years, as far as is publicly known? We don’t know how it really was, but even though the Emperor has many children who don’t get along, no one except the Second Prince dares to challenge her succession. That’s the current situation. She earned the nickname ‘Iron-Blooded’ for showing quite a tyrannical tendency to get to that point. In fact, she’s been called that since she was 15… These days, nobles bow their heads just at her appearance.”

The words coming out of Lagnis’s mouth were far beyond my imagination. 

Purges? 

Tyrant?

The little cake monster hamster who would blush, stammer, and get nervous at the slightest mistake, yet couldn’t resist praise…?

“My… my hamster couldn’t possibly…”

“What hamster… Wait? What did you just say? My?”

Suddenly, Lagnis’s eyes lit up again, and I unconsciously leaned back a bit as I told her about what had happened while she was in class. 

It was just a simple story of enjoying pleasant conversation while decimating a cake and getting a promise about the Gwillo incident… or so I thought…

Lagnis’s expression was anything but simple.

“The Iron-Blooded Princess… What madman would try to make a move on her…!”

“Oh my. You’re saying things that could be misunderstood. What do you mean by ‘make a move’? We simply had a pleasant tea party.”

Although it was quite a shock to learn that she was three years older than me, not just a year or two, in the end, she was still just a child.

Even though, contrary to appearances, she was a natural-born empress of conspiracy who had enjoyed purging the nobility… she was still a cute little kid.

“Can’t you live normally for once, Eldmia? How do you manage to get involved in incidents wherever you go?”

“Well… if you’re asking if this is entirely my fault…”

“Then is it my fault?”

“No… come to think of it, it really is my fault…”

Come to think of it, it really was.

In a way, I could argue that Lagnis was the origin of the incident for telling me to win against the hero, but honestly, even without that, I would have tried my hardest to win given Sieg’s attitude at the time. 

Because I won, Rudra’s dog stuck to me, and unless he was a reformed dog from a parallel universe, he still would have died by my hand.

“Even if you didn’t know who she was at first, you should have reacted differently once you knew it was her!”

“No, teacher, that’s not right. I firmly believe that I survived because of my awesome choices.”

I couldn’t concede on that point. 

With any other choice, my head might have been chopped off on the guillotine like the enemies I had dispatched so far.

“Sigh… my head is throbbing. How on earth did Asirye manage to raise you for six years?”

“With love and affection…?”

I unnecessarily spoke and got my shin kicked. 

What a world it was, where speaking the truth brings pain. 

It wasn’t much different from my previous life.

“…Phew. I don’t know what kind of miracle happened, but it seems the Iron-Blooded Princess left without harboring any ill feelings towards you.”

“It was the brilliant social skills of Eldmia Egga, with a mental age exceeding 30, that actually built up goodwill.”

“…This is too serious. We’re talking about the future empress, not some elf…”

“Huh? What did you say?”

“W-why are you listening to my mumbling!”

“Ow! H-how can you kick me after speaking so loudly yourself!”

“Shut up!”

For some reason I didn’t understand, I was kicked in the shin for the crime of being impertinent and had no choice but to keep my mouth shut in the face of violence. 

Ugh… how unjust.

“Right. We still… still don’t know.”

She kept muttering to herself as if she was ruminating on all the world’s problems alone. 

I was curious about what she was pondering so deeply, but sensing that I’d only get my shins kicked again if I asked, I kept my mouth shut. 

Finally, seeming to have finished her thoughts, Lagnis returned to the main point.

“As I said earlier, she’s currently the most likely successor to the throne. Her words are as good as absolute. Even if she only said it to you, she’s not the type of person to speak lightly. This Rudra issue seems like it will be a very unexpected harvest for me, for us.”

Despite saying this, Lagnis couldn’t manage a bright expression, as if she had other concerns.

What was it, really?
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The third day in the empire passed without incident, perhaps due to the major event of meeting Esmée. 

In fact, just the rumor that I had conversed with her allowed me to enjoy a very comfortable journey home from school.

“Hahahaha! Brother! I believe in you! You didn’t disappoint, you little rascal!”

“I haven’t had a normal morning since coming to the empire. Why are you acting up again this morning?”

The fourth day dawned with the ominous signs of an approaching storm, thanks to Sieg, who came running like a ghost, slapping my back with a broad grin.

“I heard you met that forehead ghost yesterday?”

Esmée’s pure white, smooth forehead came to mind all too naturally, but knowing his intentions were obvious, I pretended not to understand and replied. 

Even though he used the word ‘forehead’, shortening it to ‘fore’ was purely because this guy was a reincarnator, so reacting would be dangerous.

“Who are you talking about? What’s a ‘fore’?”

“Ah! I meant forehead. I heard you met Princess Esmée.”

“Who are you calling Princess Esmée… that forehead ghost?”

Wow, this guy really has no filter. 

Does he even call the Emperor ‘uncle’? 

But rather than being taken aback by my response, he seemed to be enjoying himself even more, baring his teeth in a grin.

“Hehe. Normally, I wouldn’t dare call her that either. But once she voluntarily enters the academy’s rules, she’s nothing more or less than a forehead ghost.”

“Pardon?”

What’s he talking about now? 

Do the principles of equality apply to imperials just for visiting the academy?

“Anyway, I believe in you, brother! It’s almost sad that there are only four days left! Are you sure you don’t want to live with me in the empire?”

“Please stop saying such horrifying things. Why should I hear such words from a guy?”

I really got goosebumps all over my body for a moment, damn it.

“Ha. What a shame, what a shame. I wish there was some way, you know. But what can we do? I’m a man who knows how to enjoy the present. I’ll put aside the regret and enjoy the remaining four days.”

“What on earth are you…”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about!”

Sieg, who was shorter than me, recklessly put his arm around my shoulders and pointed towards the academy’s main gate that we had just passed through. 

Following his finger, I saw students who were clearly flustered by an unexpected situation, along with a very expensive-looking carriage entering.

“It, it’s the First Princess’s carriage!”

“The Princess is coming to the academy…?”

“S-someone must have committed a crime!”

What’s with that last reaction?



Is that really her image? 

My hamster?

As we watched the carriage slowly enter and stop, Sieg laughed so happily that I really wanted to give him a knock on the head.

“Kuhehe, that damn forehead. I heard you honorably killed Rudra’s lunatic yesterday?”

“Please speak in a way I can understand. What’s a ‘lunatic’? I did have an honor duel, but what’s this about an honor killing? Where do you get such bizarre vocabulary?”

Talking with this guy was unnecessarily nostalgic but also annoying because I had to respond to everything. 

But Sieg didn’t seem to mind anymore and just continued speaking.

“As long as you understand what I mean, it’s fine. You’ll often encounter this when talking with me, so just go with it. Anyway, thanks to that lunatic causing an unprecedented situation, that forehead ghost was angry to the tips of her hair. Man, you should have seen her yesterday. That little bean was so angry it looked like her hair might stand on end. I heard she was ready to summarily execute Rudra’s envoy on the spot.”

As the stern-faced old butler who had descended from the coachman’s seat opened the door of the stopped carriage, a very dainty foot appeared. 

Soon after, Esmée fully emerged, dressed in a simple dark purple dress dyed with a color that anyone could tell belonged to a different class of nobility, with gold accessories as accents.

“Envoys will keep coming for the next few days, and rather than stand by and let such a thing happen twice, she said she’d personally accompany you. That forehead has a ton of work to do, so if it comes to that, the people around her will have a hard time, but they can’t even make a peep.”

“She’s going to accompany me?”

“Yeah, she’s going to accompany you. Hahaha. I know her temper well, and she must be feeling like she’s shitting blood, for real.”

This guy is laughing like he’s gone mad with joy. 

Was it really that funny? 

Besides, there wasn’t any problem yesterday? 

Was it different when it’s official?

After giving some light instructions to her butler, she ignored the students around her who were unsure whether to kneel or continue their normal school routine, answering with her indifference as she naturally approached me. 

The students, relieved that they weren’t rebuked for not kneeling, began to hurry to class very enthusiastically.

She looked at me and smiled faintly, she then looked at Sieg next to me, and seemed to frown before smiling again, it was clear what action I needed to take.

“We meet again, Esmée. It was a much quicker reunion than I expected.”

“Huh?”

I naturally freed myself from Sieg’s arm around my shoulder as he stopped laughing and seemed about to lose his senses, and Esmée lightly accepted my greeting and replied.

“Indeed it is, Eldmia. As I said, I have staked my name on this.”

“…Huh?”

Only Sieg, with his stupid expression, was unable to understand the conversation we were having, experiencing cognitive dissonance.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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While Eldmia was still kicking Lagnis in the shins on his third day of academy life, Esmée was having a life-changing conversation with Esselua.

“Sister, we must absolutely stay together.”

“T-Together?!”

Esselua hadn’t thought much of it when she first heard that Esmée was visiting. 

After all, it was Esselua who reported all incidents to Esmee. 

She had been maintaining a strict distance, thinking it would be easier to appear as if all siblings were engaged in a battle of nerves before the coronation ceremony, as was usually the case. 

She thought Esmée’s visit was just to see her face in person under the pretext of work.

That’s why she involuntarily stiffened at Esmée’s incredibly serious face, even before they exchanged welcoming hugs upon entering the room.

“Eselua.”

“Y-Yes, Sister Esmée.”

But when she blushed and threw out the topic with a serious face, it was Esselua, not Esmee, who became incredibly serious.

“…H-How do I make a good impression on a man?”

“SisterpleaseLetssitdownanddiscussthisindetail.”

[T/N: damn that’s a long ass word]

She wanted to have a lengthy discussion with her siblings about this historic event by any means necessary, but the person Esmée was talking about was none other than Eldmia Egga.

It was truly a race against time. 

Esselua was certain that given Esmée’s position, if they missed this opportunity, it would be extremely difficult to create another connection. 

That’s why she had brought up the topic, but just hearing about it made Esmée blush, which made Esselua feel like everything was going dark.

“Well, sister, what do you absolutely lack?”

“Time… right?”

She was still sharp even in this situation.

“That’s right. Time. You’ll have to deal with the aftermath today, so even if we start from tomorrow, you only have four days. Until now, Lord Eldmia hasn’t left the mansion provided by Marquis Vender after the academy ends, but that’s probably because he’s tired from being involved in incidents almost every day. Sister, you need to get as close to him as possible, not just within the academy but also during his remaining leisure time.”

A commoner without roots? 

A foreigner? 

What did any of that matter? 

The man in question had defeated even Sieg, the hero, in a duel, and Esmée was a genius comparable only to historical figures.

There was no one in the empire who could judge the partner she had chosen for herself.

“B-But if I push too suddenly, won’t he think I’m an easy woman…?”

Although it seemed like romance wasn’t included along with swordsmanship… 

Esselua was sure that if they just got the beginning right, her genius sister would figure everything else out on her own. 

Esselua barely suppressed the urge to slap her forehead and quietly shook her head.

“This is not the time to worry about such things. Even the Margrave of Levien is looking at him with unusual interest. His earring, I heard it’s a guardian charm from the High Elves?”

“Y-Yes, that’s right.”

“I heard a bit from the Margrave of Levien that Lord Eldmia was the only survivor of a village that disappeared due to a demon invasion when he was young. Apparently, it was an elf who has been supporting him all that time.”

Long-lived races were never to be underestimated. 

Whatever the reason for maintaining such a relationship, they were not a race that continued to see someone they raised as a child even after they had grown into an adult.

“Entiere was shocked when she saw it, and I found out after asking her various things. Apparently, it’s usually given only to lovers. He seems completely unaware, but the reason why the elves at the academy don’t even approach him and rather avoid him is entirely because of that.”

Entiere had explained that the Blue Vine clan was particularly aggressive among elves, and if one wasn’t careful, they might lose their head in a love quarrel. 

Of course, that would only apply among elves themselves.

“In other words, sister already has two potential competitors, and they’ve been with him for much longer.”

“…I see. So there’s no time to be picky about hot or cold water.”

“Yes. The war has already begun, sister.”

The fighting spirit that had flared up in Esmée’s eyes, which had been unusually hesitant, dimmed again.

“B-But wouldn’t it seem a bit off-putting to cling to him like this in just one day…?”

“Sister. Among the stories Sieg told us, there’s one called Romeo and Juliet.”

Esselua gripped Esmée’s shoulders firmly and looked her straight in the eyes as she spoke.

“The protagonists of that story fell in love at first sight, experienced major events over five days, and ended up committing suicide together due to the differences between their families.”

“Th-That’s quite a terrible story.”

“The point of the story is! Isn’t it that falling in love in just one day is not strange at all?”

Esselua was greatly satisfied to see Esmée’s fire rekindled.

“I shall start with Rudra first.”

“I’ll help you as much as I can!”

And so, as Eldmia’s third day at the academy ended, the fourth day began.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Esselua sincerely loved Siegfried, but sharing her family’s love life was a separate matter.

That’s why Siegfried had to face the situation unfolding before his eyes without any warning, and as a result, the world seemed very unreasonable to him.

Of course… whether he had the right to feel that way was another question.

“Hey, baldy. Are you kidding me? You act like a jerk to me but then…”

“I have never acted like a jerk towards you.”

“Baldy, do you really want to get scolded?”

“Please stop acting so cheap and show some manners, Hero. Even friends have lines they shouldn’t cross. How can someone who isn’t even a friend be so disrespectful?”

“Th-That’s right! Indeed, Eldmia, you always say the right things!”

Siegfried could only grab the back of his neck as he watched Esmée, who was nearly 40cm shorter than Eldmia, happily linking arms with him as if he was to be escorted, while trying to suppress the corners of her mouth that were trying to curl up.

Why are you looking at those two’s romance so distastefully when you already have a wife and a concubine? You don’t even feel any lust towards that girl, do you?

Aish, that damn baldy is so annoying.

Hey. This isn’t about whether I can date or not, or whether I’m attracted to her or not. Who cares who that baldy dates? If his dating can reduce how much he nags me, I’d even go bow to that person and call them ‘brother’.

It was the least he could do with what little conscience he had left to not say that he had acted like a jerk to everyone around him.

There was a reason why her nickname was the Iron-Blooded Princess, wasn’t there?

In the nearly four years he had spent at the academy after his reincarnation, frequently visiting the imperial palace and meeting with Esmée, he had never seen that little one act so much like a real child, dying of happiness. 

Every time he saw her, she seemed like nothing but a born tyrant, so savage that he wondered if she might be a polymorphed dragon cub. 

Of course, since she was incredibly good at politics, it was unfair to call her just a tyrant.

While it was pitiful to see such a small person already becoming hysterical, working day and night to stabilize the empire, seeing her go crazy in all areas, being a genius despite not even being a hero, made him want to tease her. 

After all, it was the empire as a nation that he had issues with, not Esmée as a person.

In fact, every time he went on various dispatches, he checked if Esmée was involved and played a prank on her once.

Given how much bad karma had accumulated, wasn’t it too much that the temperature difference between Eldmia, whom he had met just a day ago, and himself was beyond imagination?

It doesn’t seem too much at all.

But still, man. I’ve helped the empire and the imperial family! Apart from not being blood-related, how am I any different from her brother!

If Eldmia was the type to give one more rice cake to his cute little sister, Siegfried was the type to steal even the existing rice cakes. 

Although he had treated her like he was teasing an irritable little sister. 

To feel such a stark difference in treatment now…

Somehow, somehow it felt unfair.

…Isn’t it normal by your common sense to care more for a loved one than for an actual brother? It’s far from being unfair, considering your past actions, I think this is extremely reasonable.

…Damn it.

Siegfried was defeated even by the spirit’s common sense.

“Did you have another conversation with the spirit and get scolded, which is why your expression has soured?”

“How does our little sister know me so well when it hasn’t even been a few days?”

“Please stop being so disgusting.”

“What? Disgusting? Hey baldy, did you hear that? Your prince just cursed.”

“You deserve to be cursed at. Even I often swear when dealing with work, so what’s the big deal?”

Although he tried to answer nonchalantly, the fact that he didn’t even refute being called a prince and just blushed made Siegfried feel like his internal organs were twisting to death. 

In the midst of such agony, Siegfried had a belated realization.

Ah! I’m becoming the common target for these two, serving as a medium to strengthen their relationship!

“In that case, it’s time to escape, damn it. Adios, you two!”

“What nonsense are you spouting again on the way to the same class? What’s ‘adios’ supposed to mean?”

“It’s an unidentified farewell greeting that the hero occasionally throws out.”

In the end, from the very first class, Siegfried had to endure being cursed at by both Eldmia and Esmée, on top of the disappointment of not being able to attend classes with his own women.

“I’m the hero! The hero! Show some love!”

“You seem to have become a complete child in the time we haven’t seen each other. I’m deeply concerned that Esselua’s indulgence might have ruined your character.”

“From the feeling, it seems to be just nonsense. It doesn’t seem like he really wants us to like him.”

“Oh? How do you know?”

“It’s less creepy.”

Siegfried thought that perhaps only the Margrave of Levien could put an end to this situation.

It was a day when the first period felt excruciatingly long.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Surprisingly, the Academy’s classes proceeded normally despite Esmée’s sudden visit. 

After the professors and students understood that Esmée had no intention of violating the Academy’s rules, the sight of them passing by her as if she were an ordinary student felt very strange to me.

Even the nobles merely exchanged light greetings with her whenever they recognized her, as if greeting a fellow student.

“This is happening because they believe in the Empire’s laws. It’s possible due to the many efforts made to reach this point.” 

Esmée explained, revealing a hint of pride as if she had read my expression. 

Well, her pride was certainly understandable given the scene.

No matter how strict the Academy’s rules were, these people would eventually become part of the class-based society outside. 

Even the professors were already members of society.

It was clear that without firm trust and confidence that everything observed within this academy would not cause any disadvantages outside, the faculty would not follow such a system, starting with the professors. 

They would be wary, fearing potential future retaliation.

“I had some expectations, but I didn’t think they would trust the rules this firmly. I can’t even imagine how long it took to achieve this,” I said.

“You’re quick to understand, as expected. However, it didn’t require such a long time. People tend to follow, once you firmly establish that ‘this is how things are’ with a few stern measures, and it becomes tradition after just a decade or so.”

I thought I saw a flash of sharpness in Esmées eyes when she mentioned “stern measures,” but I decided to let it pass.

“Although there are differences in status, all positions and power ultimately come from the Imperial family. Discrimination and persecution based on social status in this place, established by imperial decree to discover the Empire’s talents, would be an insult to His Majesty the Emperor himself.”

Esmée maintained an upright posture and elegant gait as she shared various stories, 

seemingly unconcerned about the attention she and I, her escort, were receiving as the scenery changed.

Many foreign nobles had been visiting the Academy since yesterday, and I was grateful for her kindness in protecting me from the incident people, under the pretext of escorting her. 

However, to be honest, it was concerning in a different way.

Due to our significant height difference, it was clear she was struggling just to link arms with me. 

It was almost pitiful to see.

I could easily guess that she had deliberately worn high-heeled shoes, but even so, there seemed to be more than a 30cm height difference between us. 

She had to raise her elbow to her shoulder just to link arms with me.

“Esmée, I appreciate your consideration regarding yesterday’s incident, but isn’t this posture uncomfortable for you?” I asked.

“Hm? I-It’s fine! Occasionally, don’t you need days like this to relieve shoulder stiffness? I often have desk work, so this is necessary!”

No, rather than relieving stiffness, this seemed more likely to cause it.

Despite what must have been considerable discomfort, she smiled brightly. 

As expected of a princess, her expression management was impeccable.

“R-Rather, isn’t it uncomfortable for you, Eldmia? Having to match my pace, or being the Margrave of Levien…” she asked.

“No? It’s not uncomfortable at all. In fact, it’s nice to be able to hear various stories as we move.”

I’m not sure why she asked about Lagnis, but anyway, it was fine if it was fine. 

Ah, perhaps she was asking if escorting someone other than my master, Lagnis, might be considered neglecting my duties?

I wasn’t so complacent as to consider getting along with a potential future emperor candidate as neglecting my duties… but then again, she hadn’t met me yet, so she might have been thinking conventionally.

“By the way, Hero, why have you been so quiet with that gloomy face?” I asked.

“Every time I speak, you two pick on me,” Sieg replied.

“No, do you think we pick on you simply for speaking? We pick on you because you say nonsensical things,” I retorted.

“Little brother, if you keep doing that, big brother will be hurt,” Sieg said.

“If you’re hurt, you should have won in the duel,” I replied.

“Aish, damn it. Let’s fight again!” Sieg exclaimed.

Right. 

No matter what, it seemed Sieg was at his best when he was being a nuisance. 

There was no point in him sulking with a blank expression; it only made him look twice as ugly.

I looked at Sieg and smiled slightly.

“I don’t fight amateurs twice. I have my pride too.”

“Argh! Now he’s pulling the personality card!” Sieg cried out.

Even if you lose 99 times, and win the last time and claim a mental victory, you become the ultimate winner. 

Moreover, I had never even lost once, so there was nothing to say.

Surprisingly, this seemed to be Sieg’s trigger button, and it was quite satisfying to see him looking freshly wronged. 

Since it was fun to tease him, I decided to use this tactic often during my remaining time here.

“Eldmia…?”

As we were teasing Sieg and approaching the classroom where tactical theory class was being prepared, we encountered Lagnis.

But why did he have that lost expression again…?

“So you’re Lagnis Lien da Levien, the Margrave,” Esmée said.

As Esmée naturally unlinked her arm and approached Lagnis, Sieg, who had been following behind with his women, cautiously asked me:

“Little brother, will this be okay? Won’t there be a knife fight?”

“What kind of crazy talk is that again? Why would there be a knife fight between the Margrave and the Princess?”

This crazy guy really says dangerous things so casually. 

Usually, Esselua would have rebuked him for this level of nonsense, but strangely, this time she seemed to agree with Sieg’s opinion.

What? 

What’s going on?

But regardless of our reactions, Lagnis and Esmée continued their conversation with smiles.

“Although the Empire extended the invitation, I thought it was my priority to show the Hero’s achievements, so my greetings were delayed.” 

Esmée said.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Princess Esmée Bistim Tel Noa, the White Star of the Empire,” 

Lagnis replied.

“Mm. I too am within the Academy’s rules now. You may comfortably call me Esmée.”

“…What knife fight are you talking about between these two people who are exchanging greetings so amicably with smiles?” 

I asked, looking at Sieg with incomprehension.

It was just pleasant to see two beautiful women smiling and chatting happily. 

As I glared at Sieg, unable to understand, I was met with the gazes of the four men and women who seemed even more unable to understand me.

“I see. Then… Esmée? Has ‘my’ attendant committed any discourtesy?” 

Lagnis asked.

“Hm? There’s no need for any worry. I’ve already ‘exchanged many words’ with ‘Eldmia’ yesterday and deepened our friendship. Rather, due to the duel incident, it’s as if the Empire has committed a discourtesy to him.” 

Esmée replied.

Flinch. 

A spasm seemed to occur on Lagnis’s smiling face.

“That’s a relief then. But may I ask what brings you to the Academy? From what I’ve heard with my limited knowledge, I understood that Esmée had already completed all the Academy’s courses… I couldn’t have imagined you’d suddenly appear being escorted by my attendant.” 

Lagnis said.

Well, she seemed a bit displeased… but she was still smiling, so it must have been my imagination?

For some reason, Lagnis’s eyes didn’t seem to be smiling at all as he asked this question. 

Esmée, whose back was all I could see from my position, shook her shoulders slightly and answered with a small laugh.

“As the Empire’s princess, shouldn’t I make amends for the Empire’s mistake? Many foreign nobles have already been invited and entered the country since yesterday, but we can’t be certain there won’t be another case like the young lion of Rudra. That’s why I decided to personally accompany Eldmia to avoid giving any pretext for conflict to arise.” 

She explained.

“Y-You mean you’ll be constantly by his side?” Lagnis asked.

“That’s right. We can’t exactly rebuke our invited guests, can we? Please accept this as an apology for the recent incident.” 

Esmée replied.

“Y-You don’t have to go that far… your intention alone is enough…” 

Lagnis stammered.

“Hahaha. It’s because ‘my heart’ isn’t at ease. Fortunately, as we communicate well with each other, I assure you it won’t cause you any inconvenience.” 

Esmué said.



“…Hehehe. If that’s the case, I suppose it can’t be helped.” 

Lagnis responded.

Seeing the two finish their conversation with laughter, it must have been my imagination after all.

“It’s nice to see you getting along so quickly. I thought Lagnis would want to be more formal, but I guess not. Don’t you think?” 

I said.

Quite satisfied with the scene, I turned to Sieg with a pleased smile. 

This time, his expression was completely sour as he shook his head and punched me in the side. 

What’s with this guy?

“Oof! Why are you suddenly acting up again?”

“Just gouge out your eyes, you idiot. Why bother having them if they’re useless?” Sieg retorted.

“Why would I suddenly gouge out my perfectly good eyes?” I asked.

“You call those perfectly good? Then your brain must not be working right, so why don’t you remove that instead?” Sieg shot back.

This bastard was swinging his fists with such conviction that even though I wanted to argue, I couldn’t bring myself to refute him, wondering if I had actually done something wrong.

“Eldmia? Don’t we have a class to attend?” 

Lagnis called out to me with a smile, seemingly unconcerned about me being unjustly hit. 

As I turned to look at Esmée, who was smiling at me… one thing became clear.

No matter how I looked at it, her eyes weren’t smiling.

I didn’t do anything wrong, so why was she acting like this…

“Aren’t you coming?” Lagnis asked.

“Yes, I’m coming.” 

I replied, my voice unconsciously becoming submissive due to the sudden feeling of murderous intent.

As I approached, with Sieg clicking his tongue behind me, Esmée naturally linked arms with me again. 

Lagnis’s eyes turned cold as ice as he watched this.

Something… something bad was definitely happening.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Hamster. 

No, it was an undeniable fact that the academy became much more pleasant as soon as I started accompanying Esmée. 

Her nickname of “Iron-Blooded Princess” seemed to be no joke, as the only ordinary action students could take was simply greeting her.

No one approached my vicinity anymore. 

It was as if some kind of pest control had been sprayed, preventing anyone from even coming within a certain radius.

“I didn’t insist on accompanying you for nothing.” Esmée said.

With Esmée officially joining us, Sieg decided to avoid accompanying us for a while. 

The reason was that even in the academy, the family relationships between the princesses weren’t in the best shape.

As a result, an unexpected division of labor occurred where Lagnis, who had originally come to meet the hero Sieg, ended up moving with Sieg’s group, separated from me.

When Esmée informed her of this fact, Lagnis wore an expression as if she had just been told the sky would fall tomorrow. 

But in the end, she gritted her teeth and agreed to move with the hero’s group.

As time passed and lunchtime inevitably arrived, we were enjoying a normal walk after finishing our meal in the school cafeteria.

Honestly, at this point, I thought there might not be a need for an escort, but Esmée naturally linked arms with me as if it were expected. 

I decided not to say anything, silently praying for the well-being of her shoulder muscles.

“The attendant is with the First Princess, while the Margrave herself maintains a relationship with the hero. Wouldn’t other envoys consider this a golden opportunity which they couldn’t obtain, even if they wanted to? Yet the Margrave doesn’t seem pleased at all.” Esmée said.

It was indeed so, but… somehow Esmée’s tone seemed closer to teasing and playing tricks on Lagnis rather than genuinely lacking understanding. 

Was that attitude why Lagnis had been so upset?

Still, the kid was a noble after all. 

She wouldn’t lose control of her emotions over just that, would she? 

It was truly puzzling.

“Anyway. It’s a good situation for everyone, so there’s nothing to be concerned about. Even for me, this is a first, but it’s quite nice.” Esmée said.

Despite Esmée’s broad smile, I couldn’t help but think differently.

She was only 18 years old. 

Because of her genius, she had even skipped the academy and entered the political world, fighting to solidify imperial power for four years. 

The foundation for this must have been laid much earlier, meaning she had undoubtedly lived a life of intense struggle and tension, even amidst abundance.

To say that she solved everything easily because she was a genius seemed incorrect, given that she had already mentioned feeling nauseated even from simple tasks. 

Seeing how much she was enjoying herself now, it was clear that despite being a genius, she was by no means devoid of emotions.

Just as I was running non-stop for my revenge, she too was running non-stop to become the emperor.

Thinking about it that way, I couldn’t help but find her incredibly impressive. 

Even I couldn’t have lived like that if it weren’t for my reincarnation.

“Isn’t your work difficult?” I asked.

Unable to directly ask if the blood-draining political battles to become emperor were tough, I brought up the topic of work. 

Esmée looked at me with a subtle smile for a moment before answering as if it were nothing.

“There’s nothing in this world that isn’t difficult. If one has good abilities, it might be a little less difficult… but in the end, work befitting those abilities also comes along” she said.

“With your abilities, couldn’t you avoid difficult tasks?” I asked.

I wondered how much of my question she would understand and accept. 

I wasn’t a genius, so I couldn’t know. 

I just asked casually as if it were light small talk during our time together, and waited for her answer.

“The future emperor doesn’t avoid things. They only push through” she replied.

“No, you’re talking about the future emperor, aren’t you? You should tell me about Esmée”

It occurred to me belatedly that this question could have led to a response like ‘How dare you suggest that I am not fit to be the future emperor! Bring the guillotine!’ 

But fortunately, nothing like that happened. 

I felt a slight increase in pressure on the arm she was holding, but given that it came from Esmée’s small body, it was hardly noticeable.

“Well. I’ve never thought about it until now. I am a princess, and I have abilities that are more than sufficient to become the next emperor. In fact, I’m a genius with abilities far more suited to being emperor than my other siblings”

If I hadn’t known her, I might have wanted to give her a knock on the head for being an arrogant little brat, but having already established her as my hamster, even such words were unbearably cute.

The fact that Esmée herself uttered these words with utmost seriousness, and that they were actually true, was the killing point.

“I thought it would always be that way… but, it seems I’m starting to have some, very small doubts”

Esmée blushed and squirmed, as if embarrassed by the fact that she had such doubts.

In the end, she was still a child. 

It was natural to have such doubts, but she was in a situation where such things weren’t supposed to be natural.

I was barely managing because I had at least pretended to live a normal life in my previous life. 

Fighting endlessly for years, training, and preparing for the future was never easy anywhere.

“Esmée.” I called out.

“W-Why are you calling me?” she asked.

Once I reached a conclusion, my actions were swift.

“Esmée, you’re ultimately here under the academy’s rules as a student, and I’m also here in a form similar to an observer, but essentially as a temporary student, right?”

“That’s… right?” 

She agreed, nodding as if somewhat puzzled.

To get a definitive answer, I bent slightly at the waist to look her directly in the eyes and asked once more.

“In other words, until the day I return to Itisiel, both Esmée and I are students, right?”

“Y-Y-Y-Yes, that’s right” she stammered.

Note to self… Small animals… and hamsters… are too scared to handle close facial proximity…

“Then, shouldn’t we do something that can only be done at this moment to truly enjoy our status as students?”

“W-What exactly are you trying to do, building up suspense like this and seeking my agreement? S-Something that can only be done now…!”

I couldn’t understand why her face was turning so red as if it might burst at any moment, but the answer was already decided.

I lifted Esmée up and placed her on my shoulders. 

Unable to process the sudden change in situation, Esmée sat blankly on my shoulders for a few seconds before showing a normal reaction.

“Eep?! W-What are you doing?!”

Despite maintaining proper balance and even holding her hand just in case, Esmée clutched my head as if terrified. 

To calm her down, I answered without hesitation.

“We’re skipping class!”

“….What…?”

Skipping class. 

Self-declared holiday. 

Playing hooky.

An action only students could take.

Therefore, wasn’t it the most student-like behavior?

“Let’s go have fun!”

“What do you… Eek! Don’t, don’t run! Stop running!”

Not a chance. 

We’re heading straight to the mansion.
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“W-What on earth have you done, Sir Egga?”

At the mansion, where I had run to with all my might, even using mana, I was greeted by Renisa, whose jaw had dropped in astonishment. 

Her gaze was fixed precisely on Esmée, who was still sitting on my shoulders, hugging my head.

Hmm. 

As expected of a knight, she must have memorized the face of the imperial princess as a matter of course.

“Are you k-k-kidnapping the p-princess now…!”

“It’s merely part of my duties, Renisa. Therefore, please call the maids and have them select some modest clothes suitable for the princess to wear.”

“If it’s work, I understand. I’ll do that.”

What’s with this woman? 

She’s scary.

With just one word, the person who was about to exclaim in shock and mention kidnapping instantly disappeared, leaving only the extremely calm and businesslike knight Renisa.

And Esmée naturally followed Renisa and disappeared, as if we had planned this beforehand. 

Hmm. 

Honestly, I thought she would be flustered and demand an explanation, but this was unexpected. 

Could it be that the trust a man like me inspires is actually formidable?

The reason I ran here was simple. 

The dark purple dress Esmée was wearing was so expensive that it couldn’t help but stand out.

In this world, dark purple was an extremely difficult dye to obtain, to the extent that having just a single handkerchief dyed dark purple could make you a super insider in high society.

But to wear a dress made of it? 

Even a princess of Itisiel would be politically lambasted for excessive luxury if she did that. 

This was truly a symbol of power that only descendants of the imperial family could wear.

How could we go out for a stroll wearing such a thing?

Naturally, my current attire was the knight uniform of House Levien, the same as Renisa’s. 

I had also changed into casual clothes that I had received initially but never had a proper occasion to wear. 

I only carried a wallet and a longsword at my waist. 

As I came out, I started to form a concrete plan for our outing by asking the servants I encountered about the imperial sightseeing tour they had been enjoying for the past three days.

The wait wasn’t long.

“E-Eldmia. I’m ready,” Esmée said.

Although her beauty and white hair were inevitably eye-catching, Esmée’s attire had become infinitely more modest.

In modern society, someone might criticize this as a one-dimensional idea, saying that a world-class beauty doesn’t become a neighborhood ajumma just by wearing ordinary clothes. 

But here, it was sufficient.

More than anything, I wanted to applaud the person who had skillfully coordinated an outfit that suited Esmée well without making her look too young, despite her exceptionally small stature. 

With that level of fashion sense, couldn’t they open a clothing store?

I approached with a satisfied smile and lifted Esmée onto my shoulders again.

This time, even though I didn’t lift her as quickly, Esmée accepted my gesture without resistance. 

Sitting on my shoulders, she hesitated before speaking.

“D-Do we really have to go like this?”



“Even if we’re skipping class to go play in the city, I can’t possibly let the princess walk, can I?”

“T-This seems more problematic for the princess’s dignity…”

“That’s the good part. Who would dare imagine a princess wearing plain clothes and sitting on someone’s shoulders, striding through the streets?”

We have to do things that are unimaginable for a princess to attract less attention. 

I answered confidently as I walked out of the mansion’s door.

“Now, from this point on, I’m Eldmia Egga, an adventurer from the Kingdom of Itisiel. Esmée, you’re a neighborhood girl who’s become close to me. I’ve finished a request and earned some money, so I’m taking you out to play.”

“E-Eldmia? D-Did you just say ‘you’…?”

“Are you ready to relax and experience life as a commoner, Esh?”

I asked, glancing at Esmée on my shoulders. 

She stared blankly for a while with her eyes wide open and mouth agape, then finally managed to speak after fidgeting awkwardly.

“I-I am ready.”

As expected of the quick-witted princess.

This reminds me of when I went on a tour with Lagnis and Ogwen.

Things are starting to get fun.
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How many things in life generally go as planned?

Though I wasn’t sure, in this life at least, quite a few things seemed to be going my way.

Of course, I’d only have the leisure to discuss my current life after killing that bastard from the Demon King’s army who had ruined my first chance, but at least the process of working towards that goal was going more smoothly than expected.

However, it wasn’t entirely comforting that things were going according to plan. 

There was an unsatisfactory aspect.

Didn’t programmers say that having bugs in a program was a problem, but having no bugs was also a problem? 

It was exactly that kind of situation.

If I hadn’t been aware of it at all, it might have been different, but knowing clearly that the world was never easy, yet still having things go this smoothly felt more like pressure. 

Especially in this fantasy world where all sorts of different races, godlike beings, and bizarre creatures that rivaled transcendents coexisted, it was even more odd.

Was I unknowingly becoming a frog in a well? 

Would I one day suddenly meet something that I couldn’t resist and end my second life without even putting up a fight?

That kind of anxiety constantly lurked around, steadily gnawing at my nerves. 

This was why I couldn’t escape my obsessive-compulsive tendencies.

The only reason I could endure it was purely because I was living a second life, and not because I had some comforting passive skill like immunity to mental attacks.

Wasn’t it part of being a functioning member of society to have one or two tricks for overcoming formless anxiety?

“This skewer has a truly mysterious taste. Even though I know it’s masking low-quality meat with strong seasoning… my hand keeps reaching for it.”

“Eat slowly. If you eat too much of that too quickly, you’ll get a stomachache.”

“Mm. It’s certainly stimulating enough to make one fear the aftermath.”

But Esmée, who was in front of me, wasn’t like that. 

She was just an ordinary genius.

It might sound absurd to call someone an ordinary genius, but with two reincarnated individuals from another world nearby, being a genius was ordinary.

In any case, despite being a genius, she was living her first try at life, and because she was a genius, she was revered and worshiped by those around her, forced to stand alone and aloof, easily becoming isolated. 

Moreover, she was a record-breaking promising talent, which said it all.

In such a situation, would it really be as easy as it sounded for someone with normal thinking, neither arrogant nor complacent, to constantly anticipate and prepare for new threats and move forward? 

Especially when there wasn’t a single person to confide in about how difficult it was?

To my eyes, she seemed to be carrying a loneliness not much different from what the hero might have felt. 

At least he only had to bear it for himself. 

What Esmée had to bear was the entire empire.

“To think I’ve lived and grown up here without knowing these things. It’s truly amusing.”

Her smiling face was that of an ordinary girl.

Although she was called the Iron-Blooded Princess and was actually so good at politics that it was daunting, she still felt joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure just like anyone else. 

She wasn’t a being with twisted emotions.

To worship such a girl, I didn’t know if it was because this was a world with gods, but by my standards, it wasn’t normal behavior.

Of course, I understood. 

The problem was probably that she had done her job too well. 

That’s why those high-level knights, scattered throughout the market even now, didn’t doubt her and trusted her completely, hiding their identities and keeping their mouths shut while just watching.

It wasn’t hard to guess that the reason they hadn’t rushed out immediately was purely because Esmée hadn’t given any orders to do so.

They were confident that she would make the right judgments and give accurate instructions in any situation. 

That’s why they were quietly watching as I practically kidnapped her, skipping even classes, dressing her in ordinary clothes that normally wouldn’t dare be put on a princess, and eating and feeding her cheap street food.

What kind of fanatical trust was this? 

It was my firm opinion that this was certainly not the attitude adults should show towards an 18-year-old. 

This was a separate issue from respecting her abilities.

Being surrounded by such people might be proof of how outstanding a talent she was, but from my perspective as an ordinary person, it only looked like an extreme environment – perfect for burning out someday, running under the pressure of having to lead everyone without having proper human relationships.

If she hadn’t caught my eye at all, it might have been different, but having already noticed her and even built up a stack of affection, I couldn’t just stand by and watch.

At least not until I reached the conclusion that all of this was just my unfounded worry because she was truly the ultimate genius among geniuses.

To me, Esmée was a hamster before she was a princess.

“It’s been a really long time since I’ve played like this, so let’s enjoy it to the fullest.”

“Hehe. I’m looking forward to it. I’ll be counting on your escort in this entirely unknown realm.”

My cute friend, the hamster.

And Eldmia Egga doesn’t abandon friends.
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Gaining confidence from the fact that no one recognized her or fell to their knees in shock as she roamed freely around the capital, Esmée began to look at various things quite seriously.

Most of it was food, which was another interesting point, but thinking about it, it might have been inevitable that the commoners’ food she was seeing for the first time would be the most interesting to her, who had already experienced all sorts of high-class ornaments and clothing.

The capital of the Empire, with its abundance of leisure facilities that far surpassed even the capital of Itisel, not to mention Ogwen, had that much more to eat, and we were able to continue pursuing new things without a moment of boredom, looking at shops and buying and eating various things. 

As time passed, Esmée also moved more actively, allowing our food tour to continue in a joyful atmosphere.

Even in Esselua’s case, seeing her sticking closely to the hero, it didn’t seem like being the Empire’s princess particularly prevented such leisure activities, but it seemed that having been caught up in work for so long, she had missed both the time and opportunity.

By the time we had finished various snacks and even dinner, only Esmée remained, now skillfully perched on my shoulder. 

If I had been barehanded, my shoulder would have been destroyed long ago no matter how light she was, but in the face of magic, such things were meaningless.

“My, my. Your behavior at the academy was all just pretense, wasn’t it, Eldmia?”

“I’d prefer if you called it the ability to distinguish between public and private matters and to know the time and place. It’s on a different level from pretense.”

“You’re always so good at persuasion…”

The hand that gently patted my head while smiling was small but warm.

We were on our way back to the mansion, having properly concluded our escapade with the excuse that even the knights on surveillance duty needed to go home. 

Esmée, who wasn’t particularly surprised that I had noticed them, seemed a little disappointed but didn’t hesitate.

“I’m saying this now, but why did you suddenly suggest skipping class and going out to play?”

“I told you the day we first met. Even tools wear out if used without rest, so how would people be any different?”

“But I do rest when it’s time to rest?”

“How much rest do you think someone leading a country gets when they say they’re resting? Probably just extending the sleep time they’ve been cutting into a bit more.”

“It’s so surprisingly accurate that I’m at a loss for words.”

Was it really? 

It seemed that Esmée’s poor growth was likely affected by her lack of sleep time.

“How can someone so intelligent be so lacking in perception…”

“I’m nothing without my perceptiveness, you know.”

“Then I must be riding a corpse right now.”

Esmée said in a firm tone while patting my head.



She wouldn’t say such things if she saw me fighting one against a hundred. 

If I lacked perception, I would have died about four more times by now.

“Somehow, I feel a surge of discontent emanating from your head.”

“What? You can feel that?”

“Hehe. Who knows? But one thing is certain: the perceptive Eldmia has a problem to solve right in front of him.”

“Eh?”

The only thing in front of us was our mansion… 

Oh. 

Lagnis was there now too.

As I approached, sweating internally about what to say, Esmée unexpectedly spoke first.

“Would you like to try riding too? It’s surprisingly stable.”

“May I think of you as Esmée rather than the princess?”

“Of course. I don’t assert my authority to distinguish between advantageous and disadvantageous situations.”

“Alright, Esmée. Shall we talk for a moment?”

As I let Esmée down, I cautiously observed the situation, but Lagnis seemed intent on talking only with Esmée and didn’t call me separately.

Still, unlike her recent behavior, she was calm… so there shouldn’t be any problems, right…?

“Lord Eldmia, let’s have a chat.”

Just as I was about to feel relieved, Renisa, who had clearly realized she had been deceived, grabbed me with a cold gaze.

Right. I had done wrong, so I had to accept the consequences.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Renisa’s admonition ended briefly.

As they were now in the same position as attendants, she merely offered some harsh words, hoping there would be no confusion during the remaining time. 

Rather, from the perspective of being a knight of Itisiel, she seemed quite surprised and satisfied that Lagnis’s acquaintance had formed a friendship with the Imperial Princess.

From what she heard, someone who was either the captain of Esmée’s guard or personal guard had come and said that she had taken me away. 

However, this didn’t seem to have any effect on Renisa, who had directly witnessed Esmée’s confusion and hesitation when she first visited the mansion.

By the way, that captain person must have been a true Esmée fanatic.

He considered even my coercion to be no different from her taking me away because she hadn’t expressed any opposition.



It was enough to give me goosebumps.

“But… do you know what conversation the Margrave and the Princess intend to have?”

“No. I only know that they both spent quite a long time thinking before you two returned.”

It was about 3 hours after the lesson ended. 

I was so curious that I wanted to eavesdrop, but I neither had the skill nor was it polite, so I decided to just sit quietly in the living room.

I’m nothing if not perceptive! 

I was aware that this was my fault.

“Unauthorized absence was indeed a bit much.”

Still, Lagnis was my employer, and I acted too impulsively. 

It was like an ordinary employee acting on their own just because they were friends with the boss. 

I should definitely apologize for this.

Since the captain said the princess had taken me, they must be talking one-on-one for now, but I would surely be called in after their conversation ended.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“The Captain of the Imperial Guard told me that Esmée took Eldmia away.”

The atmosphere between Lagnis and Esmée was neither bleak nor full of wariness.

Lagnis merely maintained a calm and seemingly businesslike attitude, while Esmée sat comfortably in a normal posture, sipping tea.

“That’s a lie. However, from his perspective, it’s the truth.”

“What… do you mean?”

“I did not refuse Eldmia’s actions and opinions. For the future Emperor of the Empire not to refuse is no different from agreeing. That’s why the Captain of the Imperial Guard expressed it as me taking Eldmia away.”

It meant that a subordinate couldn’t take a superior away. 

After saying that, Esmée let out a self-deprecating snort.

As the dreamlike time passed and she felt herself returning to reality, she made an excuse that the bitterness she felt was due to the tea.

“That’s what it means to be a genius and a member of the royal family. All actions are forced into a form that doesn’t doubt one’s decisions and unwavering nature. Having many excellent subordinates can certainly be considered a blessing, but… even you must know? That the feeling of loneliness is separate from such things.”

“…He is a commoner.”

“For someone who knows how to get to the essence of a conversation, that’s an ordinary excuse you wouldn’t even make to yourself.”

With an amused smile, Esmée looked straight into Lagnis’s eyes and declared:

“Viscount. Duke, prince of another country, king of another country. In front of me, all those titles are no different from a commoner.”

At that unwavering answer, Lagnis felt a slight chill run through her entire body.

There was no doubt or arrogance in those eyes. 

She didn’t even mock Lagnis, who was just a margrave of a border region of a kingdom. 

She had merely stated the truth matter-of-factly.

Others might feel jealous of this fact, but from her perspective, there was no reason to feel superior just for stating a fact.

“I have no intention of letting Eldmia go.”

Although it sounded like she was driving home a point, Esmée’s attitude remained consistent.

“The reason I graduated from the academy early was because there was nothing more to learn there, and no more connections to be made. It was better to wrestle with those who held real power in politics, and that’s exactly what I did.”

And so, for four years. 

She became the next Emperor.

“I don’t think you fail to understand what it means for me to spend four days solely for Eldmia.”

“I… understand.”

She had misjudged based on appearances alone. 

At first, she thought she was no different from the other academy ladies who were infatuated with Eldmia. 

Because of that, it was Lagnis herself who had failed to see her opponent properly.

How could she have believed that she was blinded by mediocre love and romance? 

Because of her small and cute appearance? 

Because of her voice that seemed young?

Her opponent was someone who had earned the title of the next Emperor.

“Of course, that doesn’t mean I’ll show a coercive attitude or force with power. But I won’t hesitate to use the cards I hold. Just as I gave my all for the position of Emperor, I will give my all to loving Eldmia.”

Asirye was both Eldmia’s benefactor and a long-lived elf. 

Because of this, Lagnis subconsciously felt her as an insurmountable wall. 

After all, Asirye’s existence was enormous within Eldmia.

That’s why. 

She thought it would be okay to be even second. 

She believed that much was possible. 

She never imagined that this confidence would crumble in this way.

Esmée, sitting in front of her, felt like a massive wall, just like Asirye.

“What will you do?”

“Pardon?”

“Why are you so surprised? You’re reacting as if you thought I was going to say, ‘So give up on Eldmia and step back’ in a coercive manner.”

Esmée sipped her tea with an indifferent expression, but even as she felt her mouth burning up, Lagnis couldn’t lift her teacup.

“I’m not a fool. I’m a genius. At first, I thought the Ogatorf family might have lent you a talented individual because you still lacked power, but now I know that’s not the case. I don’t know what kind of connection you had, but surely you must have been the one who brought the sleeping dragon from Ogwen to the capital. Since your father was of the royal faction… perhaps you made a connection in a situation where you were being cornered by the noble faction? With that kind of achievement, the Ogatorf family who came to welcome you must have accepted him as a retainer.”

I could guess that much, even if I didn’t know everything. 

Esmée shrugged her shoulders and spoke as if it was really nothing.

“Even before that, during the period when you were in hiding… he might have helped you. Of course, generally speaking, one might ask what a little kid could do at that time, but I’m not ordinary, so I consider even that as a possibility. When I think about it that way, your affection becomes quite understandable. Considering Eldmia’s oblivious nature… it might be a bit exasperating, but it’s possible, isn’t it?”

No matter how different the countries may be, it wasn’t not easy to not back down even when faced with the future Emperor. 

Because she appreciated this aspect, Esmée decided to give advice to Lagnis, who could be seen as a rival in love.

“I don’t know what you’re waiting for, but to get what you want, you need to reach out. Not by knocking others down to prevent them from getting it.”

After taking the last sip, Esmée naturally stood up. 

Despite having summoned her, Lagnis could no longer hold Esmée back.

She had intended to have a formal conversation and try to gauge her intentions a little, but Esmée had instead thrown a fastball at her.

“M-May I ask just one thing?”

“Hmm? What is it?”

“Why… why did you suddenly become so interested in Eldmia in just one day?”

At the question that came just as she was about to open the door and leave, Esmée smiled. 

Not a sneer, but just an amused smile.

“For me, everyone is ultimately a subordinate. Regardless of how I treat them, everyone acts as if they firmly believe that’s how it should be. Even those who pretend to be confident and use force end up the same. Unmasking that facade is one of my jobs, so I can answer with certainty.”

The answer came without hesitation and continued.

“Until now, there have been exactly four people. People who acted confidently in front of me like that.”

“Four people?”

“My parents. The hero. And Eldmia.”

Esmée, who had opened the door and left without any agreement, gave her final answer through the closing door.

“And only Eldmia treated me like an ordinary girl, like a person like herself. Isn’t love supposed to blossom between equals?”

Lagnis didn’t follow. 

Esmée didn’t particularly care either. 

She had already shown tremendous favor by doing this much for a rival in love. 

She couldn’t help but admire her own generosity.

“Is your conversation over, Esmée?”

As she came down the stairs, Eldmia, who had been sitting by the fireplace in the living room, stood up and asked. 

Other servants were not visible. 

Whether there had been separate instructions or if it was mealtime, Esmée didn’t know, but she liked that fact.

She thought it would be quite nice if someday they could live a life relaxing together in the same space like this.

He was a vexing man who made her feel slight dissatisfaction with many things she had been content with all her life.

“Yes. I’ll be leaving now. But before that. Bend down a little.”

Although Eldmia looked puzzled, he obediently bent down, but once he did, Esmée had to admit that she had made a mistake.

“Ugh. Your legs are too long, so it’s meaningless. Kneel down!”

“What on earth are you trying to do?”

Yet, the sight of him obediently kneeling again was rather cute. 

Despite his sharp appearance in many ways, he had an affectionate side.

“When a person is fixated on a single goal, they often fail to see what’s around them. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes…?”

“Then why can’t you put it into practice, even when you know that?”

“Huh?”

Although she was a bit embarrassed, she decided to show courage befitting the future Emperor.

Gathering all her courage, Esmèe gently cupped Eldmia’s cheeks and, overcoming her pounding heart, lightly kissed him.

For a moment, it felt as if the world had gone silent.

She felt unable to come to her senses due to the faint warmth felt on her lips. She wanted to shout at her past self who thought it was just a matter of pressing lips together, telling her not to talk nonsense.

As she ended the brief kiss, feeling as if the sound of her heartbeat that had been ringing in her ears was now echoing in her head, there was Eldmia, his eyes wide open in a way that didn’t suit him. 

That was fortunate, at least. If he had maintained a calm expression, she would have wanted to die.

“Look around you a bit more. I don’t know what your goal is, but I can tell that you lack composure just as much as I did.”

“…Huh?”

“By the way, that was my first kiss.”

Fearing that her mind would go blank if Eldmia, who was in shock, came to his senses, Esmèe walked straight out.

And she climbed into the carriage prepared by the Captain of the Imperial Guard, as if escaping.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Who am I? 

Eldmia, the oblivious blockhead.

Where was I… Ah, damn it.

I had received such a huge shock that I remained sitting in the living room for a while afterwards, but Lagnis didn’t call for me. 

Feeling a sudden wave of fatigue, I eventually returned to my room and collapsed onto the bed.

I had to admit it. 

I had been incredibly oblivious. 

That Sieg guy and his group were right.

Still, I wasn’t so stupid as to not understand the meaning behind Esmée’s impulsive action after her conversation with Lagnis, or her words about looking around.

At the same time, I couldn’t help but ask myself:

“Did I really not know, or was I just running away, using the excuse that I might die at any time?”

I buried my head in the pillow as I asked this question, but the Eldmia who was supposed to answer couldn’t respond.

If it was the former, I was an idiot; if it was the latter, I was a coward. 

Was I planning to somehow make things right if I survived and returned after completing my revenge? 

This level of stringing people along was quite impressive.

But it seemed I wasn’t an idiot, just a coward, which made me feel even more pathetic.

“Damn it… Unauthorized absence wasn’t the real problem here…”

In the end, I kicked at the air while grabbing my face, trying to distract myself from the overwhelming shame that was washing over me.

Yes, I might have had such fantasies before the village burned down when I was younger. 

After all, I was a modern Earth person who had only encountered fantasy in books, and this was a fantasy world in itself.

If I could meet the magician who had promised to return and teach me magic, I had thought about putting effort into doing what I wanted and enjoying life a bit, unlike my previous life where I had worked for a stable life only to die. 

I had wanted to go on adventures and meet women, since I had come to another world after all.

It was true that after that dream was shattered by the Demon King’s army’s attack, I had become somewhat twisted. 

Always saying I might die, yet choosing to do things that were close to suicidal.

“Haa… This isn’t the time to be worrying about such things.”

I couldn’t undo what had been done, but I might at least be able to right the cup that was still spilling water. 

Even if I didn’t know whether it would work out properly or not, I had to at least try.

Leaving the bed I didn’t want to leave, I moved my feet and knocked on Lagnis’s door.

Uncle Guts had said there was no paradise in a place you run to after running away.

“Lagnis. Do you have a moment?”

“…Come in.”

But I really, really wanted to run away.

Still, I grudgingly opened the door and entered to find Lagnis, who looked as if she hadn’t moved a single step since her conversation with Esmée. 

Even the teacup she was holding seemed untouched, with a thin film formed on the surface.

“It seems the princess said something before she left?”

“Mm. That’s right.”

“And the fact that you came means you don’t intend to pretend you don’t know?”

Lagnis, her voice and energy completely drained, struck sharply.

“Well… I… was very…”

“Oblivious. Sit down first.”

As she placed the teacup she had no intention of drinking on the table, I awkwardly walked over and sat across from her. 

It was even harder to speak up since it seemed she already knew why I had come.

But the silence was even more unbearable, so I managed to begin hesitantly.

“Um… since when…”

“Do I have to say it myself?”

“…I’m sorry.”

I was immediately shot down as soon as I started. 

No, that was more like a pre-emptive strike. 

Even though I apologized, I was anxious that a follow-up attack of “What are you sorry for?” might come next.

“Since I was first rescued…”

It was long… and heavy! 

I would have preferred the follow-up attack. 

The weight of her words, deliberately giving me a scolding before speaking, was too much for me to express any dissatisfaction.

“Why are you so restless? Are you going to reject me?”

“No, it’s not that. I’m really happy, but as you know, I can’t sleep comfortably until I kill that demon who destroyed our village. I might die at any time and…”

“So if it didn’t matter when you die, would you accept me?”

Of course that question would come. 

Naturally it would. 

She had endured for years; there was no way she would turn away just because of one statement about not knowing when I might die.

I really felt like my mouth was drying up. 

Even though I hadn’t cheated or committed any crime, the guilt was almost unbearable.

“I know this will sound like an excuse, but…”

“You never had romantic feelings for any of the women around you, so you didn’t realize?”

“I’d at least like to make my excuses with my own mouth…”

Please…! 

Please, for my sake too, let me speak with my own mouth…! 

Why did she know everything already…!

But Lagnis continued to press mercilessly.

“So you had no thoughts until now, and today’s events made you suddenly come to your senses?”

“…That’s right.”

“But you don’t dislike me.”

“I wouldn’t help or save someone I disliked…”

Lagnis, who had been sitting still, suddenly stood up and approached me. 

Then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, she sat on my lap and looked at me.

Although we had often had such skinship before, now that I was aware, it was terribly embarrassing!

“Pfft.”

Seeing my flustered appearance, Lagnis burst into laughter and then quietly hugged me as she spoke.

“Until now, you didn’t react at all when I clung to you like this.”

“Well, now that I’m aware of it, it’s incredibly embarrassing and I can’t help but react…”

When I had seen her as just a kid, it might have been different, but now that I was aware that a grown beautiful girl was making eye contact with me, my heart was really pounding. 

How on earth had I been so nonchalant about this before?

“That’s enough.”

“Huh?”

“I was most afraid that you would look at me completely indifferently or with a bitter expression even after I went this far.”

Only after hearing those words did I notice the trembling in her body. 

But even patting her back was difficult for the current dispirited, utterly oblivious Eldmia.

“The princess said she absolutely won’t let you go.”

“Ah… um… well.”

I couldn’t bring myself to tactlessly ask if that’s why she had kissed me before leaving. 

By the way, how should I deal with them now? 

This is driving me crazy, really.

“Do you know why I study magic so diligently?”

“Um… because you have talent…? And you were Lord Radnelbandes’ disciple before…”

I voiced the reasons that immediately came to mind, even while thinking it was an abrupt question.

“I didn’t say this before, but I didn’t really like magic. I wanted to wield a sword and fight like my father.”

I could feel the tension leaving her body, which had been as taut as mine. 

For whatever reason, she seemed to have relaxed a bit, but my heart was still in a precarious situation, and she showed no signs of getting off my lap.

“I only started working hard after returning to the capital. Of course, it would be stupid to throw away talent even after going through such an ordeal, but there was a bigger reason.”

“Why do I feel like it’s not going to be a very pleasant reason…”

“Your revenge. I want to help too.”

Just as I was about to say something, her arms around my neck tightened, forcing me to close my mouth.

“Don’t say anything else. I’ve decided. No matter what happens, I won’t let you die. If you’re going to die, I’d rather die with you.”

“That’s too scary, you know.”

“It’s just a figure of speech. I don’t intend to die either.”

With that, Lagnis finished her embrace with all her might and separated her body, making eye contact.

It felt unfamiliar. 

In that brief moment, the freckled, red-haired kid I had been used to had transformed into a completely different kind of woman. 

Just from that, I was overwhelmed and realized I could no longer argue with her decision.

“Do you know what the princess said? She left after talking as if she was already your official wife. She said she’d win anyway, as if asking if you were just going to stay gloomy like this.”

“…Really?”

“…Actually, it felt more like encouragement. I don’t know why she gave such strange encouragement, though.”

Lagnis, who immediately confessed the truth after realizing she might have gone too far, finally moved away from me.

“It’s annoying, but it was the right thing to say. So I have to accept it.”

“…Can I know what that means?”

“No. You can’t. Now go and get some sleep. I’m tired too and want to go to bed early tonight.”

Lagnis took my hand, made me stand up, and pushed me out of the room. Of course, her touch was so gentle that ‘pushed out’ might not be the right expression, but anyway, I had to leave the room forcibly.

“Don’t think about leaving my side tomorrow. I won’t let you go even if it means having the princess tagging along.”

“Uh… okay.”

“Then, good night.”

The door closed quietly with a smile, as if emphasizing that she wasn’t angry at all. 

I was too tired to think about anything more, so I just returned to my room and tried to sleep.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Morning came with my fervent prayer that it would never arrive.



Yes, I hadn’t slept properly at all. 

My mind was defeated, my body was defeated, and my prayer went unanswered.

“Why do you look so haggard?”

“Couldn’t sleep…”

Unlike me, Lagnis seemed not just normal, but somehow refreshed. 

Was it because she had sort of confessed and made her intentions clear? 

Well, it was better than her biting her nails or looking like she’d lost her country.

“I won’t go easy on you because of that.”

“I guess not…”

In the end, after having a light breakfast, I tried to sit across from her in the carriage, but Lagnis patted the seat next to her as if it were only natural.

“Where are you going? Sit here.”

“Eh…”

I wanted to say something, but I was intimidated by Lagnis’s demeanor as she kept patting the seat without a word. 

I moved to sit next to her, and she pulled my head down to rest on her lap.

“I like that you’re not resisting. It means you don’t dislike me, right?”

“No, as I said yesterday, if I disliked you, I wouldn’t have saved you…”

“Be quiet and take a short nap. I’ll wake you up when we arrive.”

Saying that, Lagnis told the coachman to go slowly, then drew the curtains on the window and started stroking my head.

Going slowly would take about 20 minutes, I guessed. 

Of course, that was enough time for a short nap if I fell asleep, but was it possible to sleep comfortably in this state after what happened yesterday?

Surprisingly, it was possible. 

I fell asleep, almost passing out, in less than a minute.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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As expected, it took exactly 20 minutes to reach the Academy.



I had fallen asleep surprisingly easily, and in that short time, I was so deep in slumber that I stumbled a bit when I got out of the carriage. 

Lagnis laughed at my drowsy state as we entered the Academy together. 

Strangely, unlike the previous days, there seemed to be a bustling atmosphere throughout the place, starting from the main gate. 

As I wondered what was going on, Lagnis spoke to me as we walked.

“Do you remember what I said yesterday?”

“I remember, but we’ll have to separate again when it’s time for magic classes, right?”

“…Eldmia? Where did you put the schedule that Gidley handed out?”

“Was there such a thing…?”

As I thought about it, I vaguely remembered receiving something to read…

I might have stuffed it into my pocket, thinking it was just an Academy promotional pamphlet…

“It’s not in my pocket… Oh, it is.”

It was in the small pocket inside my half-cloak, designed to hold just a letter or two.

“So you never looked at it…”

“It just turned out that way. What’s the big deal! Isn’t it fine as long as I attended classes properly?”

“You skipped yesterday…”

“Well, I would have skipped that even if I had known, so that doesn’t count.”

Lagnis looked at me exasperatedly, clearly thinking that skipping class was wrong from the start. 

I tried to divert her gaze by unfolding the piece of paper I had neglected for four days, and… huh?

“Dungeon exploration… group battle… friendly match? These aren’t classes, they’re tests, aren’t they?”

Everything listed from today onwards seemed to be of that nature. 

I looked at Lagnis with a puzzled expression, but she was looking back at me as if she couldn’t understand what I was saying.

Don’t look at me like that… 

Now I automatically imagined the cold stares of the hero’s group, and I got anxious that I might have said something tactless again…

“Of course it’s a test. Did you think evaluating the hero’s achievements would end with just one duel and attending a few classes together?”

“…What about us?”

“Ah… so that’s where we start. I’ve been saying it’s special treatment every time, but I guess it didn’t sink in.”

As Lagnis nodded understandingly and explained, I learned that this event, which could be called a ‘Hero Promotion Festival’, was normally scheduled to last for three days starting from today.

Even then, visitors from other countries had to go through the process of finding their own accommodations, adjusting their schedules, and arranging their visits months in advance. 

They even had to obtain identity certificates to enter the Academy.

This revelation made that Rudra dog seem even more insane.

Why was I suddenly mentioning him? 

Because he didn’t even have the right to visit the Academy that day! 

No wonder that professor seemed a bit strange when he started by asking who on earth he was to cause such a commotion. 

There was a reason I couldn’t have imagined.

He was an unauthorized outsider, so even though he was a noble, they couldn’t have known who he was!

“Wow, I killed that guy for nothing. If I had let him live, he might have caused all sorts of amusing incidents.”

“Don’t even mention it. It still makes my blood boil just thinking about it.”

Well, Lagnis had been insulted to her face, along with her entire family. 

Even though I couldn’t fully understand noble sensibilities, I could comprehend it to some extent, having grown up around it.

Still… wow. 

Among all the weirdos I’ve met in this other world, he was truly one of the top-tier noble lunatics.

I was really grateful that only kind and good nobles seemed to be around me. 

Although I never met the lord of Ogwen, given how well-maintained public order was despite rapid development, he must have been a good lord.

“So that’s why you and Lord Radnelbandes were more cautious than I expected?”

“That’s right. Thanks to that, I have to send regular reports to the royal family, which is quite troublesome.”

It seemed that while other countries sent official delegations, Lagnis was simply invited as the Margrave of Itisel’s border region. 

To prevent any complaints from her kingdom that didn’t even get a chance to send a delegation, she had to send quite lengthy letters every day.

Now that I thought about it, wasn’t that incredibly impressive…?

“More importantly, don’t you think you’re a bit too close for just escorting…”

We were arm in arm, but her chest was noticeably pressed against me.

You’ve become too bold in just one day! 

Your lack of hesitation makes me feel embarrassed!

“I’m already annoyed that I’ll have to give you up to Esmée soon. Do you want to irritate me more?”

Lagnis glared at me with half-closed eyes, seemingly unwilling to insist on staying by my side all day if it meant going against public expectations. 

This felt like she had cut off any option to completely avoid it, leaving me to choose between getting hit once, or twice. 

It gave me mixed feelings, but… I couldn’t bring myself to refuse.

As we arrived at the main building with tense steps, we unexpectedly found Esmée with Sieg’s group.

Sieg noticed me first and waved, then Esmée turned to look at us. 

Despite Lagnis’s presence, she greeted me with a bright smile and a wave.

‘Aaaaaah!! Stop looking at my lips, Eldmia!!’

Esmée examined me from various angles with a bright but unmistakably foxy smile. 

As I found it difficult to meet her eyes and kept turning my head away, I noticed Lagnis looking very dissatisfied, Sieg wearing an expression of understanding, and Esselua gazing at Esmée with a strangely proud look.

What’s this? 

I thought you imperial sisters didn’t get along? 

Ah, is Esselua completely out of that equation?

“From today, the lessons will be mostly practical, so you might be tired. But you look like you didn’t sleep well…”

I couldn’t help but stick out my tongue at Esmée’s expression, which seemed oblivious despite having committed an outrageous act that would mark a ridiculous turning point in my life. 

To think that what I thought was a hamster turned out to be a fox!

“That’s right. I wanted to sleep well, but…”

I tried to answer as if nothing was wrong, but it wasn’t easy at all. 

Just from my reaction, Lagnis, who had noticed that Esmée must have done something she didn’t know about on her way back yesterday, narrowed her eyes even more. 

Feeling a strong urge to change the subject quickly, I opened my mouth.

“By the way, I didn’t expect to see you with the hero this morning. Is it related to today’s lessons?”

“Hoho. Indeed it is. Although it takes the form of lessons, it’s ultimately closer to a demonstration of what the hero has learned in the Empire so far. It’s fastest to communicate through me.”

It seemed that even though she had entered the Academy in a temporary capacity, she hadn’t completely let go of her duties. 

As Esmée approached and formally greeted Lagnis, Lagnis naturally separated from me and returned the greeting.

“I look forward to working with you during these ‘short’ three days, Esmée.”

“Of course. I shall do my utmost to ensure it’s an ‘unforgettable’ visit.”

It was chilling. 

I felt like a dagger had been thrust into my chest.

Now I understood. 

If words had form, theirs would surely be sharp blades.

As I struggled to fix my wandering gaze on Sieg… 

I saw an aspect of him I could never have imagined.

Sieg, who had somehow approached me, was actually sympathizing with me!

“Hero…?”

“Brother. You’ve finally replaced your knothole with an eye hole.”

Sieg’s hand patting my shoulder felt incredibly warm. 

Was this… the warmth of human compassion…!

“Hang in there. I’ve been down this road too. I believe you’ll navigate it well.”

So he wasn’t just posturing with three women in tow!

Amazed by Sieg’s appearance, which was truly that of a hero with a halo, I hastily whispered in his ear.

“He-… no, Big Brother. Can’t you give your little brother some advice? I feel like my blood is draining from the morning.”

“Nope, can’t. This is your karma. The only advice I can give you is that you should be extremely careful when talking to the person who gave you that earring.”

“…Huh?”

“I believe you’ll understand what I mean now, little brother.”

Really? 

Seriously?

I asked with my face, but Sieg just nodded, patted my shoulder once more, and then went back to where Esselua and the other women were.

It seemed I might have been unknowingly going around planting flags in all directions like a madman!

As my vision darkened, I felt a familiar arm linking with mine, bringing me back to reality. 

I saw Esmée, looking completely nonchalant. 

Despite Lagnis being right next to us, she spoke while openly displaying affection, not even trying to hide it.

“I look forward to spending another day with you.”

“…Aren’t you being too calm after doing something so outrageous?”

For a moment, I was so indignant that I unconsciously spoke informally in a low voice, but Esmée didn’t seem particularly surprised.

Instead, she smiled faintly.

“Do I look calm to you?”

As her dainty hand gently overlapped with mine, I could feel a definite trembling.

Lagnis, who had been examining me with sharp eyes since I mentioned the “outrageous thing”, opened her eyes wide as if she had figured something out and started to look surprised.

“If one prepares mentally in advance, it’s possible to hide one’s expression to some extent. It’s only natural that I can’t find complete composure in just one day after such a special event for me.”

This is too difficult…! 

As I fervently prayed that my face wasn’t turning bright red, Lagnis interjected.

“…I’m going to do it too.”

Although I could easily see that she was making a great effort to hide her change in expression, I found it hard to believe that she could have accurately inferred what happened from just these fragmentary conversations. 

I could only ask back with a dumbfounded expression.

“What?”

“When we get back, I’m going to do it too.”

“Wait, do you even know what you’re talking about…”

Lagnis answered with her eyes instead of words, and I understood.

Ah! 

Everyone except me had been incredibly perceptive!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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As I precariously entered my fifth day of academy life, Esmée and Lagnis clearly distinguished between public and private matters.

While I was practically dragged by Esmée to our destination, not even knowing where we were supposed to go, I witnessed the two of them smoothly exchanging greetings with nobles and envoys from other countries that we met along the way. 

This made me acutely aware that they were indeed royalty and nobility.

Even when they conversed with each other during this process, they chatted with smiles, without a hint of tension. 

Seeing this, I couldn’t help but wish they would continue like this for the remaining period.



Of course, that was impossible. 

It was meaningless for me, the cause of all this, to have such hopes.

“Today’s schedule only includes dungeon exploration,” Esmée explained. 

“Although it’s a dungeon operated under strict management for student education, it’s at a level where even average adventurers would need to form parties to navigate comfortably.”

Esmée, noticing that I hadn’t properly grasped today’s schedule, was explaining it to me in between greeting the passing crowds. 

If I hadn’t seen the performance in the arena on the first day, I might have been quite surprised by the dungeon’s level. 

But having experienced it firsthand, it was perfectly understandable.

Rather, those who had built up some teamwork within the academy’s framework were likely better than mediocre adventurer parties. 

This class seemed to focus more on situational awareness, improvisation, and role distribution rather than just checking their ability to handle danger.

“Then how will the Margrave and I participate?” I asked.

“That has already been arranged,” Esmée replied. 

“As the representative of Margrave Levien, you, Eldmia, will participate in the exploration with Hero Siegfried. The remaining members will be filled by attendants brought by envoys from each country or the envoys themselves.”

“There are over ten kingdoms I know of on the continent, but surely not all of them are participating?” I inquired.

That meant there were ten countries large and famous enough for the Empire to send invitations to. 

If we included the smaller nations, there must be at least ten more countries I didn’t know about.

But that turned out to be exactly what happened.

“Why wouldn’t they?” Esmée responded. 

“It’s a matter of continental interest. However, we’ve divided those who want to form parties directly with the hero and observe him up close, and those who want to compete in dungeon exploration. Including the parties formed by academy students, a total of four parties will explore the dungeon simultaneously.”

“By the way, each party consists of five members.” 

Her last words made me feel strongly uneasy.

“They say that when five people gather, there’s always one trash among them.” 

Sieg muttered with a blank expression, having overheard Esmée’s words.

“That’s quite a unique yet strangely credible saying. Who said that?” Esmée asked, intrigued.

“There is a wise man called Master Jirobo. Even he judged humans too rationally,” Sieg replied.

“Oh… That’s a name I’ve never heard before. Are there any other teachings?”

“Probably not.”

I could barely hold back my laughter at Esmée’s seemingly disappointed reaction to Sieg’s casual lie, which he delivered with such familiarity that it was clear he had done this many times before. 

As I gritted my teeth to suppress my amusement, Lagnis asked a question from beside me.

“Four parties seems quite a large number, doesn’t it? I can understand the dungeon’s scale given it’s in the Empire, but is there another reason for having so many people explore simultaneously?”

“While it’s done to showcase the hero’s achievements, the academy isn’t just nurturing just one hero.” Esmée explained. 

“By including two parties of students and one party of envoys, it inevitably became four parties.”

The hypothesis and question I had held since the first day was that the Empire had no intention of putting all its eggs in the hero’s basket.

In a normal situation, having the hero’s party composed of external members and making them compete with other parties would have been seen as quite disadvantageous. 

But because I was paired with the hero in the same party, it made things much more complicated to think about.

For a dungeon of this level, the hero and I alone could probably clear it. 

Unless we were completely at odds, there was no reason we couldn’t accommodate each other’s opinions now.

“Esmée, was putting me and Sieg in the same party planned?” I asked quietly, unable to find an answer even after pondering it myself.

Esmée, who had just waved naturally to a passing noble, answered just as quietly, “It was hastily arranged when suspicions of ulterior motives arose.”

That was all the explanation she gave, but it was enough. 

In this situation, the implications of detecting ulterior motives and providing the hero with a safe party member were clear.

The question was whether it was an assassination attempt, or if someone outside the Empire was trying to tarnish the hero’s reputation… 

If they were wary of demons, there would be no need to reorganize the party, so it was likely a power struggle between nations.

And that led to the conclusion that there were people who viewed the hero, chosen by the gods to oppose the Demon King, simply as a military asset of the Empire.

The irritation and displeasure that suddenly welled up inside me was even greater than what I had felt before coming to the Empire.

It was Esmée’s touch, as she had her arm linked with mine, it helped me compose my face before it could contort unattractively.

“Are you nervous because there are many onlookers? With your and the hero’s skills, there shouldn’t be any problems. You’re surprisingly timid,” she said.

When I looked down at Esmée’s eyes, they conveyed a different meaning from her words.

I was genuinely impressed that she had accurately grasped my emotional change from just a moment of tension and gave me a heads-up in advance. 

My admiration even swallowed up my irritation.

“…I see. I suppose I’m not used to such public activities,” I replied.

“No matter how nervous you are, you must exercise restraint. The dungeon exploration isn’t the end.” she advised.

Even if there would be an attempt on the hero’s life, I shouldn’t kill them. 

Understanding what Esmée meant to say, I nodded with something resembling a smile.

I wasn’t sure if it looked like a real smile, but Esmée smiled back at me anyway.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The entrance to the dungeon, located in the forest near the academy and leading underground, boasted a rather clean and modern style, as if it had been newly built and maintained. 

It might even be an artificial dungeon.

The faculty members leading the exploration, the makeshift wooden spectator stands, several crystal balls, and the people filling those stands were as noisy as if it were a festival.

While I wondered if anyone would dare to try and backstab the hero in such a setting. 

I sighed again, realizing that the possibility existed, which was why they had made these preparations in advance.

“Well, it’s a common occurrence. Don’t worry too much about it, little brother.” Sieg said casually, approaching me as I stood with a sour expression, having left our companions who had moved to the spectator stands.

“Aren’t you too calm about a potential assassination attempt on yourself?” I asked incredulously.

Sieg must have heard Esmée’s earlier explanation since he could control wind spirits and would have been able to hear any conversation within earshot. 

That’s why I could ask without a shred of doubt, and Sieg, seemingly having no intention of hiding anything, just shrugged and answered.

“You’re from a country that directly faces demons, so you don’t know, little brother. Some inland kingdoms even consider the very existence of the hero to be a huge scam perpetrated by the Empire.”

“A scam?”

“They think that demons are actually nothing, but the Empire is hyping it up using the name of God, trying to suck up all the benefits.”

Honestly, I had suspected that they planned to use the hero for their own benefit. 

But… to ignore the threat of demons entirely and accuse them of forging divine will? 

That was going too far.

It was unbelievable that people living normally in this world, not Otherworlders like Sieg and I, could come up with such notions.

“Don’t the inland kingdoms have faith?” I asked.

“There’s a saying: ‘Tragedy when seen up close, comedy when seen from afar.'” Sieg replied, sounding unusually intellectual and heroic today.

“That’s why I consider all these bastards to be complete assholes.” Sieg continued. 

“They lack a sense of reality, they don’t make any effort, but when they feel like they’re losing out, they rise up and try to bite as if it’s the truth. Instead of thinking about becoming stronger or improving their abilities, they’re more inclined to depend on others.”

I hadn’t thought that being reincarnated as a hero would have been all pleasant experiences, but it seemed Sieg might have seen more unpleasant things than I had imagined.

“But they’re not all like that.” Sieg added. 

“There are some admirable ones who say, ‘We acknowledge the threat of demons, but it’s impossible for the hero to overcome it alone. We won’t rely solely on the hero!’ That’s how people should be, but it’s a shame it’s not a universal mindset.”

Just as I was about to feel sorry for him, caught up in such sentiments, Sieg patted my shoulder and grinned, showing his teeth.

“Above all, this time you’re here too, right, little brother? You don’t like those kinds of bastards either, do you?”

“I really don’t.”

“Right. That’s all that matters. Whatever fuss they try to kick up, how could they possibly outdo the hero and the guy who beat the hero? If you think about it as a chance to round them up and beat them like dogs, it actually becomes something to look forward to, you know?”

This kid. 

If nothing else, his mentality was truly befitting of a hero.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

[Translator Notes]

[Im down for the action and politics, these chapters have been really good lately]

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord


⚙ System Notification ⚙






› Main Quest [God’s Apprentice] Unlocked!

› You have been granted an opportunity by the Arcane God’s to become a Korean Translator for Arcane Translations.

› Do you accept?

›  YES/ NO








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 89 .｡.:✧ The Plan✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

As the formal proceedings began, it was Wade Palmahon, who had made an appearance during the Gwillo incident, who started the speech.

It was only after seeing the combat-related professors, including Gidley, lined up behind him that I truly understood what the title “Head of Combat Studies” meant.

“I am Wade Palmahon, the Head Professor of Combat Studies, responsible for managing and overseeing the academy’s practical classes. It is a great honor to arrange this event for the envoys of our allied nations.” 

Wade began with a rather formal and ceremonial opening.

Wade then went on to explain the group assignments and precautions.

Once inside the dungeon entrance, groups would be randomly teleported to different locations.

There would be no interference from illusion magic, so if danger was perceived, they should immediately use the provided return scrolls.

The return scrolls should always be worn at the waist. 

This was to allow forced return by tearing an opponent’s scroll in case of fights between participants. 

Any violations would result in penalties to be undertaken by the individual.

While the event was to showcase the hero’s achievements, they had no intention of making it just for show. 

Those who outperformed the hero would be promised appropriate rewards.

Finally, he explained at length that the structure was such that the group that first captured the marker in the center of the horizontal dungeon would be the winner.

Only after the faculty members began moving according to Wade’s instructions and the group assignments started did this opening ceremony-like event finally end, allowing me a chance to look around.

“Hey! Royal Knight! Long time no see!” 

I was able to spot Etenera, who had been unable to contain her friendliness since the first day.

“It’s only been five days, but it feels like it’s been a month, doesn’t it?”

“Indeed. It’s amazing how little our classes have overlapped.”

“Haha, that’s because you and the Margrave are observing all the classes in the academy. But even so, it’s been incredibly misaligned.”

We could have crossed paths at least once, but since coming to the Empire, I had been entangled in different issues almost every day, so we hadn’t. 

It was a shame, as I quite liked her due to her overflowing friendliness.

“I see you’re participating in the exploration.”

“I’m quite skilled, you know. Be prepared if we meet in the dungeon.” 

Her playful demeanor was full of good-natured mischief, so I returned it with a light laugh.

Considering that those who seemed to be in her group had all shown exceptional skills during Gidley’s classes, it wasn’t hard to guess that Etenera’s abilities were no less impressive, even though the aftermath of my duel with Sieg had overshadowed the later classes.

Unable to chat for long, we parted ways, and I looked around at the others. 

The other academy party consisted of people I didn’t know at all, while the party composed of envoys seemed to be made up of individuals who were not exactly pleasant-looking.

One of them, despite being a woman, had eyes that looked more ferocious than most men, and the envoy party seemed to have already gathered around her for a strategy meeting.

In the end, unable to spot anyone exhibiting notably suspicious behavior, when it came time for our group to gather for brief introductions, I found myself frustrated for a different reason than in the morning.

“Greetings, Hero Siegfried! Your magnificence is known even in our Mountain Kingdom of Maldegen…”

“I can feel the goddess’s blessing shining like a halo around you! I am from the Kingdom of Pheneshmila…”

“Glory to the great Empire and to you, Hero! I am…”

The three party members, without any regard for who went first, began showering the hero with flattery, entering full sycophant mode.

It wasn’t hard to see that judging by appearances alone, these people seemed to have no connection to combat and didn’t even look like mages. 

The reason they were here was clearly because they saw it as a golden opportunity to directly face the hero.

They would have continued talking over each other, pushing and shoving to the point of rudeness, if Sieg hadn’t burst out laughing, holding his stomach.

“Hehe. These bastards haven’t heard about me yet, it seems.” 

Honestly, in any other situation, I would have tried to stop them, but faced with the prospect of carrying these three bombs, I was too dumbfounded to do anything but stay quiet.

The three, unaware of this fact, naturally wore bewildered expressions and failed to respond properly.

“Ex-excuse me? What did you just…”

“Before I break all your legs right here, shut up and just follow along. This event was set up for you to witness my achievements with your own eyes and report back to your kingdoms, not for you to wag your tails at the imperial family behind their backs.”

“Haha, Hero, what we meant to say wasn’t…”

One of the three, a skinny man with thick curly hair, tried to speak up with a practiced smile, pushing aside the dumbfounded one, but Sieg waved him off, cutting him short as well.

“Fuck. No words are needed for dungeon exploration. You, the one who just waved your hand, I don’t see any calluses on your palm. Are you a mage?”

“Pardon?”

“Judging by your stuttering response, I guess not? What about you two?”

The other two, indicated by Sieg’s chin gesture, also hesitated, seemingly having nothing to proudly claim, but the last one, who hesitated the least, suddenly turned serious and raised his voice.

“A-Aren’t you being too rude?! We are here as envoys from various countries…”

“If you’re envoys, why don’t you just observe instead of insisting on joining the practical and causing trouble for others?!”

Sieg’s shout, which could only be described as a sudden outburst, made the three back away. 

Even I thought it was a justified and appropriate outburst.

It was quite a good choice, even considering that this was a gathering of influential figures from various countries.

There’s a difference between participating in practical training knowing how to fight, and expressing a desire to participate despite lacking such skills. 

In fact, with so many eyes watching, it became an issue connected to national prestige.

Moreover, these people had likely joined while spouting empty words about being fully capable, so there was nothing more to be said. 

They probably calculated that since this was an event to showcase the hero’s achievements, there was no need for them to step up as the hero would handle everything, and their own abilities weren’t important.

Usually, I would have joined in cursing them out, but absurdly, they now seemed like gentlemen in comparison.

At least they had faith that a hero would be capable of that much, right? 

One of them even mentioned the goddess, so at the very least, they weren’t denying or doubting the hero’s existence, which made them the lesser evil rather than the worst.

It really seemed unbelievable, but that was the reality.

“Let me tell you in advance, don’t expect me to clean up all the mess you make as we go along. It’s not for nothing that the academy gave each of you an expensive escape scroll. If you become unable to fight or anticipate danger, tear it without hesitation. I won’t be responsible if you die.”

“B-But aren’t you the hero? How can you make such an irresponsible statement?” 

The large-nosed man who had said he was from the Mountain Kingdom cried out with an aggrieved expression.

Sieg replied calmly, arms crossed, “Does being a hero mean I can cut down an entire kingdom’s worth of threats with one swing of my sword? Even if I do my best, there will always be people I can’t save somewhere in the world. I have no intention of getting caught up in that and causing hundreds more to die along with me.”

“I-Is this what the hero, who should be saving those suffering from demons, should be saying? Aren’t you ashamed?!”

“Whoa, watch your words. We have an attendant of the Margrave from Itisiel here, where people are truly suffering.” Sieg said, gesturing towards me with his chin.

As Sieg pointed me out, the expressions of the three men began to subtly contort. 

Their looks seemed to suggest they hadn’t really expected someone like me to actually be present, which made the situation even more absurd.



“Before you start talking about suffering people, why don’t you tell my friend here what your countries have done for Itisiel? Or has another country joined the front lines against the demons without my knowledge?” 

“…We will definitely make a formal complaint about this.” 

“Bullshit. I’ill remember this too, you bastards. I’m the hero, not you.”

Sieg shook his head as if there was nothing more to say and turned to me.

“Eldmia. You said you did some adventurer work, right? What did you mainly handle?”

He wasn’t calling me ‘little brother’ as usual, probably because he was mindful of those around us. 

His attitude was also more businesslike than usual.

“Scouting and combat. I suppose those are the skills that will be useful today.” 

“That’s enough. Looking at those guys, it’s obvious they’ll be of no help. Let’s struggle through this together.”

I wanted to say, “You’re the one who’ll have to do all the work, Hero,” but I decided to play along and nodded.

It was an incredibly unpleasant start. 

The envoy group didn’t seem to be pushovers, and we had to deal with them along with the students, while also carrying three dead weights.

It was a balance that could almost be called malicious… 

I found myself increasingly curious about what the Empire and Esmée were aiming for.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Quite the malicious combination, isn’t it?” Esmée remarked, a playful smile lingering on her lips as she addressed Lagnis, who had voiced her observation. 

Lagnis, however, couldn’t find any humor in the situation.

“It may be so.” she conceded, “But under the current circumstances, this is the best course of action.”

Incompetent fools they might be, but at least these individuals wouldn’t resort to backstabbing. 

Conversely, it meant that the Empire viewed the other envoys, those excluded from this arrangement, as potential threats.

“Do you see that woman with the sharp gaze? She’s Sevela, the Singing Spear of the Voltabeian Maritime Kingdom. The others seem unremarkable… but the way they’ve gathered around her without hesitation suggests that the Empire has made quite a few enemies.”

Lagnis, preoccupied with Itisiel’s internal affairs for the past year, had no knowledge of this Sevela. 

She could only surmise from Esmée’s tone that the woman wasn’t someone to be trifled with. 

This was despite Esmée’s seemingly cheerful demeanor.

Esselua’s reaction, however, surpassed even Lagnis’s expectations.

“Siren Sevela? Isn’t she a criminal?!”

“Lower your voice, Esselua. There’s no need to raise your voice over this.”

A criminal as an envoy’s attendant? 

And this wasn’t a matter to get worked up about? 

It wasn’t just Lagnis who struggled to grasp the situation; even Esselua and the hero’s other companions wore similar expressions of disbelief.

Esmée, however, remained unfazed. 

She continued to exchange greetings with those paying their respects from the spectator stands, her explanation barely a whisper.

“There’s no concrete evidence that she plundered ships from other countries. Only circumstantial. As long as Voltabei maintains her innocence, we have no grounds to protest.”

“Are there really that many women in Voltabei who wield spears enhanced by song?”

“Without witnesses, there’s no way to be sure.”

Turning to Esselua with a graceful movement that belied the true nature of their conversation, Esmée continued with a smile.

“I have a feeling we’ll learn the truth today.”

“…If the price for that truth is the hero’s life, it seems rather steep.”

“Don’t be foolish. The hero isn’t invincible. Besides, this time, the one who defeated him is also participating.”

Her smile, though seemingly ordinary, held a hint of mischief.

“I wonder how much accurate information they’ve actually received?”

“…You’ve already made your move, haven’t you?”

“I always make preparations. Except for when dealing with those who are exceptionally foolish or predictable.”

Esmée settled back into the plush sofa, popping a grape into her mouth as if to signal the end of their conversation. 

Lagnis, though irked by her casual demeanor, couldn’t help but feel a sliver of relief. 

At least Esmée seemed to genuinely like Eldmia. 

She wouldn’t intentionally put him in harm’s way.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Sevela, the Singing Spear of Voltabei.

A title bestowed upon her by the Voltabeian people, praising her prowess in both bardic arts and spear combat. 

However, Sevela preferred the title given to her by her enemies: Siren.

A creature that lured sailors to their deaths with its enchanting voice. 

The implication that she was a monster who happened to be skilled in combat sat better with her.

“Do they truly believe that a single hero can turn the tide of war?” she wondered aloud.

“Hmph. Those fools are letting fear cloud their judgment. They are nothing but beasts with a fancy name. Even Itisiel has been holding them off for years. How can such a race threaten humanity?”

“They mistake exaggeration for truth because the lie is so grand.”

“It’s lamentable. If the world were truly that simple, how could the Empire have maintained its power?”

“Indeed.”

Those who knew her infamous title didn’t object to her leading their group. After all, her skills were undeniable. At the young age of twenty, she had become the captain of Voltabei’s Sea Dragon Knights, a testament to her abilities.

Even though those present were considered skilled in their own right, they were no match for Sevela’s reputation.

“It must truly be the will of God that such clear-sighted individuals as ourselves have gathered here.”

Since the hero’s announcement by the Holy See, the kingdoms had focused more on espionage than on supporting Itisiel. 

As a result, they were well-informed of the situation on Itisiel’s front lines. 

Though they lacked detailed intel, they had all come to the same conclusion:

The demons posed no real threat.

Though there were occasional large-scale losses due to magic, most encounters could be handled by adventurers. 

If the demons were truly a threat to humanity, Itisiel wouldn’t have been able to maintain the front lines for seven years.

This widespread belief rendered the rumors meaningless.

“It seems the Empire is desperate to maintain its grip on the surrounding kingdoms by using the demon threat as leverage. Or perhaps…” 

The speaker was an attendant from the Pazonian Kingdom. 

“Perhaps this has something to do with the rumored power struggle between the First Princess and the Second Prince.”

Her gaze shifted to Esmée and Lagnis, seated in the VIP section.

To them, the two women, both strikingly beautiful, seemed to be enjoying each other’s company. 

The implication was clear.

“It seems the First Princess lacks wisdom, despite her ambition.”

“Ahem. That’s a bit harsh, don’t you think? Such words are unbecoming of this setting.”

“My apologies…”



They perceived the Empire’s intentions clearly: Use the hero to emphasize the Empire’s importance. 

Then, by forging a good relationship with the Margrave, who was responsible for the demon front lines, the Empire could claim a share of the spoils when the war escalated and use it to suppress the other kingdoms.

It wasn’t a bad plan, but the execution was clumsy, a transparent ploy easily seen through.

“It’s almost pitiful, using such tactics against us.”

“Indeed. It’s as if they think we’re children.”

None of the envoys present were young. 

The youngest was Sevela, in her mid-twenties, while the oldest was nearing thirty. 

All had experienced their share of territorial conflicts and duels of honor.

And the Empire dared to pit them against students? 

It was almost laughable.

Still, they had no reason to refuse the Empire’s offer. 

They had been granted a legitimate opportunity to achieve their goals.

“As the saying goes, ‘Even a lion hunts a rabbit with all its might.’ Let’s seize this opportunity and demonstrate our kingdoms’ true strength.”

With those words, Sevela and the others shared a knowing, if somewhat sinister, smile. 

They agreed to keep their true intentions hidden, for now.

Blinded by their arrogance, they had no idea that this would be the last moment of confidence they would experience.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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People are like books; you can’t judge them by their covers.

Well, some people might claim they can read someone at a glance, but usually, that’s not the case.

It’s a simple and obvious truth: you only truly get to know someone through interactions and shared experiences.

And yet, sometimes, we unwittingly forget this fact. 

Just like I did, right now.

Before entering the dungeon, I had treated those three troublemakers, who were nothing more than dead weight, with cold indifference. 

I never, not even for a second, imagined they would bring me such immense joy.

Perhaps it was the unexpected nature of this joy that made it all the more delightful.

“He- Hero! Help meeee!”

“Uwaaaah! Die, monster!”

“Gyaaah!”

Those idiots, lacking even basic weapons, had grabbed the swords and shields provided by the academy and followed us into the dungeon. 

Now, they were engaged in a desperate struggle against goblins.

One might scoff at the “red-rank” difficulty featuring mere goblins, but with over twenty of them swarming our location, the situation was… well, slightly different. 

Of course, even then, with a party of five, it was still only a blue-rank difficulty at best.

That’s why the academy had designated a goblin nest as our starting point.

Finding ourselves surrounded by goblins the moment we arrived certainly lived up to the red-rank difficulty rating.

Of course, Sieg and I had swiftly eliminated all but three of the goblins. 

But those three idiots, struggling against a single goblin each, were putting on quite a comedic performance.

My only regret was the lack of popcorn.

“Look at your stance! You call that fighting? Stand up straight!”

“He- Help! Please, spare me!”

“If you die to that thing, you’ll be so embarrassed that your soul will die a second time! Block! Use your head!”

It wasn’t like the Hero and I were intentionally trying to make things difficult for them. 

We were merely trying to help them salvage some shred of dignity by encouraging them to at least put up a fight. 

Otherwise, why would we waste time on this ridiculous charade when our priority was to reach the center of the dungeon and secure the objective marker before the other teams?

It was just incredibly amusing to watch.

“My, my, look at how he’s holding that sword. With that level of strength, why bother with a longsword and a shield?”

“Probably chose a longsword because he thought a shortsword would be too shabby. All style, no substance.”

Sieg and I were perched on a pile of rocks, gathering pebbles to use as projectiles whenever our companions found themselves in a pinch.

Their lack of basic combat skills made it easy to predict their movements two steps ahead. 

They might have felt like they were walking a tightrope, but thanks to our intervention, they were in no real danger.

Thwack! 

A pebble launched by Sieg hit a goblin square in the eye.

The goblin, momentarily blinded, abandoned its attempt to exploit a gap in the Mountain Kingdom envoy’s high guard and stomped on his foot, clutching its face in pain.

“You’re fighting a goblin, not an Orc! Lower your stance! Bend your knees! That’s a round shield, not a tower shield!”

“Hah… hah…”

“Honestly, you bunch of morons.”

Despite his harsh words, Sieg was clearly enjoying the show. 

After ten minutes of agonizing combat, the three idiots finally managed to defeat their respective goblins, looking as if they had been fighting for days.

To us, it was a pathetic, pitiful, and utterly hilarious sight. 

They had probably never imagined they would be subjected to such torture.

“Anyone would think you’ve been in the dungeon for a week. What made you think you could handle this?”

Participation was entirely voluntary, so it was their own fault for getting into this mess. 

Knowing this, they could only whimper, too exhausted to argue.

“Stay alert and keep up. Maintain your situational awareness.”

“C- Can we rest for a bit?”

“Rest now and you’ll be too exhausted to move. If you want to give up, just tear your return scroll. I won’t stop you.”

Failing to impress Sieg and then retreating after less than an hour would certainly make their kingdoms proud. 

They fell silent, obediently following Sieg and me.

“It doesn’t feel artificial. Do you think they allowed the ecosystem to develop naturally over time?”

“Perhaps. All I know is that they hired professional mages to create this place. But you’re right, there’s no hint of artificiality.”

However, judging by our goblin encounter, they were at least monitoring the dungeon and mapping its layout. 

This meant they were also maintaining the facility, which meant there was a high probability of encountering traps that would malfunction without proper upkeep.

“There might be floor traps. I’ll take the lead.”

“Oh, you can do that too? Impressive.”

“I’ve had plenty of time to learn.”

After all, I had received six years of intensive, practical training from Master Asirye, carefully utilizing every spare moment. 

I was in a different league compared to those mediocre adventurers.

Taking into account the environment, the lessons I had learned, and the academy’s teaching style, I began to identify and disarm potential traps.

The results? 

Need I say more? 

My accuracy was, of course, flawless, earning Sieg’s admiration.

“That’s some valuable knowledge. See, scouts are essential. We’re lacking in that department.”

“You mean your party? Don’t you have an elf?”

“She’s a magic swordsman. Can’t shoot an arrow.”

“Wait, you’re telling me there’s an elf who can’t use a bow?”

It was like hearing about a blacksmith who couldn’t swing a hammer. 

But Sieg’s expression was serious, devoid of humor or deceit.

“She’s quite the handful, even at the academy. Still young, even by elf standards. Apparently, she threw a tantrum back home and refused to learn anything but swordsmanship and magic. Said bows were too boring.”

“Unbelievable. Shouldn’t you request a scout from the Empire for future missions?”

“Why bother? I’ve got one right here.”

He grinned, attempting to pat my back, but I dodged his hand, expressing my firm refusal.

“I’m not joining your chaotic mess. Don’t even dream about it.”

“But wouldn’t traveling with us help you achieve your goals faster? Your path is just as chaotic as ours, anyway.”

“And what if the Hero decides to join the front lines? Am I supposed to wait around for that? I plan to receive my wandering knight title next year and start tracking down that bastard.”

“Hmm, interesting.”

Sieg’s eyes gleamed, and I suddenly felt like I had said too much. 

But nothing came of it, and we continued our journey towards the center of the dungeon without any further incident. 

We did encounter a couple of orcs and signs of a goblin settlement, but we avoided them, seeing no reason to fight.

Though I was leading the way, it felt more like cheating than actual scouting. 

It was satisfying to see how well Asirye’s teachings worked, but the lack of challenge was a bit disappointing.

Still, I imagined our progress must be incredibly boring for those watching the live broadcast through those crystal ball things.

“I hear fighting.”

As we continued, Sieg and I with casual confidence, the three burdens trailed behind us with bated breath, the faint clang of weapons reached our ears.

“Monsters or people?”

“If it was in the forest, I might be able to tell, but I’m just a human. Sound travels differently in enclosed spaces like this.”

Elves and dwarves could probably distinguish the sounds, but my senses weren’t that refined.

“Either way, we have to pass through there. What should we do?”

“Do we have a choice?”

“We could charge in and ambush them mid-fight or wait until it’s over and ambush the victor.”

“The latter sounds more entertaining. Think there’s a good vantage point nearby?”

“Why don’t we approach and see? If there’s a good spot for observation, we’ll watch. If not, we’ll crash the party.”

“I like the sound of that. Let’s go!”

There was nothing quite like watching a good fight unfold.

Especially if it involved people weaker than us. 

It would be a spectacle worth selling your soul for, just for the entertainment value.

Sieg seemed to share my enthusiasm, a mischievous grin on his face as he lowered himself, mimicking my silent movements as we approached the source of the noise.

As the sounds of battle grew louder, it became clear that we were approaching a clash between humans, making the anticipation even greater. 

We reached a wall, the sounds of battle originating from the other side.

“Damn, looks like there’s no place to watch from.”

Sieg , who had been scanning the area with me, thinking the fight wouldn’t end before we could get a glimpse, sounded disappointed. 

Sadly, I had come to the same conclusion.

“Well, things never go as planned, do they? Can you break through this wall?”

“Should I shatter it or turn it to dust?”

Sieg , confident in his magical abilities, gave me a knowing smile. 

I drew my sword, my response unwavering.

“Shatter it, of course. We need to make an entrance.”

“Good point. Ambushes are all about the grand reveal.”

Sieg grinned, drawing his own sword. 

I returned his smile, adjusting my grip on my weapon.

After all, ambushes were always a good idea.
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To say that he was a person well versed in magic is an understatement.

-Kwaaaang!

The wall, shattered and torn apart by Sieg, who had charged in with aura swirling around him, scattered in all directions like styrofoam. 

It was a bit different from what I had expected, but it certainly made the people beyond the wall hesitate.

But as expected, it wasn’t enough to actually fly towards people and cause harm. 

Oh well.

There were no belated stares. 

After all that shouting to make our presence known, how many would notice us only after the wall crumbled?

“It’s Sieg!”

“Damn it! We hit Sieg first!”



“The ingenuity of mankind will prevail!”

The problem was that it happened to be students who were fighting, so they displayed incredible unity, aiming their blades at us. 

By the way, what kind of guy talks about mankind when facing a hero?

“Khahahaha! Come at me, you brats! Do you think years of failure will change overnight?!”

Sadly, Sieg wasn’t wrong. 

He could use both magic and spirit arts, so it was difficult for anyone to gain an advantage over him, even if they matched his strength with sheer numbers.

As for me, I could only fight alone, so I would have to think carefully if even three warriors with a certain level of skill coordinated their attacks.

“Uh…? Wait! If Sieg’s there…!”

That’s why I prefer ambushes. 

If one person goes down, there’s an opportunity to take down two, and assuming that we can reduce their numbers sequentially, numerical superiority can actually create unintended mistakes due to the pressure.

Since she was the furthest from us, the student had time to calmly assess the situation. 

But before she could even voice her realization, the sharp stone I threw  at her tore through the scroll at her waist, forcibly teleporting her back.

“It’s the Royal Knight!”

“Etenera! Our team will handle Sieg!”

“Surround them! Sword Sieg formation! Aim to incapacitate!”

From their words alone, one would think they were some kind of anti-Hero special forces. 

I was slightly impressed that Etenera was the leader of their party, but I focused on identifying the individuals charging at me.

A male and female swordsman duo, a female mage chanting a spell from a distance, and five others seemingly targeting Sieg, excluding Etenera who was preparing something. 

It seemed the teleported student was also part of Etenera’s party.

“Your basic skills are quite different!”

Since he was still a knight from a fairy tale, he spoke politely. 

I accelerated with mana, bypassing the duo who were trying to strike me from both sides, and charged towards the female mage preparing her spell.

This double acceleration had worked even against the Ogatorf knights. 

No matter how high the academy students’ level was, they wouldn’t be able to react to this.

“H-Huh?!”

“You have to protect yourself.”

If things went south, she would have to create distance, even if it meant forcibly activating her spell mid-cast, but she wouldn’t think that far ahead.

She panicked, trying to back away, but tripped on a small pebble just before she could gain distance. 

I tore the scroll at her waist with my sword tip as I passed by, instantly teleporting her back.

“Huh?”

But the pebble that should have been where she disappeared wasn’t there. 

Did she trip on her own foot? 

No, that wasn’t it. 

I definitely saw a pebble… 

Oh?

“Haaap!”

Even though I was too late, I couldn’t resist testing a certain incredible hypothesis when I saw the students turning and charging at me.

I quickly turned my body, pretending to pick up a random stone on the ground. 

The male student backed away, trying to protect his scroll as he observed the movement of my hand, while the female student tried to close the distance even faster to prevent my actions. 

This mismatch in their movements created a gap between them.

“Ugh, it’s not working!”

Etenera’s sharp cry, as expected, did nothing to warn them.

Simply by swinging my empty hand as if I was throwing something at her face, the female student flinched. 

I took the opportunity to knock her sword upwards and push her from under her armpit towards the male student. 

He, in his panic, caught the falling female student, and they both tumbled to the ground.

Even as I caught the female student’s falling sword and tore the scroll at her waist, they were still struggling in bewilderment before being teleported back together.

“It was area-of-effect teleportation after all.”

Since the male student disappeared even though I didn’t tear his scroll, there was no room for doubt. 

Perhaps it was designed this way for emergencies?

Still, it was unexpected that the scroll the male student had been wearing was left behind. 

Were they reacting like this because the same magic was applied to both scrolls? 

These were expensive items that were rarely used, so I didn’t know.

“Ah. Nothing’s ever easy!”

Meeting my gaze, Etenera chuckled.

Her relaxed demeanor made me wonder if she had some kind of hidden card up her sleeve, so I quickly scanned the area. 

But… even though she seemed to be preparing something earlier, she now felt more like she had given up rather than finished preparing.

“It was over far too quickly, so I’ll show you my skills next time!”

Then, without any hesitation, she tore her own scroll and gave up.

All I could do was admire Etenera as she disappeared, which instantly teleported back.

“Wow. She’s not an easy opponent either.”

I thought she was just a cheerful mood maker, but she was surprisingly quick to assess the situation. 

Well, that’s why she was able to take charge in this situation.

“This is a bit of a mismatch, no matter how I look at it. I’m impressive, but you’re quite versatile too, little brother.”

As I admired Etenera and put the scroll left by the male student in my pocket, just in case, Sieg approached as if he hadn’t even swung his sword.

No, he really hadn’t swung it, had he?

I glanced behind him, but only the three idiots we had left behind were still watching from beyond the wall.

“When did you finish them off?”

“Do you think I have wind spirits for decoration? Maybe if it was Etenera, I wouldn’t be so sure, but the others are a bit stiff. I pretended to cooperate and tore their scrolls one by one.”

I wondered if I had missed it because I was too focused, but it seemed he had literally finished them off while I was watching.

Spirit arts were really overpowered. 

Or was this the hero’s overwhelming advantage?

“Hmm. Unlike your clumsy swordsmanship, it seems you’ve been working hard on everything else.”

“W-Well, I’m a bit weak when it comes to formalities. But after losing to you, I’ve been diligently attending swordsmanship classes, you know.”

“And you still use that ridiculously large greatsword?”

“It’s enough for those weaklings. Just you wait. I’ll show you some awesome swordsmanship later.”

His response was unconvincing, but I couldn’t say anything since he claimed to have changed his attitude towards classes after realizing his past mistakes.

I nodded in agreement and turned my head to call the three burdens, ready to move again. 

That’s when it happened.

“As expected of the hero chosen by God. Your confidence is truly heroic.”

I wondered if those guys still hadn’t given up as I looked towards the voice. 

The burdens were gone, and only the envoy party I had briefly seen before entering the dungeon remained.

Honestly, I was quite surprised since I hadn’t even sensed their presence. 

Even Sieg seemed taken aback as he asked with wide eyes, “What? Where did you come from?”

Well, since we had bypassed the existing path and come through a hole in the wall, wouldn’t they have simply approached from the opposite side of the path we were supposed to take?

As expected, the answer was exactly what I had anticipated.

“We came from the opposite side. If you hadn’t made a hole in the wall, you would have fought us first.”

The woman with the fierce expression I had seen earlier seemed to be the leader, as the others remained silent.

“Where are the morons who were here?”

“We sent them back, of course. Wouldn’t it be best to reduce the enemy’s numbers?”

“Damn it. I should have just come here directly. In the end, they were useless except for killing one goblin each.”

I had brought them along, thinking they might be able to hold off at least one monster each if we encountered them in the dungeon, but it turned out to be a waste of time.

From my perspective, they had served their purpose by providing great entertainment, but it seemed Sieg didn’t agree.

“Anyway, it’s good to get rid of them in one go. It would have been annoying to deal with the students after defeating the hero.”

“Why are you talking as if you’ve already won?”

“Hehe. We’ve been through too much to play at the level of students.”

As the woman grinned, tightening her grip on her short spear, the others drew their swords almost simultaneously.

“Don’t take it too personally. You must have lived a life unimaginable to commoners under the false reputation of a hero.”

“…Hey, do you understand what she’s saying?”

I simply explained to Sieg, who was expressing his opinion with his face, wondering what kind of nonsense she was spouting.

“She’s saying she thinks the hero is a joke.”

Everyone was impressed by my perfect one-sentence summary, even though our perspectives differed.

I’m pretty good at summarizing things.
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“You are… the escort from Itisiel, aren’t you?”

“I don’t know who you are, but I see you are a non-believer.”

I didn’t believe in religion in my past life.

I was just an extremely ordinary person who believed that something divine could exist, but never thought it would have any influence on everyday life.

And now? 

Now that I’ve even been reincarnated, there was no way I couldn’t believe.

Of course, in line with Itisiel’s principle of polytheism, I positively acknowledged the existence of various gods, and while I was always grateful to the unknown being who gave me a second life, I was also prepared to change my faith if I ever truly came to know it – a man who understands grace.

Maybe that’s why, even if there were power struggles between nations, it was absurd to see them trying to ignore and belittle the existence of the Hero, a miracle, from such a biased perspective.

“A non-believer? I also have faith.”

“Don’t tell me you believe in that monotheism, that even a passing dog wouldn’t believe in?”

“E-Even a passing… what?”

“That monotheism that even a passing dog wouldn’t believe in?”

I didn’t think he really asked again because he didn’t hear me, but I still told him one more time.

Even the Empire didn’t deny the existence of other gods, even though their national religion was the Imperial Holy Church.

But these guys, from the very first meeting, called the Hero a fraud, didn’t they? 

So, seeing their reaction, asking them if they believe in monotheism, where only their god is the real one, was neither prejudice nor an unfair question.

“…Hah. It’s good to be faithful, but you’re still naive. You were born and raised in Itisiel, yet you’re telling me you believe in the prophecy that a single Hero will really defeat all the demons and bring peace?”

“What do you know, blabbering on without even setting foot near Itisiel? On top of that, the way you’re distorting the prophecy sounds exactly like a cultist.”

“W-What are you talking about! Take that back this instant!”

Right. 

While monotheism could be considered just as an insult, being called a cultist was a matter of life and death, something they couldn’t just let slide. 

But was there any other way? 

They really were acting like some.

“Isn’t that right? Then don’t go around speaking carelessly about a prophecy you can’t even remember properly. The accurate prophecy is that ‘the Hero will drive out the Demon King and bring stability to humanity.’”

“What’s the difference…!”

“What are you talking about? They won’t bring ‘peace’, nor will they ‘defeat’ the ‘demons’. By ‘driving out’ the ‘Demon King’, they will bring ‘stability’. How on earth is that the same meaning as the cultish statement you just made?”

I called them cultists to tease them, but could they really not tell the difference between the two? 

I started to wonder if they were actually cultists…?

“S-Stop calling us cultists! I will not tolerate this any longer!”

“Isn’t doubting the Hero, a product of miracles, the same as doubting the God of Light worshipped by the Imperial Holy Church? Furthermore, it could even be interpreted as the Empire deceiving the gods and forging the prophecy. You were the ones who threw insults first, so what makes you think you’re in any position to be so self-righteous?”

“Grr…!”

They weren’t completely brainless, as they hesitated after being hit by the undeniable truth I ruthlessly threw at them. 

Only then did Siegfried, who had been listening to our conversation quietly, step in front of me.

“Little brother, hold on a second. We need to check, because it’s not certain yet.”

“Check?”

“I told you. Some people think it’s a scam, but some acknowledge the Hero, but don’t believe the Hero can handle everything, so they believe they need to step up themselves.”

I almost burst out laughing at their reaction, which clearly questioned how much he had investigated, but I barely managed to hold it in. 

The non-believers, however, scoffed.

“Actually, the Demon King and the demons are nothing much. We suspect that Itisiel is in cahoots with the Empire, making up lies about threats to humanity to pressure neighboring countries.”

Looking at them brazenly revealing their “amazing” deductions and the non-believers nodding in agreement, Siegfried’s face, which had been so ordinary until now, suddenly contorted.

“You goddamn bastards!! If the threat of the Demon King was a lie, do you think I’d be suffering like a dog, dragged around by the Goddess by my hair?!”

With truly enraged eyes, Siegfried grabbed his sword without a moment’s hesitation and charged.

Yeah, he had every right to be angry this time.
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Even as they watched Hero Siegfried charge at them with his massive greatsword, the envoys remained calm.

Of course, his approach was fast, considering he was holding a sword no different from a giant lump of iron, but they were also Aura users, so they had taken that into account.

“We’ll cut off the spirits and magic first!”

The kingdoms hadn’t dispatched them to the Empire without a plan.

They had assumed the Empire would arrange something like this to exaggerate the Hero’s power, so they had been gathering all the information flowing in from the Empire, separating the lies from the truth, and making thorough preparations to deal with the Hero.

In fact, even then, the preparation itself was simple. 

Take away the magical and spirit talents from the Hero, who possessed rare talents in both magic and spirits.

Fortunately, there were already Sealing Stones and Mana Suppressors that blocked communication with spirits, and the conditions for their use were not special, and their performance was guaranteed.

With just that, 2/3 of his abilities would be sealed. 

They were confident that they could defeat a Hero which was left with only swordsmanship. 

With that confidence, the Fazson Kingdom escort took out the two tools he had put in his arms and threw them into the air.

Now, the two magic tools that had just left his fingertips would absorb the surrounding mana and activate.

“Oh my. You’re pulling out all the stops.”

He thought as he repositioned his sword to strike.

“Huh?”

The Itisiel escort, who had been standing behind the Hero, muttered softly and swung the sword he was holding into the air.

And then, the magic tools fell to the floor without any change, as if they had malfunctioned.

All the members of the envoy party, who had already finished their pre-planned strategy and were about to take action as soon as the thrown magic tools were activated, froze, unable to comprehend the sudden turn of events.

If nothing had happened and the activation had failed, they would have just considered themselves unlucky and moved on.

However, the Itisiel escort’s single utterance had transformed the situation into one they hadn’t anticipated in the slightest.

As a result, everyone’s feet were rooted to their spot for a brief moment, and the Hero took another step forward.

“Ugh!”

Sevela, the first to regain her senses and sense the danger, leaped forward and sang.

“——-!”

The bard’s song, the moment it left her lips, shed the form of language and materialized as magic. 

The process was completely different from ordinary magic, so it was free from the influence of the Mana Suppressor, and if things had gone according to plan, they would have been able to deal with the magic-sealed Hero much more easily.

They hadn’t expected it to go awry in such a ridiculous way, but even so: 

Whether it was magic or spirits, all they had to do was strike before he could use them.

Sevela, expertly adapting to her suddenly enhanced physical abilities, thrust her spear towards the Hero’s left thigh. 

How many had fallen to this attack that felt like it suddenly accelerated from the target’s point of view?

She was confident that at this distance, it was an unavoidable blow.

“What makes you think I’m so slow?!”

That is, until the giant sword swung at an unbelievable speed, the wind pressure sending her flying.

-Clang!

She couldn’t even scream.

At first, she doubted her eyes at the spinning world, and then she doubted everything.

In the midst of the impact, which was no different from being hit by a lump of iron, Sevela couldn’t help but think a million thoughts during the brief moment she flew back and crashed into the wall.

But the conclusion was simple.

A sword as big as a person was swung at her with tremendous speed, as if swatting away a bug.

That was all.

‘Magic… sword…?’

That’s impossible. 

Weapons that have their weight nullified by magic lose the power that comes from their weight.



That sword is just an ordinary sword. 

She could clearly tell that much, even with her mind reeling from the shock.

But… even if it was imbued with Aura, wasn’t that speed strange…?

“Cough…!”

She forced herself to her feet, ignoring her creaking joints, and looked at the Hero. 

What came into view was the horrific sight of the envoy party being unilaterally beaten. 

Furthermore, the Hero wasn’t even using magic or spirits, just swinging that piece of iron around, pummeling them.

“Get up, you bastards! You were so confident, but you’re worse than children!”

“Kaaagh!”

They were helpless. 

Even though they were people who had honed their swordsmanship for years, they couldn’t block the random swings of the sword, and were thrown against the wall. 

Far from blocking, they couldn’t even react, let alone figure out how to dodge, like they were facing a giant monster, rather than a human.

“Calling me a fraud, huh?! Why can’t you, who act all high and mighty, even beat a Hero who’s just been slacking off?! At this rate, the Empire will gobble you all up! Get up!!”

Despite swinging a sword no different from a lump of iron so recklessly, the Hero showed no signs of tiring, only rampaging more fiercely. 

And in the face of the Hero’s frenzy and crazed cries, no one could stand against him.
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Was it what they called them falling leaves in autumn wind? 

Personally, I couldn’t shake the feeling that they were more like insects swatted by a fly swatter, but that felt too harsh of an assessment, so perhaps falling leaves in autumn wind was more fitting.

The sight of them being struck by that massive iron club, sent flying, and rolling across the floor was truly pitiful. 

They gritted their teeth, desperately trying to get back up, but before they could even stand properly, just as they were struggling to move, Sieg swung his sword once more, sending them rolling in the opposite direction.

Of course, their misery was my entertainment. 

It was amusing.

Still, just in case, I decided to offer Sieg a word of advice.

“Hero, you haven’t forgotten that the audience is watching through the crystal ball, have you?”

“As if I care!”

Well, whether he accepted it or not was up to him. 

Since our conversation wasn’t being broadcasted anyway, it didn’t really matter.

Just as I was starting to miss having popcorn, a low groan came from the side.

“Ugh… wh-why is this happening…?”

It was the woman who had abruptly started singing before thrusting her spear, only to be flung back. 

Of course, I now knew that it had been a buff spell, but at first, I truly wondered if she had lost her mind.

“To anyone watching, it would seem like you’ve been met with an incredibly unfair and unjust outcome.”

The woman with the fierce impression, who had at least been spared from continuous suffering like the others by being flung away initially, was shedding tears and pounding the ground as if she was indignant. 

It was absurd, to say the least.

“That…that was dark magic… It’s unheard of…”

“In this world? Even a Silver-ranked adventurer could fly several times farther than that, let alone the Hero who is yet to reach his full potential. What kind of life have you lived?”

Anyone would think she was the reincarnated one. 

Sure, Sieg’s base stats were amazing, but there were knights even within the House of Ogatorf who were stronger than him, let alone high-ranking adventurers.

But absurdly, the woman’s reaction was indignant.

“You… you think it makes sense for someone his age to be capable of that?!”

“No, are you seriously throwing a tantrum because a kid is stronger than you?”

Her thoughts were surprisingly old-fashioned, considering her appearance.

I had asked out of genuine curiosity, but she took it as an insult and gnashed her teeth.

“I…! I am Sevela, the Siren of Voltabei! The very Knight Commander of the Sea Dragon Knights! And you dare say I am upset over such a trivial matter?!”

Ah, so you possess such a name and title. 

I had absolutely no idea, since you neglected to introduce yourself.

And here I thought she might have shown some respect upon our first encounter. 

Now she’s dropped all formalities and is speaking informally. 

Perhaps in her imagination, she planned to act like that after defeating Sieg and me. 

Then again, for someone who wouldn’t even treat the Hero properly, respecting someone from another country… well…



Huh? 

Now that I thought about it, I started getting angry.

“Yeah, I don’t appreciate that tone. A certain dog from Rudra acted the same way just recently, and he ended up dead.”

“…What?”

“A dog from Rudra. Gerulf, was it? I’m just giving you a heads up since your reaction reminds me of him. Just stay down. Or, you know, take out your return scroll and then come at me.”

My instincts were tingling. 

This woman, Sevela, wasn’t particularly weak. 

I’d hesitate to call her strong, but it was undeniable that she had been incredibly careless.

She had assumed her opponent was significantly weaker and made a move without thinking, aiming for his thigh or something. 

Naturally, she was caught off guard by Sieg, who was much stronger than she had anticipated.

However, her misfortune was that the move she got caught in happened to be from that iron club, which amplified the impact. 

Even the knights rolling around over there were hit hard because they had no idea how to counter such a weapon. 

The two Sieg missed while swinging the club wildly were getting back up and assessing the situation, even after being hit like that.

I, too, was refraining from attacking a downed opponent because I had to maintain the image of a hero from a fairytale for now. 

But in a real battle, I would have already dashed towards Sevela, landed a swift kick to knock her unconscious, and then assessed the situation.

“Judging by your arrogance and skills, you must have believed that our only option to defeat you was to forcefully tear the scrolls and send you back. Which is why you hid your scrolls, contrary to the professor’s instructions. If you’re going to attack, take it out first. Unlike the Hero, I won’t hesitate to strike someone who’s down.”

“You think… you could possibly defeat me…?”

“I already defeated the Hero. Do you think you’re any different?”

She may have found it unexpected and unorthodox, but in the end, she failed to react and got hit, didn’t she?

“Do you think I, Sevela, would back down from such… preposterous claims?!”

“Did you perhaps hit your head and lose your memory? You just charged in, thinking the Hero’s abilities were just rumors, and look what happened.”

She could initiate a forced return simply by tearing the scroll she had left in her possession. 

That would have been a convenient way to end things peacefully.

But why should I do that?

Aside from my eagerness for battle, I believed that the more combat experience I gained, the better. 

It wasn’t that I was actively seeking out fights, but I saw no reason to avoid a fight that came my way.

The matter of killing or letting live was a separate issue. 

There was no reason to be considerate of those who, from the outset, underestimated their opponents and walked into this with such naivety, failing to grasp the gravity of the war with the demonkind.

“———!”

With a burst of song, Sevela, who was trembling just moments ago, sprung up as if fully recovered and swung her spear at me.

The more I watched, the more fascinating it became. 

Was she like a bard? 

I wondered if the principle was different from magic.

Instead of drawing in the surrounding mana, it seemed like the mana around her mouth was directly broken down and converted into a form that enhanced her abilities. 

If there were demons who could use similar magic, it would be quite troublesome. 

I had no way of blocking that with my abilities.

Of course, that was assuming a demon with exceptionally high base stats. 

It wouldn’t be fast enough to reach me when I was already on high alert.

I had no trouble tracking the spearhead with my eyes. 

Simply deflecting it sideways at the right moment was enough to neutralize it completely.

“What?!”

It was understandable that she would be suspicious, but without any basis for it, it was just foolish.

Still, this was an official setting. 

It was obvious that beheading her here would only lead to further complications. 

So, I lowered my sword, and as Sevela lost her balance, I drove my fist and elbow into her face.

-Crack!

With the newfound realization that hitting someone was more mentally taxing than being hit, and the feeling of her nose breaking from my elbow strike, I grabbed her neck and drove my knee into her solar plexus, then threw her back. 

The sight of her collapsing to the ground, tears and blood spraying from her nose, wasn’t pleasant in the slightest, but what choice did I have?

The moment a weapon was drawn, gender ceased to exist.

“Gah…!”

Unable to react to the sudden impact, Sevela collapsed on the ground. 

I tossed the return scroll I had picked up earlier onto her, but she didn’t move. 

The blow to her solar plexus would keep her down for a while. 

Still, I had witnessed her song-based buff firsthand, so it wasn’t a complete waste.

“Stop living in a fantasy world and face reality. How long do you think Itisiel can keep protecting you from the demons? With your skills, you’ll simply die.”

To be fair, she wouldn’t die just yet, but I needed to give her a reality check so she would come to her senses.

I grew tired of watching. 

I retrieved my discarded sword and sliced through the scroll on top of Sevela, sending her back.

“She held onto her weapon until the very end, like a true knight.”

Sieg, who had just knocked out two of them and was facing off against the remaining two, picked up Sevela’s original scroll and looked back at me.

Oh? It seems four of them together could hold out to this extent. 

Of course, it helped that Sieg was only using his sword…

“Take out your scrolls, you bastards. Unless you want another beating.”

Surprisingly, or perhaps out of pride, the two charged at Sieg instead of taking out their scrolls.

The sight of them clinging onto their pride with such resolute expressions after being beaten so badly was laughable. 

As they focused on Sieg and charged, I slipped in from the side and joined the fray.

Their expressions morphed into despair.

And that was the end of the fight. 

Although it meant Sieg and I each had to grab one of them and beat them unconscious until they finally surrendered their scrolls, it was unavoidable.

“Stubborn bastards. Refusing to reveal where they hid them until the very end. It’s not like we could strip them naked.”

We couldn’t cause a broadcasting incident on live television. 

We told them to take out the scrolls if they didn’t want to get beaten further, but they stubbornly refused. 

What could we do?

After the situation was resolved, Sieg was still grumbling in frustration, while I decided to end things by using the remaining scrolls to send the envoys back.

Since we now knew that there would always be scrolls left behind, there was no point in wasting energy fighting unnecessarily. 

If they refused to accept defeat willingly, we would simply enforce it. 

We sent back the four of them one by one, using my spare scrolls. 

With that, we were left strolling through the dungeon, which now held no threat other than monsters.

“Honestly, when Baldy mentioned suspicious movements, I was looking forward to seeing what kind of guys they would send. But to think they were at this level… what a letdown.”

“Realistically, wouldn’t it have been a truly ‘suspicious movement’ if it weren’t for me? You wouldn’t have taken them too lightly if that were the case.”

“Now that you mention it, that’s true.”

If Sieg hadn’t been blinded by rage, he would have mistakenly thought it was an opportunity to show off his skills and held back. 

He might have even gotten hurt by those guys who were desperately fighting for their lives.

We wouldn’t be able to escape criticism for beating up the kingdom’s envoys after clearing the dungeon since our conversation wasn’t broadcasted. 

But at least we successfully displayed the Hero’s might. 

We decided to focus on the positive.

It didn’t take long to find the emblem marked with the academy’s insignia.

As soon as we obtained it, a gate, serving as an exit, was generated, and our dungeon exploration came to an end.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“That was quite a neat wrap-up, wouldn’t you say?”

Esmée commented as she greeted us, marking the end of the event with the customary, tiresome praise, envious glances, and awestruck gazes directed at the hero.

“It was almost ridiculously easy.”

“To be honest, I was worried that it would be over too quickly with you using both magic and spirit arts. It was a wise decision to win against the envoys using only your sword.”

Sieg scoffed at Esmée’s reply and sauntered over to Esselua and the other women. 

I, however, couldn’t simply brush off her words.

Even considering we still had two more days left, wouldn’t it have been more beneficial to showcase his full strength? 

I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off, from the lackluster hero training to the subtle inconsistencies we had witnessed so far.

At first, I had assumed the Empire simply wanted to control and exploit the hero, but as time went on, it became increasingly clear that things were not so simple.

“You seem unconvinced.”

Esmée, who had clearly noticed my transparent expression, remarked with a smile.

“I can guess what’s on your mind, but it’s not something to discuss here. Let’s move.”

I glanced at Lagnis, wondering if something had transpired while we were in the dungeon, but she simply shook her head, indicating she hadn’t heard anything concrete either. 

It seemed Esmée had noticed my questioning gaze.

“Surely we should share a meal after all the trouble you’ve gone through for the Empire?”

Esmée suggested to Sieg, offering him her arm in a gesture of escort, but he waved her off without even looking back.

“I’m good. Why would I go somewhere where Esselua would be uncomfortable?”

“As if she ever felt uncomfortable because of her sister.”

“Then let’s say it’s me who’d be uncomfortable.”

Esmée didn’t press further, as if she had anticipated his refusal, and in the end, only Lagnis, myself, and Esmée boarded the carriage to leave the academy for a meal.

As the carriage started moving and we passed through the academy gates, Esmée spoke.

“Don’t you find it strange, the way the Empire treats the hero?”

Her question felt like she had peered right through me. 

I might have hesitated to answer at any other time, but with Esmée as the other party, such hesitation seemed pointless.

“I suppose asking because you already know the answer is… your way of hinting that you’re willing to explain?”

“It’s not the right place to be discussing such matters. Feel free to speak your mind.”

“Then I won’t hold back.”

I decided to accept her offer. 

Persisting with formalities in this already precarious relationship felt like it could have unforeseen consequences. 

Glancing at Lagnis, who showed no particular reaction, and Esmée, who seemed pleased, I felt like I had made the right choice.

“Of course, I brought this up because I intend to explain.” 

Esmée continued, pausing briefly as if considering her words. 

“To cut to the chase, the Empire’s goal is to make all the kingdoms voluntarily confront the demon threat. To that end, they deliberately hindered the hero’s development and overlooked his weaknesses.”

“…I have absolutely no idea how those two things are connected.”

“Let’s start with this. Eldmia, the hero’s achievements weren’t solely built upon the Imperial Holy Church finding him through divine revelation, were they?”

Esmée seemed to be carefully choosing her words, even as she spoke. 

Her silence hung heavy in the air, as if challenging me to understand her implications. 

And within that silence, I began to grasp the extraordinary nature of the situation.

The first thing that came to mind was Sieg’s aversion to relying on his status as the hero. 

He was currently in a stable relationship with Esselua and the other women, but… had he always acted this way? 

Had they always been so accepting of him?

Of course not. 

Sieg hadn’t exactly been thrilled about being reincarnated into this world.

That meant… how long had Sieg refused to cooperate with the Empire’s attempts to train him?

“Half a year.”

Was my expression that transparent? 

Esmée answered the question forming in my mind.

“The hero Siegfried reached his current level after only half a year of training.”

Her words, devoid of any humor, were difficult to believe, for both Lagnis and myself.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“It was quite baffling at first. Here we had a hero, discovered through divine revelation, who refused to cooperate with us. We still don’t know the reason for his initial resistance.”

Esmée’s tale continued even as we arrived at the restaurant and began to indulge in the luxurious spread laid out before us.

I could understand Sieg’s frustration, putting myself in the shoes of a fellow Otherworlder. 

However, from the Empire’s perspective, his complaints and actions must have been utterly incomprehensible.

The hero possessed incredible power and was being offered free training, glory, and rewards. 

Humanity’s survival hinged on the upcoming war with the demonkind, making preparation not a choice, but a necessity.

Yet, despite understanding all this, the boy refused to lift a finger, clinging to the seemingly suicidal notion of letting everything fall apart. 

Anyone capable of empathizing with such a mindset would undoubtedly raise questions about his mental state.

“It took three years for him to finally start cooperating with the training program. Of course, we couldn’t simply sit back and wait for him all that time.”

The Empire had to strengthen its military, revamp the academy’s curriculum to focus on combat and practical skills, and hold countless meetings to determine how to best utilize their uncooperative hero. 

Fortunately, despite his uncooperative attitude, Sieg’s animosity towards monsters and bandits who harmed innocent people remained strong. 

This allowed them to enlist his help in those matters, which in turn, fostered his relationships with Esselua and the other women.

Then, just as Sieg began to show some semblance of cooperation, the Empire detected suspicious activities from the neighboring kingdoms.

“Saying that peace had lasted too long is simply absurd. Isn’t prolonged peace a good thing? It was their own selfishness and complacency that brought this upon them.”

Rumors began to spread, questioning the Empire’s motives. 

Was the Empire exaggerating the demon threat? 

Why was it only the Imperial Holy Church that received the divine revelation about the hero? 

Were the other gods silent? 

Were the prophecies nothing more than fabrications?

At first glance, these concerns might have seemed valid, but upon closer inspection, they reeked of distrust and arrogance. 

The kingdoms had received intel confirming Itisel’s struggles on the front lines, but they dismissed it, clinging to the delusional belief that the demons couldn’t pose a real threat if a single nation could hold them off for so long. 

They conveniently ignored the countless sacrifices Itisiel had made to maintain those very front lines.

This led Esmée to a cunning plan: If that’s how they wanted to play it, so be it. 

She would turn their skepticism against them.

She deliberately stalled Sieg’s training, presenting the world with an incomplete hero. 

To the kingdoms, this seemingly weaker hero became a less intimidating figure.

Their flawed logic went something like this: If even Itisel could handle these supposedly world-ending demons, and the hero, while strong, was still within the realm of human capabilities, couldn’t they simply mobilize their own forces, participate in the war effort, and claim a share of the spoils? The Empire, with its seemingly less capable hero, would be no match for their combined might.

“If he had been an insurmountable, god-like being, they would have given up all hope. Even if it meant immense benefits for the Empire, who would dare to challenge a hero capable of parting mountains and seas? So, I gambled, using the growth the hero had shown in the past six months as bait.”



Then, I appeared, defeating the hero and slaying the Young Lion of Rudra.

“Of course, when I first received the report, I thought everything was ruined. This part wasn’t part of the plan; it was a complete stroke of luck. But… I realized it was a blessing in disguise after meeting you.”

The fact that I, an outsider from Itisiel, had achieved this feat, had unexpectedly amplified the impact of her plan.

Now, the kingdoms were faced with a new perspective. 

If even someone who hadn’t received a divine revelation could defeat the hero, perhaps their own champions could achieve the same.

The prevailing opinion was still that it was all an elaborate lie fabricated by the Empire, but that was about to change.

“If the Empire truly intended to manipulate them, wouldn’t they have used a more powerful hero as leverage? Why reveal his weaknesses?”

The kingdoms, convinced that they had seen through the Empire’s supposed ploy, were now falling for the real trap: a false sense of security that would motivate them to take action.

Once they committed to the war effort, there would be no turning back. 

They would justify their actions by claiming that the threat to humanity was real, necessitating the involvement of all kingdoms.

The fact that countless lives had been lost and were still being lost in Itisiel to maintain those front lines seemed to escape their self-centered minds.

“It wouldn’t have come to this if Itisiel had received proper support from the very beginning.”

Empty promises, paltry financial aid – the other kingdoms had offered a pittance compared to the gravity of the situation they claimed was a threat to all humanity.

To make matters worse, Itislel itself was embroiled in internal conflict, divided between the Royalists and the Nobles, a struggle that Lagnis had been caught up in.

“And that’s where you come in, Margrave Levien. I needed someone to share this burden, someone who genuinely understood the gravity of the situation and would be willing to fight. While I believe the Itislel Royal Family understands the threat, they are not above prioritizing their own interests. But you… you’ve experienced firsthand the horrors that await us if we fail.”

Lagnis remained silent, listening intently to Esmée’s explanation. 

I couldn’t decipher her thoughts. 

Unlike me, she didn’t know the full extent of Sieg’s circumstances.

All I could do was wait and watch.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Eldemia? Are you alright?” 

To my surprise, Lagnis gently took my hand, as if checking my complexion.

“No, are you alright? You’re not angry?” 

I thought it would be understandable if she felt that Sieg had neglected his duties as a hero during his long stay in Ogwen, even though he wasn’t the reason she lost her territory and family. 

However, Lagnis’ expression remained completely indifferent.



I wanted to gauge Esmée’s reaction, wondering if I was being strange, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away from Lagnis.

“Huh? No, why would I be?”

While we were both flustered by her genuinely confused response, Esmée suddenly burst into laughter.

“Hahaha! That’s it! I understand now! You had no expectations for Siegfried from the beginning, Lagnis!”

Huh? 

What?

Unlike me, who was struggling to understand the situation and Esmée’s sudden laughter by looking back and forth between the two, Lagnis, upon hearing Esmée’s words, suddenly made a surprised expression, as if she had realized something and turned her head, blushing.

wasn’t it a bit strange to have no expectations of a hero? 

No, even if that were the case, it shouldn’t have been something to be ashamed of, but her reaction was a bit odd.

“What are you worried about, Eldemia?”

“No, I mean, he’s the hero, isn’t he? How can you have no expectations of a hero?”

“Tsk, tsk. Even if you forcibly try to be insightful, it seems application is a different matter. This is the result of your doing.”

“What? My doing? What did I do?”

“The reason Lagnis doesn’t expect anything from the hero. The reason she is determined to reclaim her territory from the demons and restore her father’s glory with her own strength and the help of those around her, without relying on the hero’s help. That reason is you.”

While receiving Esmée’s gaze, which seemed to find me pitiful and amusing, I still couldn’t understand. 

I could only recognize that Esmée’s words were true, judging from Lagnis’ reaction.

“For, for me… Eldemia is the hero.”

Only after hearing those words, stuttered out by a blushing Lagnis, did I feel like I could grasp the situation.

Thinking about it, she had already faced five turning points in her life despite being only 16 years old.

First, was when her genius was recognized and she became Radnelbands’ disciple. 

Second, was when she lost everything to the demon invasion. 

Third, was when we met while she was wandering the back alleys of Ogwen. 

Fourth, was when she was almost kidnapped by the Noble faction.

And right now, as she was receiving what was practically an alliance proposal from the First Princess of the Empire, was her fifth turning point. 

And I was with her during three of these turning points.

If such huge waves kept crashing into my life, I would consider anyone who helped me as a savior. 

Asirye became my savior just by intervening once in my life.

Of course, that one time was quite long, but anyway, that’s beside the point.

“The hero… Sieg, honestly, I don’t like him. But the fact that you are unfazed after hearing what Esmée just told me… means you must have grasped some kind of clue to understanding him while talking to him. Just think back to the conversation and your reaction in the room before we came to the Empire. It’s a completely contradictory situation.”

I could tell she was referring to the day I heard the news about Lagnis going to the Empire, when I couldn’t contain my anger and made negative assumptions.

“So I’m not angry about the truth Esmée told me. The fact that you, of all people, can understand him means that there must have been a reason why he didn’t want to cooperate with the Empire for three years.”

Lagnis’ hand, as she held mine, and her smile were so warm that I couldn’t help but feel touched.

It meant that she was accepting my opinion as the basis for making an important decision in her life.

No matter how much you understand and empathize with others, your own experiences are the toughest in the end, so no one can blame you for making judgments and decisions based on your own feelings. 

Yet, she believed in me.

“Hmph. This one is petty and doesn’t want to see a rival looking at her beloved with such affectionate eyes. I wish we could return to the main topic.”

“I don’t think I need to correct you, but since this is an important topic, I’ll accept it. However, I would like to correct the term ‘beloved’.”

“There is no need for correction.”

The atmosphere was good, you two… 

Please don’t do this…

I suddenly felt anxious, as if lightning was flashing between their gazes, but thankfully, the confrontation didn’t last long.

“Anyway. For that reason, The Empire and I wish to maintain and establish a close relationship with you. And if you accept this, it will bring many benefits to both sides.”

“…You make it sound like I have a choice, but do I really?”

“Of course you do. Choice always exists in life. Some may think there’s no choice because the result is divided into profit and loss, but that’s wrong.”

Esmée, who had been continuing the meal with a faint smile until just now, put down her silverware and continued speaking while gazing intently at Lagnis with an utterly serious expression.

“Leaving aside material gains and losses, aren’t you agonizing over intangible gains and losses, such as pride and self-respect? I don’t like stories of people bending to someone else’s will and making choices they don’t want because the other party is superior.”

One might consider those arrogant words coming from someone already superior to most, but somehow, I was certain she would have made the same judgment even if she and Lagnis’ positions were reversed.

Just as I was feeling overwhelmed by her aura, despite her small stature and adorable appearance, Esmée shrugged and finished speaking, returning to her faint smile.

“Well, this proposal isn’t that extreme. Besides, I’m already in a position where I can’t coldly turn you away.”

“…Why is that?”

“It’s quite impudent of you to ask a question you already know the answer to. If I cast you aside, Eldemia would be quite displeased.”

If it weren’t for table manners, her gaze felt like she would have pointed the fork or knife she was holding at me.

“Even so, I would never be swayed by personal feelings and neglect the greater good. My judgment is the Empire’s judgment. With a single decision, I can save thousands of lives or kill tens of thousands.”

“That’s true. I accept your proposal.”

“Hmm. You accepted surprisingly readily.”

“I, too, have no intention of jeopardizing the greater good for personal feelings. And honestly, it’s not such a grand matter, as there’s no loss for me in this.”

“Even though you could be isolated from both the royal family and the Senate?”

“I had a hunch just by seeing my master busying herself as soon as we arrived in the Empire. You’ve already spoken with the royal family, haven’t you?”

Esmée smiled as she watched Lagnis, who resumed her meal with a smug reply.

“It’s good to have a bright one by your side. I’d like to keep you close and teach you a few things, nurture you into a talent I can use.”

“…I’ll have to decline.”

With a sullen expression, Lagnis finished speaking and silently continued her meal.

The rest of the meal continued as a normal one, with nothing special happening.

As the atmosphere seemed to have softened, I cautiously asked how my non-participation in the academy event from tomorrow was related to having this conversation today. 

Esmée answered while scratching her cheek, as if a bit apologetic.

“Even though I am fond of you, I must separate you from my plans.”

I couldn’t disagree since she had been emphasizing that point consistently, but I asked for a more detailed explanation because I wasn’t smart enough to figure out the specific reason. 

Hesitantly, Esmée continued her explanation.

“The reason I haven’t brought this up until now is because I didn’t know if Lagnis would agree to my plan. If she had refused, and furthermore, tried to hinder my plans for whatever reason… I believed that you would be more likely to follow Lagnis’s will than mine. And if you were to actively help Lagnis in that situation, the resulting variable would have become too large for even Siegfried and I to handle at this time.”

I couldn’t express it outwardly, but after hearing her answer, the Eldemias in my heart simultaneously stood up and started a standing ovation.

Definitely. 

Even if Lagnis had refused the offer today and started a rebellion tomorrow, there was a limit to what I could do since I couldn’t participate in the practical training and wreak havoc. 

With my options limited or nonexistent, Esmée would have been able to secure most of the advantages she sought from this Hero Festival, and end it stably.

But what truly impressed me wasn’t her preparedness in considering such situations, but the fact that Esmée didn’t hide her true feelings and clearly stated, “I couldn’t trust you two completely yet.”

If it were me, I would’ve been afraid of saying something like, “You didn’t trust us? Well, we don’t trust you either!” and chosen to keep my mouth shut. 

But she came prepared to accept such a reaction and take further actions to earn our trust.

To think she would put this much effort into being rational and act responsibly. 

Even her cute appearance seemed charismatic and cool.

“Thank you for telling me, Esmée. If it were me, I would have thought it’s better to hide it and I wouldn’t have been able to say anything.”

If I actually clapped, I would’ve been branded as being no different from Sieg, so I just answered with all my sincerity.

“I’m glad you understand.”

Thankfully, Esmée understood my intentions perfectly.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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After lunch with Esmée, we returned to the Academy in her carriage.



Normally, we would have sent word to the mansion for our own carriage, but Esmée, a tad miffed that we were heading back to rest while she still had work, insisted on accompanying us back to the Academy. 

Amused by her childish display, I simply chuckled, and Lagnis, though still sporting a disgruntled expression, chose not to comment. 

After a brief farewell to Esmée, we boarded our waiting carriage.

The only noticeable difference was the students’ reactions towards us, which were drastically different from the day before. 

Lagnis seemed to take it in stride, leaving me bewildered as we settled into the carriage. 

Sensing my confusion, she explained that our treatment had shifted from temporary students to something akin to official envoys, hence the lack of casual interactions.

“From tomorrow onwards, we’ll be treated as representatives of our nation,” she added.

I supposed that made sense, considering the circumstances.

Still, it was quite impressive how quickly these students adapted to the situation, effortlessly switching gears to match the evolving circumstances. 

It made me wonder if they would be equally accepting if they were suddenly drafted into the army. 

Come to think of it, perhaps that kind of mental conditioning was part of the Empire’s educational strategy.

“You won’t need to escort Esmée from tomorrow,” Lagnis announced as we made our way back to the mansion, our day’s work seemingly done.

“Because we’re now envoys?” I asked.

“Yes. Why? Disappointed?”

Her teasing tone was evident, but I couldn’t afford to indulge in such lighthearted banter, given my current predicament. 

Maintaining a neutral expression required considerable effort.

“It’s not that I’m disappointed. It’s just that…” I trailed off, deliberately leaving my sentence unfinished.

After all, Eldmia, the master of compartmentalization, had switched to work mode the moment we arrived in the Empire. 

Any personal feelings were merely fleeting distractions.

“So you’re saying you didn’t dislike it?” she pressed, a hint of amusement was present in her voice.

“It’s hard to dislike someone who treats me well.”

Moreover, I was currently enjoying the most peaceful period I had experienced in recent times. 

Rudra’s pathetic attempt at revenge didn’t even register on my stress scale, and even today’s dungeon exploration had been a walk in the park. 

Considering I had stumbled into an impromptu vacation while trying to help Lagnis, having someone express affection for me was an unexpected bonus.

“…I suppose that’s true,” she conceded, seemingly satisfied with my response.

“You know, it’s strange. I was incredibly tense and anxious before coming to the Empire, but after only five days, I feel completely at ease,” I admitted, changing the subject and gazing out the window.

“I understand that feeling,” Lagnis agreed.

From a childhood filled with the constant threat of survival to the present, who could have predicted that I would end up leading a relatively comfortable life at the Imperial Academy? 

If circumstances had been different, I might have even considered settling into this life.

“But nothing has changed, has it?” I murmured, the weight of reality settling back in.

Of course not. 

We were both bound by the chains of revenge. 

It was a sobering thought, especially considering we were just teenagers burdened with such heavy baggage.

“You’re right. Just as you can’t rest until you’ve avenged your parents, I can’t find peace until I’ve returned to my homeland and found traces of my parents,” Lagnis replied, her voice heavy with emotion.

Such a tragic tale. 

Despite our attempts to maintain a rational perspective, the truth was that we were both driven by vengeance.

“But there are things we can do even while we can’t rest, wouldn’t you agree?” I suggested, my tone shifting to a playful lilt.

“…What do you mean?” Lagnis asked, caught off guard by my sudden shift in demeanor.

“I’m referring to what I mentioned this morning. I’m going to do it too.”

Before I even had time to recall our morning conversation, Lagnis leaned in from across the carriage and captured my lips in a kiss.

Kissing might become second nature if you did it often enough, but not when it involved a different person every other day! 

My heart couldn’t take it!

Taking advantage of the smooth ride afforded by the high-quality carriage and the well-maintained roads, Lagnis pressed her lips against mine with an assuredness that left me speechless. 

It wasn’t until she pulled away that I remembered to panic, my heart threatening to beat out of my chest.

“Your reaction is adorable, even though you’ve already done this with Esmée,” she teased, a satisfied smile gracing her lips.

“This is completely different…!” I sputtered, overwhelmed by a wave of embarrassment.

Unlike me, who was struggling to process Esmée’s actions and Lagnis’s sudden boldness, Lagnis remained unfazed, her triumphant smile unwavering.

Had she always been this assertive and proactive? 

Now that I thought about it, she had always been quite independent and driven, even back in Ogwen. 

After all, she had managed to involve the Holy Cross Society in her efforts to aid orphans.

Perhaps, at her core, she was more suited to the life of a warrior than a mage.

“You don’t seem to dislike it,” she observed, deliberately repeating her earlier words with a suggestive tone.

“Of course not. It’s hard to hate someone who’s kind to you.”

My cheeks burned, and I desperately hoped she couldn’t see how red my face must have been.

Satisfied with my flustered reaction, Lagnis continued to smile throughout the rest of the journey back to the mansion.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The next morning arrived far too quickly for me to fully process the events of the previous day. 

We were headed to a gate located within the academy, preparing for the day’s event.

Today’s event, a team battle, required us to move to a mock battlefield. 

Apparently, it was situated at a considerable distance for security and safety reasons.

“They really take their student training seriously,” I commented, impressed by the sheer scale of the facility.

The Royal Academy back home also prioritized practicality, but the resources poured into this place were on another level. 

This was the Empire’s might in action.

“Indeed. I wonder where they’ve hidden it, considering they’re using a gate,” Lagnis replied, echoing my thoughts.

“Perhaps they’ve built it in the sky?” I joked.

The wait was starting to get to us, so we resorted to idle banter to pass the time. 

Soon enough, we arrived at the gate, bustling with students and spectators. 

Etenera was the first to spot us, she was her usual cheerful self.

“Well, if it isn’t the Royal Knight!” she exclaimed, approaching us with a wide grin.

“It seems we meet again after just a day, Etenera,” I greeted her.

“Hahaha! I heard you’re not participating today? Such a shame! I was hoping to show you what I’m truly capable of!” she exclaimed, her usual boisterousness amplified.

Had I not been clinging to Lagnis’s arm, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had started slapping my back.

“Surely you don’t need to prove yourself. The fact that you’re leading a team speaks volumes about your skills, Etenera,” I assured her.

“That’s true, but seeing is believing, wouldn’t you agree? Well then, make sure to enjoy the show from the spectator stands. I’ll be sure to put on a good performance!”

With a final wave, she rejoined his group of students, his cheerful energy infectious. 

Watching him interact so easily with everyone, I couldn’t help but wonder what Sieg had done to make himself so disliked, even by someone as friendly as Etenera.

Deciding to use the opportunity to gather some intel, I struck up a conversation with Lagnis about Etenera while we made our way to our designated spot. 

Soon enough, the event commenced, following a similar format to the previous day. 

However, there was one key difference.

“Unlike yesterday, today’s event focuses solely on showcasing the achievements of the hero and the academy students. As such, we have the honor of a special address from Her Highness, Esmée Bistim Tel Noa, the first daughter of His Imperial Majesty, the great 13th Emperor, Pancras Bistim Tel Noa, and the shining star of the Empire, who diligently serves by her father’s side, guiding the people with her wisdom and compassion!”

After Professor Wade’s brief introduction, it was Esmée’s turn to address the crowd.

“Well then, let us begin.”

And so began her speech, a seemingly endless torrent of flowery language and formal pleasantries. 

To be honest, I barely caught half of it, my mind wandering amidst the onslaught of eloquent but ultimately meaningless words.

“Now, let the gate open!” she declared, her voice ringing with authority.

As if on cue, the gate behind her, pulsating with magical energy, sprang to life. 

Unlike the gate we had used to enter the Empire, this one seemed smaller, designed for individual transport.

“The students participating in today’s team battle will enter first, followed by Her Highness and the spectators,” Professor Wade announced, taking over from Esmée.

Obediently, the students began filing through the gate one by one. 

The process was surprisingly orderly, considering the number of participants.

“I wonder where they’ve built it, requiring them to use a gate,” Lagnis mused, her curiosity piqued.

“Perhaps they’ve lifted it into the sky?” I replied, echoing my earlier joke.

We continued our idle chatter as we waited for our turn. 

As the last student stepped through the gate, Professor Wade gave a signal, and the spectators began to move.

And that’s when it hit me.

A wave of dizziness washed over me, the world around me dissolving into a kaleidoscope of colors.

“Ugh…!” I groaned, my stomach churning unpleasantly.

“Eldmia?” Lagnis exclaimed, her voice laced with concern.

It felt like my entire being was being constricted, my magic rebelling against an unseen force. 

The world tilted on its axis, and for a brief, terrifying moment, I was plunged into darkness.

The sensation was eerily familiar. 

It was the same feeling I had experienced when I had passed through the demon’s gate in the abandoned dungeon, the gate that had branded me as a heretic.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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As a million questions flooded my mind, my body reacted before my thoughts could catch up. 

I instinctively surged forward, drawing on my mana, and only then did the gravity of the situation sink in.

The fact that the gate had changed after Sieg and the other students had passed through meant that a highly skilled mage was lurking nearby, capable of manipulating the gate in real time. 

Their target was undeniably Esmée.

However, there was no sign of anyone acting suspiciously. 

Were they using an invisibility spell? 

Or was it a demon, which expertly concealed and infiltrated the event? 

If so, how powerful must they be to alter the gate’s coordinates without being detected? 

Were they working alone? 

Did they have accomplices?

Was the enemy’s objective to kidnap Esmée? 

Or to kill her?

Who should I alert? 

The hidden guards assigned to protect her? 

Or the Imperial Knights standing nearby? 

Should I warn Esmée directly?

If so, how should I address her? 

Should I maintain formality, given the public setting? 

Or should I use her name to instill urgency and shock?

My mind raced, unable to process the overwhelming influx of information.

“Esmé…!”

Just as I was about to call out to her, a shiver ran down my spine, and I instinctively drew my sword.

-Clang!

The blade, only partially drawn, met the full force of a descending sword, aiming to cleave me in two. 

It was only thanks to the scabbard that I was able to withstand the blow. 

Had I fully drawn the sword, my side would have been sliced open.

The impact sent me staggering backwards, and when I finally regained my balance and looked up, I saw an Imperial Knight, clad in gleaming gold armor, his sword pointed directly at me.

It was obvious why he had blocked me, and judging by the lethal intent in his eyes, he wasn’t one of Esmée’s personal guards. 

However, he didn’t press the attack, instead positioning himself to shield Esmée from further harm. 

That’s when I realized he wasn’t the enemy.

“What’s the meaning of this…!”

Instead of wasting time trying to convince him, I decided to warn Esmée.

“Esmée! Get away from the gate…!”

My attempt was cut short as something crashed down from the sky, scattering the crowd like bowling pins.

The force of the impact sent me flying backwards, even as I tried to regain my footing. 

As I tumbled through the air, I saw a figure, surrounded by a cloud of dust and debris, standing amidst the carnage. 

Esmée’s personal guards, clad in black armor, materialized seemingly out of thin air, forming a protective barrier around her.

The sound of the impact hit a moment later.

-BOOOOM!

“Shit!”

The deafening roar shook me to my core, threatening to rupture my eardrums.

Whether it was magic or sheer brute force, the impact had transformed the area where the figure had landed into a bloody mess.

As I struggled to get up, I realized that thankfully, none of the mangled bodies belonged to anyone I knew. 

Most of the onlookers were in a similar state of shock and disarray, their attention fixated on the mysterious intruder and the surrounding carnage.

The two horns protruding from the figure’s head were enough to confirm their demonic origin.

But where had they come from? 

How had they managed to appear so suddenly, causing such devastating destruction with their arrival?

I couldn’t comprehend it.

As the demon slowly straightened up, I finally managed to tear my gaze away and look at Esmée. 

Relief washed over me as I saw that she was still standing near the gate, unharmed. 

But my relief was short-lived. 

The demon, having captured everyone’s attention, suddenly looked at me and raised their left index finger to their lips.

“Shh.”

The gesture, executed with an unsettling calmness and a blank expression, sent a chill down my spine. 

I instinctively raised my sword, holding it defensively in front of me.

Suddenly, the demon’s hand blurred, nails extending into wicked claws. 

The air crackled with energy, and I braced myself for the impact.

-Crack!

“Ugh…!”

The pain was blinding. 

It felt like I had been struck by lightning. 

The sound of metal grinding against metal was deafening. 

The demon’s shadow passed by me.

“You blocked it?”

The speed was unimaginable. 

Even with my enhanced senses, I could barely track their movements.

But despite their overwhelming power, the demon didn’t immediately turn to finish me off. 

They continued forward for a moment before speaking, their voice a low, chilling murmur.

“Too many unforeseen variables.”

“What the hell are you talking about, you…monster!”

I knew my taunts were futile. The demon was clearly far stronger than me. 

However, their hesitation, coupled with the wild swing of their attack, suggested a lack of precision control. 

Perhaps I could buy some time, gather information, anything to give us an edge.

“I must act quickly before things deviate further,” the demon muttered, ignoring my insults.

“Block the gate…!”

As they charged again, their claws aimed for my left thigh. 

I barely managed to deflect the blow with my sword.

They were trying to prevent me from warning everyone about the gate! 

As I instinctively glanced towards Esmée, her calm voice cut through the chaos.

“Seize him.”

She had understood my warning. 

She had taken a step back from the gate, and her eight personal guards moved as one, stepping forward in unison. 

They acted with silent precision, their movements perfectly synchronized, their roles seamlessly assigned.

“Tsk.”

Even amidst the pandemonium, the demon’s voice rang out, a clear sign of their annoyance. 

It was strangely reassuring to know that even this monstrous being acknowledged the strength of Esmée’s guards.

“So you are Eldmia of Itisiel, the boy who defeated the hero,” the golden-clad knight, who had been observing the fight, finally spoke, sheathing his sword.

His sudden nonchalance filled me with unease. 

Was he really that confident in the midst of this chaos?

“If you had intended to harm Her Highness, you would have had ample opportunity. It seems you sensed something amiss and acted to protect her. I apologize for my earlier actions. I nearly made a grave mistake.”

Despite my anxieties, he approached me with a reassuring smile, offering me a hand as I struggled to get up. 

The scene behind him was utter chaos – guards battling the demon with deadly intent – yet he exuded an air of tranquility, as if the situation was already resolved.

I understood that his calmness stemmed from his faith in the guards and their abilities, but I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling of dread as I watched the demon effortlessly deflecting and countering their attacks.

“You were simply fulfilling your duty. However, I’m not quite comfortable enough to relax just yet. We’ll have to postpone introductions,” I replied, forcing a smile as I accepted his help and stood up.

His smile, visible beneath his helmet, suggested that he wasn’t offended by my cautious demeanor.

Since the demon’s target was clearly Esmée, I moved towards her, determined to protect her at all costs.

“Eldmia, are you alright?” Esmée asked, turning to face me.

As one of the guards behind her glanced at the ongoing fight and then turned to Esmée, extending his hand, I noticed something odd. 

His hand, seemingly aimed at stopping her from moving, was actually angled inwards, towards the gate.

He was trying to push her into the gate!

Yes, of course! 

It made perfect sense! 

It wouldn’t be a proper betrayal without an inside man!

There was no time to shout a warning. 

I surged forward, closing the distance between us with a burst of speed.

The traitor, perhaps wary of revealing his true intentions, seemed to be focusing solely on Esmée. 

It was as if he believed that getting her into the gate would solve everything.

For a fleeting moment, I couldn’t help but wonder why. 

Why would a skilled guard like him betray his duty, his loyalty, his entire life dedicated to serving the Empire?

But there was no time for contemplation. 

I didn’t know this man, and my relationship with Esmée was limited to a stolen kiss. 

For all I knew, he could be a demon in disguise.

In that moment, my instincts took over. 

My loyalty lay with those I knew, with those I cared about.

“Get your hands off her, you bastard!”

Without hesitation, I swung my sword, my grip tight on the pommel.

It was a maneuver I had only used once before, when rescuing Lagnis, but even I could tell that the blade was arcing towards the guard’s neck with deadly precision. 

I felt the satisfying resistance as it sliced through flesh, finding its mark between the gaps in his armor.

A choked cry escaped the traitor’s lips.

“Gah…!”

I had hoped to sever his head, but the blade had only managed to graze his carotid artery. 

It wasn’t enough to stop him. 

He pushed Esmée with all his might, sending her stumbling towards the gate.

Blood spurted from his wound as I leaped forward, shielding Esmée with my body. 

Without a second thought, I shoved her towards the approaching golden knight.

There was no way to know if other traitors lurked among the guards. 

If he turned out to be one of them, we would be doomed. 

But in that moment, it was the best I could do.



My desperate lunge sent me tumbling into the gate, the world blurring around me.

I had no idea what awaited me on the other side, but I would deal with it.

Dammit.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The thought that crossed Esmée’s mind as Eldmia threw her towards the knight was one of pure bewilderment.

‘How could a demon be here?’

Despite outward appearances, the imperial family was firmly in control. 

There was no faction that could challenge her. 

Even her younger brother’s faction, which seemed to have some semblance of power, was merely a collection of disgruntled individuals that she purposely allowed to exist.

Above all, none of her siblings, including herself, desired the throne.

They might harbor ambitions for their own children after her death, but certainly not now.

“Your Highness! Are you alright?!”

It was her knight who pulled her from the depths of her thoughts, which threatened to consume her. 

Esmée regained her focus and issued a command.

“Kill the demon and capture the traitor alive.”

She had initially considered taking the traitor alive for questioning, believing it to be solely the demon’s doing. 

But if that wasn’t the case, there was no need to fixate on the demon. 

It would be far more beneficial to interrogate the traitor who, even with Eldmia’s attack which severed his blood vessels, still tried to push her through the gate.

Esmée’s order, uttered in a low voice devoid of any heightened emotion, was quickly carried out.

And at that sight, the demon felt a surge of anger.

Of the five who had been engaging him, three retreated and charged towards Esmée. 

It was a blatant display of disregard, and his fury was justifiable.

He had intervened openly because he was confident in his ability to escape unscathed.

It was infuriating that these humans would dare to be so complacent in the face of his presence.

“Hah! Do they believe they can easily defeat me if they wish to kill me…?”

However, the Imperial Guards were different. 

They did not let prejudice or arrogance cloud their judgment when carrying out Esmée’s commands. 

On the contrary, they were always prepared for the unexpected.

That was the reason why two remained. 

And as if to prove this point, the moment the demon’s claws clashed with their swords, one of the guards’ blades slipped through, severing the demon’s head.

As the demon’s vision spun, unable to even utter a word in his astonishment, the first thing that came into view was his own back. 

And in that final moment, amidst the dull thud of his demise, he saw the remaining two guards charging towards Esmée.

Esmée, who had been observing the scene with an air of indifference, finally reacted as she turned to examine the gate.

“To think they would use such a ploy…!”

The gate was distorting, on the verge of collapse.

The fact that it began to crumble immediately after someone passed through, without any magical attack, meant that it had been tampered with beforehand, like a trap.

Fury flickered in her eyes as she glared at the collapsing gate.

“We have the traitor secured.”

She responded without turning around, not wanting to show her anger to the voice behind her, which was shaking with rage.

“Hand him over to the Imperial Guard and summon the Dream Weaver for interrogation. Instruct them to use any means necessary to extract everything they can as quickly as possible.”

It was clear that the traitor would become nothing more than a lifeless husk, their mind shattered, but Esmée felt no sympathy. 

And the same went for those around her.

Calmly surveying the academy professors and guards gathering around her, Esmée briefly collected her thoughts and issued her orders.

“Captain of the Guard, prepare my seal and a letter. Professor Wade, the event is over. Gather the students and ensure their safety. Guards, bring the Mages’ Guild to examine the gate. Inform everyone that anyone who questions or obstructs will be severely punished in my name.”

Those present knew better than anyone that Esmée, the Iron Blood Princess, favored action over words. 

Despite the chaos that had just ensued, they moved with disciplined precision.

“Where is Margrave Levien?”

“She’s on her way.”

Following the voice of the Captain of the Guard, who was now by her side, Esmée turned her head to see Lagnis rushing towards her.

She must have been chasing after Eldmia from the moment he started moving, yet she was only just reaching Esmée now, indicating how far away he had been.

Eldmia had sensed something amiss from that distance and had come running. Esme realized once more that he had rushed to her aid with all his might, regardless of the circumstances.

“Lagnis, did Eldmia have any magical artifacts on him today?”

That was why Esmée was determined to find him, using all her resources.

Even if a demon was involved, the gate itself belonged to the Empire. 

It wouldn’t suddenly transport them to another country, or even the demon realm.

If they had a magical artifact that could pinpoint its location, they could find it through magic.

“No, nothing at all.”

Despite the urgency and potential despair in the situation, Lagnis answered calmly before falling into thought.

However, all she could think about was how she should have bought him something as a gift sooner, making it difficult to focus.

Then, at the thought of a gift, something struck him.

Asirye.

“We need to find the one who made Eldmia’s earrings.”

“We need to meet the artisan who crafted Eldmia’s earrings.”

Lagnis felt a sense of relief as Esmée reached the same conclusion, her words mirroring her own.

And at the same time, despair. 

Because Asirye resided in Ogwen, on the very edge of Itisiel.

“But the distance…”

Sensing Lagnis’s unspoken concern, Esmée placed a hand on her arm.

And with unwavering conviction, she replied,

“This, I will handle.”

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Human-made gates had a limited range.

That was the first thing that came to mind as I passed through the gate, recalling what Lagnis had told me before we left for the Empire.

It might have been wishful thinking, but I believed that the issue wasn’t solely about magic; it was also about the limitations of the artifacts that made up the gate.

Furthermore, due to the nature of a gate, which connected two points like a tunnel, having one high-quality gate wouldn’t increase the travel distance.

In other words, even if I didn’t know where I was headed, I wouldn’t be leaving imperial territory.

Relieved that I wasn’t in the demon realm, I landed in a low crouch as the world before me came into focus. 

Without hesitation, I swung my sword towards the presence I felt, even though there was no visible presence.

The surprise attack was successful. 

My blade sliced through the waists and thighs of the unidentified assailants standing before the gate.

“Aaaaagh!!”

“It’s not the princess… Argh!”

Gates weren’t some kind of all-powerful teleportation magic; they were merely tunnels. 

It stood to reason that if those demon bastards intended to drop Esmée in the middle of nowhere and leave her stranded, they wouldn’t just leave the arrival point unguarded. 

Everyone here had to be hostile.

There was no time to lose in assessing the situation. 

My safety depended on taking out as many as possible, so I swung my sword relentlessly without hesitation.

“Damn it! What in the world happened on the other side?!”

“The plan must have gone wrong! Hold them off until the captain arrives!”

“Is he a warrior?!”

It was only after I had cut down the three who had foolishly charged at me that a wave of relief washed over me.

It wasn’t like my skills had drastically improved in just a few days, nor had I become incredibly powerful after five days of lectures in the Empire. 

The only improvement was my weapon, while my armor was actually worse than before.

I had no other tools at my disposal. 

If these guys were even close to the level of the demons in the abandoned dungeon, I would have been staring death in the face.

Fortunately, none of them were that strong yet.

And as if taken aback by the instant deaths of three and the near-fatal injuries of two others, the rest hesitated, buying me some time to observe them.

I finally had the chance to take in their most prominent feature.

“Life is truly unpredictable.”

Humans and demons, working together as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

This solidified my belief that my life was now somehow deeply entangled with demons.

In any case, now wasn’t the time to leisurely observe. 

I seized the opportunity while they were still hesitant, and bolted without looking back.

“Huh?”

“H-He’s getting away! After him! Don’t let him escape!”

I had no idea what they had been expecting, but their flustered shouts reached my ears as I ran.

Did they think I was going to fight them to the death? 

Well, I guess it made sense, considering I charged at them sword-swinging the moment I emerged from the gate. 

They probably assumed I was here to kill them all.

In any case, thanks to their ridiculous misconception, I managed to break through before they could form a proper encirclement. 

I made a mental note to be grateful for small favors.

“Seize him!”

I ran through the dense forest, the canopy so thick that I could barely see the sky. 

Rocky terrain, streams…

I strained my ears, listening for the pursuers’ fading voices as I gathered information about my surroundings.

It was fortunate that I was in a forest. 

If these guys were hiding within the Empire’s territory, they wouldn’t be able to establish themselves in an open area. 

But a cave, or a dungeon were also possibilities. 

Considering that, my current situation was lucky.

I might not know where I was right now, but at least I could retrace my steps later. 

As this thought crossed my mind, I felt a sudden chill down my spine. 

Instinctively, I ducked.

At the same time, the tree right next to me was sliced clean through, without a sound.

“Whoa, you dodged that?”

Yeah, I dodged that. 

If I hadn’t heard his voice, I wouldn’t have even known where the attack came from. 

I could feel my senses becoming almost animalistic.

Silently thanking him for underestimating me, I turned to face the source of the voice.



The figure standing there radiated a dangerous aura.

Two thick horns, not a single piece of armor, yet dressed in what resembled a military uniform. 

He looked more like the demons I encountered in the abandoned dungeon than the ones who attacked the academy.

But somehow, he was suppressing his magical presence so effectively that I couldn’t sense any magic from him at all.

“Strange. You’re pretty strong, aren’t you? It’s hard to tell with humans because their presence is so faint.”

One thing was for sure: this guy was the most dangerous one I had encountered yet. 

He had been lying in wait and attacked me the moment I arrived, as if he had predicted my every move.

Whether he relied on magic or physical prowess, his abilities far surpassed my own.

“This is odd. I was certain I had completely erased my presence, how… Oh?”

He had been studying me intently, and now his eyebrows shot up in surprise, a smile spreading across his face. 

The smile was so wide it looked like it might split his face in half, which was rather unnerving.

Of all the ways to get caught, it had to be by a complete lunatic…

“Hey, little Eldmia. It is you, isn’t it?”

Well, shit.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“A human radiating magic power. Two of you being here at the same time is utter nonsense. The one who turned the Swamp Forest into an actual swamp. Little Eldmia. It must be you.”

The words I spat out in the heat of the moment, throwing my sword beyond the gate of that forsaken dungeon, had snowballed into this insane situation, bringing me face to face with this madman.

Judging by his tone, it was clear he hadn’t been there at the time. 

And the fact that he knew details about the sudden disappearance of the demon unit, when the Demon King’s communication magic wasn’t anything special, meant he was no ordinary soldier.

But even setting that aside, my unease skyrocketed as I stood before him, unable to sense even a sliver of magic power emanating from his being.

The fact that I felt absolutely nothing, despite the tree he had just sliced clean through with a single blow, was utterly baffling.

If I had just bumped into him by chance, I would have bolted without hesitation, trusting my legs to carry me to safety.

But a primal urge, a warrior’s curiosity, urged me to test my limits and see how far I could go.

“Honestly, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Of all people, you’re the one I’ve been most eager to see.”

While his lack of magical presence, almost as if he were a human wearing horns as a costume, made it impossible to gauge his true strength, one thing was certain: this guy was batshit insane.

His current grin was a testament to that. 

The phrase “a manic grin” must have been coined specifically to describe the expression on his face. 

Even his long, unkempt hair, more reminiscent of dried blood than Lagnis’s fiery red, hinted at his fractured mental state.

“But you’re taller than I expected. Why ‘little’ Eldmia? It doesn’t seem like a derogatory term fueled by envy… Did you perhaps use it as a term of endearment for your past self? Now that’s… poetic? Or is it? Hmm. How intriguing.”

Even his emotional range, shifting from one extreme to the other in the blink of an eye, screamed madness. 

And his incessant mumbling only solidified that impression. 

Yet, what bothered me was the stark contrast between his outward madness and the cold, calculating analysis that flowed from his lips, completely devoid of prejudice or delusion.

A sane madman? 

He’d be right at home at the top of my “people I’d rather not fight” list.

Although his assumptions were off, mainly because he had no idea about the “miniature hippopotamus” that embodied vengeance and wrath, he was clearly no fool who’d judge someone solely on appearances. 

I could only hope he’d underestimate me, even if just a little.

“Heh, hehehehehehehe.”

What he found so amusing was beyond me, but his sudden, full-body laughter was pure madness. 

If he were even slightly weaker than me, I would have lunged at him and punched him in the face. 

My instincts were screaming at me to stay away. 

If this was an act, he deserved an award for his commitment to the role.

“It doesn’t matter. Did you know you’re quite famous?”



His tone was so sickeningly sweet, almost as if he were talking to a lover, that it sent chills down my spine. 

Yet, he simply laughed off my reaction and continued his analysis.

“How aggressive. You’re tense. Hehehehehe. And yet, you’re so rational beneath the surface. I had a hunch when I heard you chucked that magic tool in the Swamp Forest, and it seems my suspicions were correct. It was a calculated move, wasn’t it?”

I had no idea what he was basing his analysis on, but it felt eerily accurate, like a fortune teller spouting vague yet seemingly profound truths. 

It was as if he could see right through me.

“I like it. Now, show me that again.”

There was no need to ponder his words. 

A blade of condensed magic power shot towards me at his command.

Thankfully, it was slow enough to see and dodge.

As I rolled out of the way and regained my footing, he chuckled, a look of amusement on his face.

“You dodged again? But how? Is it instinct? Does your hair stand on end whenever you sense danger?”

While his outward madness was unsettling, his genuine curiosity, his wide-eyed fascination as I effortlessly evaded his attacks, was what truly bothered me. 

It was as if he were a scientist observing a lab rat, completely oblivious to the fact that I could see his attacks.

Yes, it was as if he truly believed that I couldn’t possibly see the very thing he was using to attack me.

That meant that seeing and sensing magic power were two entirely different abilities, and that my ability was neither common nor ordinary.

Perhaps he saw something else entirely, something I couldn’t even comprehend. 

Or maybe he possessed some kind of magic eye, allowing him to perceive a realm invisible to me.

Well, if that was the case, so be it.

Because his confidence in his “invisible” attacks made them incredibly predictable and easy to dodge. 

If it weren’t for the fact that I had to maintain a semblance of effort, I could have dodged them in my sleep.

I wanted to test if I could cut down those completed magic blades, but the risk was too great at this point. 

So, I continued dodging, narrowly avoiding each attack as I closed the distance between us.

I had to maintain a facade, after all. 

If I made it too obvious, he would become suspicious. 

A few cuts and bruises were a small price to pay for a moment of carelessness.

And the ultimate prize? 

His head.

“You’re better than I expected.”

Even as I closed the distance, dodging five consecutive blades with ease, his expression remained calm, devoid of any sense of urgency. 

The absence of that manic grin was a welcome change, but his unwavering composure, despite the fact that I was now within striking distance, was unsettling.

At this rate, I would be upon him after dodging just one more blade. 

Yet, he remained unfazed, his gaze fixed on me with a detached curiosity that sent shivers down my spine. 

Was he that confident in his abilities? 

Did he have a hidden trump card?

“Then how about this?” he murmured.

Instead of forming above his head, a sphere of energy began to coalesce near his thigh.

Once again, it wasn’t drawing in the surrounding magic power, and it lacked any discernible form. 

Unlike the blades, this new attack formed without any telltale signs, any movement or fluctuation in magic power. 

He was clearly anticipating me to react based on his movements, and he was right.

It was a good attempt, but ultimately futile against me. 

I effortlessly dodged the projectile, using his movements as a guide, and closed the remaining distance between us. 

With all my might, I swung my sword, aiming for his neck.

For a fleeting moment, our eyes met.

His gaze held nothing but a cold, analytical curiosity, as if he were utterly unconcerned by the sword hurtling towards his throat. 

There was no fear of death, no surprise, no panic. 

Only a detached observation, a quest for understanding.

“This is getting annoying,” he muttered, his emotional pendulum swinging once more.

My sword connected with his neck, yet I felt no resistance.

Instead, a searing pain ripped through my side.

“Shit…!”

I threw myself to the side, gritting my teeth against the agonizing pain. 

It felt like my insides were being torn apart.

“How did you dodge that?”

As I scrambled away, I instinctively reached for my side, my fingers probing the gaping wound. 

It felt like I had been shot.

I had no idea what had hit me, but it was definitely not a blade.

And then I saw it.

His hand, still empty, yet radiating a chilling aura.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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It was the first time in my life that I had ever been so frustrated by my inability to use magic properly.

I had suspected it might have been some kind of illusion magic, but I quickly dismissed that possibility. 

While illusion magic could be incredibly powerful depending on the situation, it required prior preparation, even for a demon. 

No illusion magic could create this level of hallucination without pre-prepared tools and a staged setting. 

If I were in the heart of enemy territory, I might have entertained the idea, but the notion that demons had been setting up such an elaborate illusion throughout the forest without anyone in the Empire noticing was ludicrous.

There was a slight chance that he was a hero-class demon, a first-of-its-kind illusion magic specialist, but if that were the case, he wouldn’t be here.

“Damn, that was intense.”

The wound itself was small, barely a scratch, and it hadn’t pierced through. 

I wasn’t sure if any organs were damaged, but if they were, I wouldn’t be able to move, would I? 

It should probably be fine.

However, the process leading up to that injury was so utterly unexpected that it felt like a grave mistake on my part. 

I forced myself to rein in my increasingly negative thoughts and regain my composure.

Right. 

Kidnapping or assassinating a princess wasn’t an easy feat. 

It made sense that they’d send some strong individuals. 

He was undeniably powerful.

Even so, those strong enough to handle everything single-handedly were typically sent to the front lines. 

There was a reason the front lines had held strong for seven years.

In other words, no matter how strong this guy was, waiting here with the grunts meant he wasn’t on the same level as the generals on the front lines.

“Then… I can win this, dammit.”

I had to take out the commander, there was no way I could lose to someone who couldn’t even participate in the war properly.

“Instead of talking nonsense, why don’t you tell me how you dodged that?”

He had overheard my quiet mumbling, which was supposed to be a way for me to gather my thoughts. 

How embarrassing.

“Tell me why your head isn’t rolling on the ground, and then I’ll think about it.”

“This? It’s nothing special. I’m cursed.”

My words, meant to convey my lack of intention to answer, were met with an immediate response. 

Caught off guard, I stared at him in silence as he continued, his gaze fixed on the sky.

“That which exists shall not exist, torn but not slain by flesh and blood. Thus, you shall live in stasis, and the only way to break the curse is through death… or something like that. Was that too dramatic? It’s been a while.”

I think it was about 80 years ago, but I couldn’t quite recall.

I fought the urge to gag as he tapped his temple, seemingly trying to jog his memory.

Who in their right mind would curse this lunatic with immortality? 

If they were going to curse him, they should’ve cursed a warrior, or better yet, someone incapable of using magic.

“What kind of imbecile would thoughtlessly cast such a curse…”

Unable to contain my true feelings, my words seemed to have reached him. 

He burst into another fit of laughter before speaking.

“Hahaha. Your reaction is amusing. It’s the first time I’ve heard someone say that. To be honest, I thought the same thing at first, and I laughed. But then I realized, this curse… it’s something else.”

Was this demon, whose lifespan was three times that of a human, going to launch into some melodramatic monologue about the woes of immortality after a mere 80 years? 

I kept my mouth shut, half-listening to his ramblings, half-focusing on formulating a plan and conserving my energy. 

However, contrary to his casual tone, his madness seemed to be intensifying.

“That damn bitch! The core of that curse was ‘stasis’! 80 years… dammit, 80 years!! For 80 long years, my magic and mana… haven’t grown a single bit!! I, who was hailed as a prodigy of magic… because of that… that wretched bitch… I should’ve ripped off her horns and burned her alive! My life is ruined because of her!! You call this magic? If it weren’t for this damn curse, I wouldn’t even consider this shoddy trickery as magic!”

What? 

Trickery?

Ignoring the rest of his insane ramblings, this caught my attention.

“Isolated and separated from mana… this… this is bullshit… whew. Lost my temper again.”

Contrary to my hopes of him remaining in his frenzy, he suddenly calmed down, scratching his head as if nothing had happened. 

This wasn’t an act; he was truly insane.

“That stasis thing, it affected everything. Even my emotions. My memory too. That’s why, even when I lose my temper, it vanishes as quickly as it came. I can barely remember what I did a week ago, but I remember things from 80 years ago as if it were yesterday.”

I was convinced that he had gone mad after living for 80 years like that, and I began analyzing his final words.

Isolated and separated from mana. 

Magic used through unconventional means. 

Stasis.

I hadn’t completely abandoned magic, so with that information alone, a plausible hypothesis began to form in my mind. 

And the more I thought about it, the more incredible it seemed, lifting my spirits.

“That’s it. You… you’re using mana, aren’t you?”



As expected, my words had the desired effect. 

His calm facade crumbled, his expression twisting in anger.

“Goddammit! To think that there would be a time when those who don’t believe in the hero would appear… the world is ending! Don’t you agree, you lunatic?!”

Whether it was embarrassment or rage at having his secret exposed by a mere human, he started pulling at his hair, grinding his teeth in frustration.

Well, it made sense. 

He was a demon who used to wield magic power, and now he was stuck using mana like a pathetic human whose body would explode if they tried anything fancy. 

Of course he’d find it humiliating.

He was using mana instead of drawing upon his own magic power, so naturally, I couldn’t sense any magic from him. 

And because the entire process, from activation to completion, was fueled solely by mana, only the finished spell would bear any trace of magic power, obscuring the process itself from my perception.

Of course, considering his claims of past glory, he had probably poured his heart and soul into perfecting this unconventional method, like a student cramming for their entrance exams.

But he was cursed with stasis. 

No matter how much he had honed this method over the past 80 years, how much could he have truly improved with his growth stunted?

His limited range of spells, their overwhelming power despite their simplicity, his decision to remain holed up here instead of joining the front lines – it all made sense now.

And because sharing is caring, I decided to enlighten him with my newfound understanding, condensing everything into a single, succinct sentence.

“You’re nothing but a washed-up has-been.”

“I’ll kill you!!”

Perhaps it was an adrenaline rush, but the pain in my side was completely gone.

He was about to unleash another spell, his eyes blazing with rage.

I quickly created some distance between us. 

Let him shoot all he wanted.

As long as I could see them, his spells were no different from arrows. 

I was confident I could dodge them, unless he managed to exploit a blind spot.

The problem was his volatile temper, swinging from one extreme to the other in the blink of an eye. 

And the fact that I still had no way to attack him, despite knowing his weakness.

The “flesh and blood” part of the curse probably referred to living beings. 

That would explain why my sword hadn’t worked on him. 

It wasn’t that my sword couldn’t cut him; it was designed to draw blood.

“I need to research curse magic when I get back.”

I vaguely remembered hearing that curses with no way to break them couldn’t exist. 

The key was to make the method of breaking the curse incredibly convoluted or extreme, ultimately leading to the target’s self-destruction.

And the more powerful the curse, the easier it was for the caster to break it. 

That was to prevent the caster from suffering the consequences of their own magic.

This lunatic had talked about ripping off horns and burning someone alive, so the caster was either a demon or some other horned species.

As far as I knew, the only horned species on the continent capable of casting curses were dragons and demons. 

And dragons were, well, dragons. 

Even demons wouldn’t dare to mess with them.

The one who cursed this guy had to be a demon. 

That meant the key to breaking the curse was somehow related to magic power… but how could you tear someone apart with magic power…?

Wait a minute…

“Whew. That lasted longer than usual. You can’t kill me anyway, can you? Just tell me how you’re dodging my magic, and I’ll make it quick and painless…”

“What are you talking about, you mana-wielding has-been? Even I don’t use mana. Just shut up, I’m about to end your misery.”

“I’ll kill you!!”

I couldn’t use mana, but there was no better way to trigger an inferiority complex.

Perhaps his pride was already wounded, but my words seemed to have pushed him over the edge. 

His attacks, fueled by his renewed rage, started transitioning into piercing magic. 

Was he subconsciously trying to conserve magic power to maintain his last shred of dignity? 

Whatever the reason, it worked in my favor. 

These attacks might pierce my flesh, but they wouldn’t be able to penetrate my defenses.

For now, I focused on dodging, using the surrounding trees and terrain to my advantage. 

I sheathed my sword, gathering my scattered thoughts and focusing on a single sensation.

The sensation I had felt while passing through the gate – the feeling of countless threads woven from my very being, forming a giant tapestry that swept me away.

That was definitely magic power.

And based on how my senses had expanded at that moment, I surmised that magic power resided not only within living beings, but also within objects. 

That was why humans couldn’t imbue their refined aura into their swords. 

Aura, transformed through the process of refinement, became something entirely different from magic power. 

Objects, unlike humans, couldn’t adapt to that.

Enchantments and magic swords were possible because they used mana as fuel to ultimately manifest magic power, activating their effects.

That’s why I was able to imbue my sword with magic power. 

It was all the same energy in the end.

Which meant that magic power, whether it originated from within oneself, from an object, or even from another being, could be synchronized to some extent.

And if that were the case, if I could use my magic power to connect my sword and its scabbard to his head and torso, and then manipulate my magic power to draw my sword…

Wouldn’t his head be ripped off along with it?

Even I had to admit, it was a brilliant, if slightly satanic, idea.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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I’d imagined something grand, but in the end, the method was simple.

Connect my magic power to the sword’s magic power like the strings of a puppet. 

Then, connect the sword’s magic power, which was now able to move, to that bastard. 

Whether that alone would be enough to send his head soaring into the sky like a winning spin on a pirate roulette was uncertain… but with no other options in sight, it was worth a try.

However, things that were simple in theory were never simple in practice.

“I’ll tear you apart alive, just like that bitch!!”

“Oh? Completely lost it, have we? This firewood’s been burning for quite a while.”

It had been over ten minutes since his eyes turned bloodshot, a stark contrast to his usual pattern of regaining his composure every three to five minutes. 

He was still in a state of rage. 

Yet, he stubbornly clung to his piercing magic. 

I had grown so accustomed to those spells that I had the luxury of dodging while conserving my magic power.

“Why!! Why won’t it hit!!”

But he still couldn’t modify his magic. 

And now I knew that was his limit.

Encouraged by the sight of him on the verge of foaming at the mouth, I focused on my sword once more.

It wasn’t impossible, right? 

Since that thought, synchronizing with the sword had been manageable.

I could maintain the connection even while running around like this. 

I connected my right hand to the scabbard and my left hand to the sword. 

Just by slightly moving my left hand, I could feel the sword trying to draw itself out of the scabbard. 

This confirmed that my assumption was somewhat correct.

Wow. 

Wait a minute, couldn’t this be swordsmanship with magic if I got used to it? 

My heart started pounding, just like the day I first learned to enhance my body with magic power.

A flicker of anxiety crossed my mind. 

If I could do this, were there other demons out there who could do the same? 

I shook my head, dispelling the thought.

I could worry about that later. 

It was already chaotic enough dealing with this guy, why worry about that now?

“The problem is connecting this with him…”

This was the biggest risk factor I felt while connecting my magic power to the sword.

Holding the sword while running was no problem, but if both he and I were moving, I was certain the connection would never hold. 

At least one of us had to be completely still for the connection to have a chance.

Of course, there was no way that bastard would stay put for me, so I was the one who had to stand still.

But would he just stand there and watch while I suddenly ran out, stared at him, and struck some weird pose? 

He’d probably fill me with holes.

I had to kill him quickly, before he could react.

Getting hit was out of the question in this situation. 

I had to protect my vital points and attempt this in an open area where I could fully concentrate on him, dodging the magic power embedded in the surrounding trees.

And I had to create a situation where he would let his guard down, to buy myself as much time as possible.

With that much figured out, the plan started to take shape, and I decided to put it into action.

“Hey! You were right!”

“What…?”

“I think I should run! It’s not just because I can’t kill you because of that curse, there’s no way I’d get caught by a washed-up has-been like you! See ya!”

I used this final taunt as a signal and started running again.

“Aaaaaargh! I’ll kill you! Screw the questions, I’ll just kill you!!”

Now that I knew he was using mana, I didn’t have to worry about him suddenly appearing out of nowhere like before. 

He would just chase me while flying with levitation magic, like an ordinary human mage, and then drop down.

“Running like a rat won’t change anything!”

As expected, he immediately took to the air and started watching me as I weaved through the trees.

He maintained a constant distance as he pursued me, but it wasn’t because I was slow.

Honestly, even elves would compliment my speed in this dense forest. 

It was just that he had a huge advantage, flying freely without any obstacles. 

He was trying to attack, but his spells were being blocked by the trees. 

Naturally, his accuracy was even worse than usual. 

Escaping was much easier and safer than when I first emerged from the gate.

I continued to taunt him as I ran, just in case he gave up the chase. 

Soon, I reached a somewhat open area, similar to what I had been aiming for.

“Damn it.”

It wasn’t ideal that it turned out to be a cliff with no way back. 

Should I be happy that I could jump off if things went south?

I had no other choice. 

I turned around, checked on the bastard in the air, and attempted to synchronize my magic power as I had planned while running.

I prayed to whatever god was listening that he would let his guard down, and I even stuck my leg out to get hit by one of his spells.

Maybe it was because I saw the magic digging into my thigh in real time, but it felt even more painful than before!

“Shiiit…!”

“Ha! This is the end of the line!”

At least my sacrifice paid off. 

He was lowering his altitude with a mocking laugh. 

The threads of magic power extending from my sword were reaching him smoothly…

“Huh?”

Suddenly, my body went limp, and I fell to my knees, instinctively using my sword as support. 

Did he do something to that spell that hit me? 

Just then, as he started to regain his composure, he spoke.

“Hmph. That’s what happens when a human uses magic power. Looks like you’ve reached your limit.”

Uh, no? 

This feels different.

At least I knew this wasn’t part of his plan.

Then this exhaustion must be a result of trying to interfere with his magic power. 

It felt like a boulder was pressing down on me, it was far more than just a person’s weight. 

Just maintaining the connection to his magic power was taking everything I had.

Was a human life not as easily snuffed out as popping a bottle cap? 

This was tough.

Most importantly, it felt like my magic power was being sucked out of me. 

It was as if I was giving him life force instead of trying to kill him.

“I’m still pissed… but I’ve calmed down, so I’ll give you a chance. How did you dodge my magic?”

“Why would I tell you that when I’m about to die?”

“The difference is between a painful death, and a clean beheading. That’s reason enough, isn’t it?”

I was talking about your death, not mine.

He looked at me with a puzzled expression as I struggled to grip my sword with trembling hands.

“You’re going to fight in that state?”

“Damn it, shut up. It’s really fucking hard.”

A tingling sensation, like my limbs were falling asleep, spread through my body from the edges of my magic power. 

I instinctively realized that I was now connected to his magic power through this sensation.

But at the same time, drawing the sword out of the scabbard became incredibly difficult, unlike before.

It was as if the sword I was holding was his body.

“Hmm…? Something feels different.”

As I focused on the connection, I saw him stroking his neck with his left hand. 

Putting aside the difficulty, I couldn’t help but smile at the confirmation that my assumption was correct. 

I was about to kill someone, and yet I was smiling. 

Maybe I was going crazy too.

“I haven’t asked for your name yet.”

“I don’t have a name to give to a human. If you’re trying to stall…”

“I don’t really care about your name either. Just saying.”

He looked at me as if asking what I was going to say, but all I could offer was a farewell.

“It was disgusting meeting you, and let’s never meet again.”

I poured all my remaining magic power into strengthening my arms, and put all my strength into drawing the sword.

“Gah… Gahk?!”

The sword didn’t budge, not even a millimeter. 

But it wasn’t completely ineffective. 

His eyes widened in shock, and he grabbed his neck in panic.

“Wha- What?! What’s, what’s happening?!”

I wished he would stay clueless for a little longer, but his wide, frantic eyes turned towards me. 

He glanced between me and my sword, and instantly grasped the situation. 

Things never went as planned.

“Nooo! What the hell are you doing!!”

Spheres started forming around him, but I could only laugh. 

If I had drawn my sword, I might have had to jump off the cliff, but this was different.

I could survive this as long as I protected my vital points.

“Die! Die!!”

As he started screaming again, consumed by madness, over ten spheres shot towards me simultaneously. 

I lowered my body as much as possible, twisting to the side, protecting my head and vital points with my outstretched arms and legs.

I wanted to look away from that terrifying attack, but I had to avoid getting hit in the head, so I stared straight at him, putting all my strength back into the sword.

With a creak, this time the sword moved, even if only slightly.

With every millimeter the sword moved, his actions and gaze became more frantic.

“Aaaaagh! What! What are you doing!!”

An attack he had never experienced before. 

Pain he hadn’t felt in 80 years. 

And the unexpected threat to his life, coupled with the complacency and delusions he had been indulging in until just moments ago, seemed to have driven him to launch his magic indiscriminately.

He probably wanted to charge at me and knock me down, but just as I couldn’t touch him, he couldn’t touch me either, so he didn’t even try. 

In the end, his only option was his magic.

His struggle was so intense that I thought I might end up with holes all over my body. 

Then, suddenly…

The resistance I felt from the sword halved.



He must have noticed it too, his eyes widening as if they were about to pop out. 

His expression was so desperate, so different from the indifferent reaction he had when I had aimed for his neck, that it was hard to believe he was the same person.

Pity? 

I would never feel that for someone trying to kill me. 

I scoffed at him with all my might.

“Can you feel it? Your death?”

“Eldmiaaaaa!!”

“Yeah. That’s me, you bastard.”

I drew the sword, certain of my victory. 

Even though I was just drawing the sword, a strange pressure, like a gust of wind, surged around my magic power, but thankfully, it wasn’t a problem.

In the brief moment as the sword was halfway drawn, I saw one of his spells hit the fluctuating blade and scatter into pieces.

For a fleeting moment, I thought I saw a glimmer of light, something Yekaterina and the others had mentioned before… but maybe it was just a hallucination from blood loss.

But that didn’t matter. 

His head definitely flew into the air.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The fact that the guy’s headless body crumpled to the ground was a blessing in disguise. 

It wasn’t because of the Tarantino-esque geyser of blood, though that was certainly unsettling. 

No, it was because I couldn’t bear to look at the cleanly severed flesh, a wound that defied any normal cut.

Stabbing, slashing, even decapitation – I had seen my fair share of bloodshed. 

But there was something about this that made my stomach churn. 

Maybe it was the lingering shock of the fight, or maybe it was the sheer absurdity of his curse, but the blood spraying from his neck seemed to flow around me, a crimson curtain parting before it could stain my clothes.

Did every cell in his body have to cease functioning for him to truly die?

What kind of twisted fate led someone to be cursed like this?

As much as I wanted to delve into the mystery of his past, now wasn’t the time. 

I shoved those questions aside and took stock of my own battered body.

“Damn, I’m a mess.”

My arms, outstretched from the force of the blow, were covered in cuts and bruises. 

My right shin, scraped raw from kneeling on the forest floor, throbbed in time with the gash on my left thigh.



I had survived, yes, but reality wasn’t a game where you leveled up after defeating a boss. 

There was no fanfare, no sense of accomplishment, just the lingering ache of a battle won.

He was the “captain” those demons at the gate mentioned. 

There was no doubt in my mind. 

He was strong, far stronger than any demon I had faced before. 

If he had been just a regular soldier, or even a mid-level commander, I would have broken down then and there, tears mixing with the blood staining the ground.

The only reason those other demons hadn’t caught up yet was because they had too much faith in their captain, too much confidence in his abilities. 

They probably thought he could handle me, dead or alive.

But any sane group would realize something was wrong. 

They would have sent a search party by now. 

I couldn’t afford to wander around like this, bleeding and exhausted. 

I had to find somewhere safe, somewhere to recover before they found me.

“At least it’s early autumn. Finding herbs for a makeshift bandage won’t be too hard.”

My magic reserves were completely drained. 

I was running on fumes, but the fear of bleeding out kept me moving.

I had to find a source of water, clean my wounds, and stop the bleeding before it was too late.

Thankfully, the artery wasn’t severed.

Or maybe I just couldn’t feel it yet. 

The thought sent a shiver down my spine. 

I clutched my side, willing myself to keep moving.

I stumbled through the undergrowth, following the whispers of the forest spirits.

They guided me towards a cluster of Black Thistle and Bubble Nettle, two herbs with remarkable healing properties.

Crushing the thistle root and mixing it with my saliva, I created a crude paste. 

It wasn’t the most pleasant sensation, but it would have to do.

As for the nettle, I carefully plucked a few leaves, my fingers tingling from the contact. 

I needed to soak them in water to neutralize their stinging properties, but for now, they would serve as a makeshift bandage.

Asirye could have sniffed these herbs out in an instant. 

It was one of the many things I envied about her connection to the forest. 

I had tried to replicate her tracking skills countless times, but to no avail.

Pushing those bittersweet memories aside, I made my way to the nearby stream. 

The cool water, a welcome relief against my burning skin, helped clear my head. 

This was good. 

This was manageable.

“Thanks for the assist, guys. You’re lifesavers.”

My voice, hoarse from exhaustion, echoed through the silent forest. 

The spirits had already anticipated my needs, guiding me to this oasis.

I stripped off my tattered shirt, grimacing as the cool air stung my wounds. 

Cleaning and bandaging my injuries should have been simple enough, but the aftereffects of overusing my magic power were starting to hit me.

My body felt heavy, every movement a monumental effort. 

I was a puppet with its strings cut, a marionette with no master. 

This was the price I paid for exceeding my limits.

“Right. Think of it as preemptive training for your revenge quest.”

There would be no rest for the wicked, no peace for those seeking vengeance. 

Compared to the trials that awaited me, this was nothing.

With a sigh, I asked the water spirits to erase any trace of my presence. 

Then, choosing a direction at random, I plunged deeper into the forest. It was time to find a place to hide.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Decades ago, the demon known as Bael had been a rising star in the Demon King’s army, a contender for the prestigious rank of Legion Commander. 

A single misstep, a foolish mistake, had led him to his current predicament – cursed with unimaginable power, yet stripped of his true potential.

The magic he once wielded with ease was gone, replaced by a pale imitation fueled by mana. 

He was a shadow of his former self, his sanity slowly eroding with each passing year.

Yet, he was still valuable, his curse a double-edged sword. 

He was immortal, impervious to any conventional attack. 

It was this very curse that made him the ideal candidate for the mission to kidnap the Imperial Princess.

And he had been so close to succeeding.

So when his soldiers stumbled upon his severed head, their minds struggled to comprehend the impossible. 

They had followed the trail of blood, confident that their captain would return, perhaps a little worse for wear, but ultimately victorious.

The sight that greeted them was beyond their worst nightmares.

“How….how is this possible?”

The demon leading the search party could only stare in horror as his captain’s lifeless eyes stared back at him. 

The other soldiers, their faces pale with terror, could do little more than collapse to their knees, their minds reeling from the implications.

They had assumed their captain was invincible, that his curse made him immune to harm. 

To see him defeated, his body desecrated in such a manner, shattered their perception of reality.

“He…he must have been the hero. There’s no other explanation.”

“There’s no way we can defeat him. We have to abort the mission. We have to warn the others.”

“But…he’s injured. This could be our only chance. We have to pursue him. ”

“What does it matter if he’s injured? He shrugged off the captain’s attacks like they were nothing! He came through that gate swinging, remember? Something went wrong on the other side, I’m telling you! He probably doesn’t even have any potions! It’s a trap!”

The more rational members of the group tried to assess the situation, but their opinions clashed, each argument canceling out the other. 

They had no concrete information, no way to explain the impossible. 

All they had were assumptions and fear.

“The hero is just an eighteen-year-old boy! He wasted years of his life in the Empire, refusing to cooperate! He might have killed the captain, but that doesn’t mean we should be afraid of him!”

“Killing the captain is one thing. Don’t forget what we saw at the gate. He only landed one hit on the captain, but he dodged every single attack. He knew what the captain was going to do before he did it! We’re being played!”

“Enough!”

The leader’s voice, barely a whisper, cut through the panicked shouts. 

He turned his gaze towards the trail of blood, his eyes filled with apprehension. 

The forest, once a familiar training ground, now felt alien, hostile.

“…You there, retrieve the captain’s body. We leave at dawn. Erase any trace of our presence. The rest of us will pursue the target.”

“Are you sure that’s wise, sir?”

“Of course not! Our captain is dead! The one we thought was invincible! But I refuse to believe that he died without landing a single blow!”

He couldn’t afford to hesitate. 

If word got out that he had panicked, that he had abandoned his mission after the death of his superior, the consequences would be dire.

“We’ll be back before dawn. If we’re not…consider us dead. Return to base and report.”

He didn’t wait for a response. 

With a final glance at the bloodstains leading deeper into the forest, he beckoned his remaining men forward.

Six demons, their faces grim with determination, disappeared into the undergrowth, their whispers swallowed by the rustling leaves.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Asirye’s daily routine was ordinary.

Even though a year and a half had passed since Eldmia’s departure for the capital, her routine hadn’t changed much compared to the days she spent with him. 

Despite Alisha’s repeated favors and requests, which led her to live in Alisha’s inn, most of Asirye’s day was still spent in her cabin in the forest.

As she finished her preparations and came down to the first floor, Alisha greeted her, as usual.

“Good morning, Asirye.”

“Good morning, Alisha. Today’s stew looks delicious. I’m looking forward to it.”

Although Asirye always woke up around 6 a.m, Alisha was always up even earlier, preparing the day’s meals.

In less than two years, Ogwen and the inn had changed drastically. 

Most of the city’s outskirts were now enclosed by walls, and the city itself was developing at an astonishing pace, barely recognizable from its state a few years ago. 

The inn was no longer just an inn; it had become an orphanage and a restaurant, fully supported by the Holy Cross Society.

Eldmia and Lagnis might have initiated the change, but it was ultimately the Holy Cross Society that recognized Alisha’s dedicationת and decided to offer their full support without a shred of doubt. 

Even Asirye found that hard to believe.

Although the Holy Cross Society was known for its benevolence and charitable works within the city, it was incredibly rare for them to join hands with secular individuals and offer their full support. 

If they felt the need for an orphanage, they would rather build one themselves. 

To be recognized by them meant being treated as one of their own.

At first, she had wondered how this had happened. 

But now, she understood. 

Alisha might not have had a specific religion, but her life was one of unwavering devotion, no different from a devout follower.

“Will you be back for dinner tonight?” Alisha asked, her usual cheerful demeanor unwavering.

“Probably around the same time as yesterday. There’s nothing that requires my immediate attention, and I’m almost done with the preparations for winter.” Asirye replied, accepting the bowl of stew Alisha handed her.

As they ate by the light of the lanterns, the sun still not yet risen, the children began to wake up, helping Alisha with her chores. 

Some of them were barely ten years old, but they all worked together with smiles on their faces, their youthful energy infectious. 

Asirye couldn’t help but smile as she watched them.

“Well then, I’ll be on my way,” she said, bidding farewell to Alisha and the children.

“Have a good day, Sis!”

“See you later, Auntie!”

She waved back at the children as she stepped outside, their cheerful goodbyes warming her heart. 

She made her way to the newly built stable, saddled her horse, and set off.

Her daily routine was always the same, except for the days when she had adventurer work. 

She would go to her cabin, tend to the livestock, inspect the property, and then head down to the ruins where the village used to be. 

There, she would pay her respects at the graves of Eldmia’s parents and tidy up the small shrine he had built nearby.

The shrine, devoid of any artistry, was simply Eldmia’s attempt to recreate the shrine that once stood in the village. 

He hadn’t been particularly devout, nor did he harbor any doubts about faith. 

He simply did what he believed was right, offering his respects to his parents and the gods, even though no one had taught him how.

As she finished her chores and took a walk around the cabin, Asirye couldn’t help but reminisce about the past.

She wanted to follow Eldmia, she truly did. 

On the night he left for the capital, she had spent hours wrestling with her emotions, weighing her options, ultimately deciding to stay behind and create a place for him to return to, a place where he could find solace and belonging.

If she had followed him, she would have held him back, her fear for his safety a constant weight on his shoulders. 

It would have been a selfish act, driven by her own desires, not his.

As she worked, her thoughts drifting between the mundane and the profound, time seemed to slip away. 

Or perhaps it was simply that she was working tirelessly, wishing for time to pass quickly.

As lunchtime approached, she ate a quick meal and was about to take a break in her cabin when an unexpected visitor arrived, shattering the tranquility she had come to expect.

“Asirye! Are you there?”

A woman’s voice, urgent and unfamiliar, called out from beyond the cabin. 

Asirye cautiously retrieved her bow, her senses on high alert. 

She couldn’t recall ever encountering this woman before.

She quickly ran through her memories, trying to recall any recent events that might have led to this unexpected visit, but nothing came to mind. 

The Adventurer’s Guild in Ogwen was relatively peaceful, especially for a frontier guild. 

Even if there had been any trouble, it was unlikely that they would involve her, considering her semi-retired status.

Besides, very few people knew the exact location of her cabin. 

It was highly unlikely that a stranger would seek her out.

And her intuition proved to be correct, as the situation took a turn for the worse.

“I am Etenera Hyaloy of the Frost Leaf Tribe! I am here as an envoy of the Empire! We require your assistance regarding the Hero Siegfried and Eldmia!”

The door to her cabin burst open, and a young elf, clearly flustered, rushed inside. 

Asirye barely had time to process the elf’s words before her instincts took over.

“What was that supposed to mean?! What about Eldmia?!”

The elf, startled by Asirye’s outburst, stammered, “I, I apologize! I’ll skip the formalities! We need to locate Eldmia immediately! His earrings! The earrings you made for him! They are the only magical artifact he possesses! We can use them to pinpoint his location and teleport to him!”

Elves had no formal hierarchy, but High Elves held a special status among them. 

They were not necessarily stronger or superior in lineage, but they had all undergone the Trial of the World Tree and had their worth acknowledged.

Therefore, even though High Elves did not hold positions of authority or power, other elves naturally respected and revered them. 

And for someone like Etenera, who was accustomed to the human hierarchy, their presence invoked a sense of awe, bordering on fear.

Of course, Asirye was in no mood for pleasantries.



“Lead the way!” she barked, her voice brooking no argument.

Grateful for her cooperation, Etenera quickly mounted her horse.

The journey back to Ogwen was short, but it felt like an eternity to Asirye. 

As they arrived at Alisha’s inn, they were greeted by a crowd of unfamiliar faces and a very familiar one – Lagnis. 

Judging by the somber atmosphere, it was clear that she hadn’t come alone.

Their presence had thrown the city into disarray, but Asirye was in no state to worry about that.

She dismounted her horse, and before she could even greet Lagnis, a young woman with pale, almost translucent white hair pulled back from her face approached her.

“While rescuing someone, Eldmia went through a gate that had its coordinates changed and ended up somewhere unknown in the Empire,” she stated, her voice calm yet firm.

Even though she was clearly someone of high standing, she had skipped all formalities and gone straight to the point, her demeanor a clear indication of the gravity of the situation. 

Asirye simply nodded, her mind already racing.

Etenera’s explanation, coupled with this new information, was more than enough to warrant her immediate action.

“That’s all I need to know. Let’s go,” she said, turning towards the others.

“Margrave Vender, if you please,” the white-haired girl said, her gaze fixed on the man standing beside her.

Asirye couldn’t help but flinch at the title. 

Margrave Vend, a man with short blond hair, retrieved a small cube from his pocket.

While they waited for the gate to be activated, Lagnis approached Asirye and took her hand, her expression unreadable.

“Lagnis, what did he do this time?” Asirye asked, hoping to find some semblance of normalcy in this rapidly escalating situation.

“…He saved the Imperial Princess from the demons and ended up being transported to an unknown location,” Lagnis replied, her voice low and even.

There was a hint of exasperation in her tone, as if this was just another day in the life of Eldmia. 

Asirye decided not to press her further, her mind already preoccupied with the information she had received.

“We will open a temporary gate to the capital of Itisel,” Margrave Vender announced. 

`“From there, we will travel to the imperial capital and utilize the resources of the Imperial Mages to pinpoint his location. Do you require any further explanation?”

“No, not at the moment,” Asirye replied, her gaze fixed on the shimmering portal that had materialized before them.

She wanted to ask why the Imperial Princess would be directly involved in this, but she knew this wasn’t the time or place.

“Very well. Then let us depart.”

Without another word, they stepped through the gate, their destination: the heart of the Empire, where an unknown fate awaited them.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The night comes quickly in the forest… or so I had heard somewhere.

I didn’t particularly mind. 

After reaching a certain age while living with Asirye, I often hunted at night. 

It helped that I had pretty good night vision.

However, no matter how quickly night fell, it was a little concerning that I hadn’t been able to escape the forest since the afternoon.

Not only was the forest vast, but the problem was that my body was also in terrible shape. 

Dragging my heavy limbs through the woods was more tiring than I had anticipated, and since the spirits’ concept of “paths” was rather vague, the help I could receive from them was limited.

That’s not to say their help was useless. 

Even though I was bleeding and the surrounding temperature was steadily dropping, I could still feel their warmth. 

If it weren’t for that, I would have stopped a while back and hidden myself in some unsuitable location.

I was grateful for their assistance, as it had allowed me to settle down and rest beneath this adequately carved cliff.

“It’d be nice if the demons had poor night vision…”

I didn’t have the energy to erase my tracks, nor could I create diversions. 

I didn’t even have any basic tools, and physically, I was nearing my limit. 

Even excluding my injuries, my body wasn’t recovering properly, as if I had overexerted my mana reserves.

In this situation, the option I had chosen was essentially leaving everything up to fate.

I could only hope their tracking skills weren’t that great, as I hunkered down here to regain my strength.

I knew. 

I knew that believing this unplanned and unsafe choice would work out in my favor was nothing but a foolish delusion, especially when facing off against those who had infiltrated imperial territory, even going so far as to build a gate to hide themselves for the purpose of kidnapping or assassinating the princess.

But if I moved now, dragging my exhausted body through this forest, I would only be caught in an even worse state. 

Frankly, I could confidently say that both my condition, and the situation were worse than when I had faced those bandits at eight years old.

Then, it would be better to hide somewhere less conspicuous, conserving whatever energy I had left while clinging to the slim hope that they wouldn’t find me.



“As if to make matters worse, it’s even starting to rain. This is just great.”

Although it had been clear all morning, it was as if the world was mocking my struggles as I tried to ignore the signs of an approaching downpour. 

I decided to get some shut-eye.

The moment I closed my eyes, ready to fall asleep without a care in the world, a voice rang out.

“You’ve got it easy.”

The sudden voice startled me, jolting me awake.

I wondered if they had caught up to me faster than I had anticipated. 

But as I took in my surroundings, which had grown significantly darker since I had closed my eyes, and the heavy rain that was now pounding down, I realized that I must have passed out the moment I decided to sleep. 

A considerable amount of time had passed.

Suppressing the urge to groan as I willed my heavy limbs and sluggish mind to function, I gauged the distance between myself and the voice. 

He was too far away for his muttering to reach me, even through the downpour. 

Judging by the dark figure now emerging from the bushes, moving cautiously to mask his sound and presence even amidst the heavy rain, he wouldn’t have called out to me intentionally.

In other words, it was the spirits’ doing. 

I wanted to prostrate myself in gratitude.

Rumble!

The sound that accompanied the flash of lightning wasn’t thunder, but a bolt striking nearby. 

The world was momentarily bathed in an intense white light, illuminating the figures approaching me.

There were six of them, all male, each with horns – unmistakably demons. 

They glared at me, their clothes soaked through, but they didn’t attack, despite all of them drawing their swords.

“You’re one to talk,” I said, clearing my throat so my voice wouldn’t sound shaky.

The six figures flinched, their movements clearly visible even in the darkness.

It was understandable for them to be surprised. 

They had just found me, seemingly sound asleep, and yet I had responded to their muttered comment and even talked back. 

And to top it off, during a flash of lightning, no less.

While five of them seemed to hesitate, as if unsure of how to react, the one in the middle, presumably their leader, stepped forward and spoke.

“Are you the hero?”

Huh. 

It wasn’t an answer, but a question. 

I felt no obligation to respond, so I countered with another question.

“If your captain is dead, why are you still here? Why not just go back?”

Although I tried to sound nonchalant, cold sweat trickled down my back.

What if he wasn’t actually their captain? 

Or what if he was the weakest among them? 

If I were to encounter a similar situation again, I would surely meet my second death.

Still, judging by their stiff expressions every time lightning flashed, I doubted that was the case.

If so, all that remained was a battle of wits and exploiting openings.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

When they had discovered the human, sound asleep beneath a cliff, seeking shelter from the rain…

The demon leading the pursuit squad wanted to praise his subordinate for managing to find a trace of the human who had killed their captain, despite the setting sun and the downpour. 

He had quietly ordered his men to surround the human, prioritizing caution above all else. 

After all, even an elf would have difficulty sensing their presence amidst this sudden downpour. 

And their opponent was the one who had killed their captain.

However, seeing the human seemingly sleeping peacefully without even a bonfire, he couldn’t help but mutter a complaint.

And then, he had received a response.

A chill ran down his spine, even though his body was already numb from the cold. 

He realized that the human, whose eyes had been closed just moments ago, was now staring directly at him. 

The only reason a scream of terror hadn’t escaped his lips was that he was too shocked to even make a sound.

This was the human who had killed their captain, the one who was untouchable, the one whose neck they couldn’t even scratch. 

He had intended to ambush the human, thinking it was their only chance. 

But to receive such a calm and composed response, as if the human had been expecting them… it made him doubt everything.

The tracks that the human hadn’t been able to erase now seemed deliberately left behind, and the assumption that the human was too injured to move quickly after fighting their captain now seemed ridiculous… perhaps there was no need to rush in the first place. 

Doubt gnawed at his mind.

“We must avenge our captain.”

Before he could stop himself, he had spoken, his words betraying the fear that had taken root in his heart. 

He hadn’t intended to respond, but he had felt the need to refute the implication that they were incompetent. 

Then, the human tilted their head slightly, as if confused by his response.

“The humans didn’t consider him their captain, did they? Unless my eyes are deceiving me, I only see demons here.”

“We couldn’t bring those lacking in skill to pursue the one who killed our captain.”

“Yet, here you are.”

The human pointed out the inconsistency in his words. 

The demon felt a moment of confusion, as if unsure of how their conversation had gotten to this point. 

Then, it hit him.

He was saying ‘you came here even though you lack skill?’

That’s what the human was implying.

He could sense the unease spreading through his subordinates, and he realized that he wasn’t much different. 

Perhaps they had walked into the very scenario he had feared the most during their pursuit.

This human… he had simply killed their captain and moved on.

“When I first came through the gate, I acted based on what I had seen in the capital, and killed your comrades.”

As he contemplated attacking, the human continued.

“When I tried to leave this place, your captain chased after me and tried to kill me, so I killed him. There was no other reason. I didn’t kill him because he was a demon, nor because we are at war.”

None of them dared to move as the human slowly rose to their feet. 

They should have stopped him, should have attacked before he could fully regain his strength. 

But instead, they took a step back, sensing the danger in his movements.

“It’s a simple story. If you point a sword at me, I’ll point mine back. Conversely, if you sheath your sword, I have no reason to draw mine.”

“…Are you trying to negotiate with us?”

His instincts screamed at him to flee, but his rationality held him back. 

The human couldn’t have defeated their captain that easily.

No one had been able to kill their captain for the past 80 years, and then this human just happened to appear right before their mission to kidnap the princess? 

It didn’t make sense! 

The human must be severely injured from the fight, that was why there are six of them there. 

They were being deceived! 

If the human could really kill them all instantly, there would have been no need for this pointless act of mercy.

“Negotiate?”

But the human seemed far too calm.

He could only make out the human’s silhouette in this darkness, his clothes seemingly torn and tattered. 

He wanted to believe that the human’s limbs were in a similarly terrible state, but the human’s calm demeanor and fluid movements betrayed that hope.

And as if to completely crush that hope, the human smoothly drew his sword.

“This is just a piece of advice. The choice is yours. But you don’t have much time to decide.”

They were already terrified, knowing that this human had killed their invincible captain. 

If it had been any other situation, he would have ordered his men to scatter and flee.

But this demon, having experienced the horrors of a war that had raged for over seven years, did not prioritize his own survival in the face of fear. 

He thought of his people, of their fate.

“We will die here today.”

This human is dangerous. 

If there was any doubt about his condition…

They would find out, even at the cost of their lives.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The demons didn’t flee, even though their comrade had unilaterally declared his intentions without any discussion. 

My chest swelled with a strange, ironic sense of awe at their noble sense of duty. 

Right, they wouldn’t turn back from a special mission in the Empire, especially after coming all this way from Itisiel.

As I observed them closing in, their stances firm as if their resolve had been forged long ago, I assessed my own condition, which was still close to its worst.

My limbs were heavy, the magic power I’d forced myself to use showed no signs of recovery, and contrary to my hopes that sleep would improve things, my body was burning with fever.

Still, I couldn’t just stand here and die. 

I feigned composure as best I could, gripping my scabbard and observing them.

Five people together could produce one idiot, so it was absurd that there wasn’t a single idiot among these six.

Moreover, their leader had just declared his intention to fight to the death, so they clearly didn’t think they could easily defeat me. 

Whether that was due to their own weakness, or the strength of the demon I’d killed, I didn’t know, but it presented an opportunity.

Just one. 

Please, let just one of them hesitate.

Praying for that, I reinforced my body with what little magic power I’d recovered and deliberately drew my sword with a flourish.

When surrounded by multiple opponents perceived as stronger, and that opponent makes a sudden move, those trained to act in unison under command will react in one of three ways: the psychopathic killer who remains motionless, awaiting orders; the warrior who shifts their weight forward, ready to charge; and the coward who flinches, their stance momentarily disrupted.

Even the simple act of drawing a sword demands vigilance from those surrounding the opponent, as striking preemptively is always the best strategy. 

And if the sword is drawn too quickly to react to, the tension only intensifies.

Fortunately, my prediction proved correct. 

A coward flinched at the far left of their formation.

Unfortunately, the rest remained motionless, like psychopathic killers awaiting orders. 

But I pushed that worry aside and charged towards the coward.

“Ugh!”

He clearly hesitated, stumbling back as I rushed towards him, his movements visible even in the darkness. 

Their leader signaled with a sharp whistle, and they reacted instantly, but I was still faster.

Even with my battered body reinforced with magic power, my charge wouldn’t last, but the fact that they couldn’t even keep up with me in this state was encouraging.

Of course, I couldn’t maintain this state and fight them all, so it wasn’t entirely hopeful!

“Haaap!”

At their leader’s whistle, the coward reacted instinctively, swinging his sword to cleave my head in two, a movement ingrained through countless training sessions.

Demon swordsmanship wasn’t that different from human swordsmanship. 

No matter how physically superior they were, their techniques were limited by their humanoid form. 

Those who transcended ordinary limitations were a different story, but these guys were regular soldiers because they were weaker than the captain I’d killed, right?

In other words, the moment I parried his blow with a cross-guard, the outcome was already decided.

I deflected his attack, preventing him from retreating, and with a swift flick of my wrist, I sliced through his skull. 

It was an attack that would normally only inflict a minor wound, but with my magically reinforced body, it was lethal. 

The others might have countered with technique, but the panicked demon had no such luxury.

As he collapsed, his eyes rolled back, the other demons, already aware of the situation, charged almost simultaneously.

The fact that they didn’t even curse as their comrade died before their eyes was chilling. 

Not because of their ruthlessness, but because it meant they were skilled enough to fight without being swayed by emotion.

Even at full strength, I would have needed to take out at least two with a surprise attack to avoid a tedious fight. 

Facing them in my current state was a nightmare.

Rumble!

Another bolt of lightning struck nearby, illuminating the world, but unfortunately, it wasn’t behind me. 

If it had been, at least a few of them would have closed their eyes. 

Instead, it only gave us a moment to assess each other.

And that wasn’t good for me.

“He’s injured!”

“Both arms and right leg!”

They assessed my condition with impressive accuracy in that brief flash, shouting out their observations as they pressed their attack. 

While I’d been busy trying to assess the surrounding terrain, they had been focused solely on me.

I wanted to curse, but I had no time.

“Press the attack! The captain’s death will not be in vain! We will slay the hero here!”

Damn it. 

I’d never claimed to be the hero, yet they’d already decided. 

I was exhausted, and their increasing confidence made it all I could do to block and dodge.

Then, one of them, perhaps emboldened by a surge of courage, broke through their coordinated attack.

“Die!”

What was he thinking? 

Was he digging his own grave?

I wasn’t so exhausted that I couldn’t dodge his thrust. 

I parried his blow, lowered my stance, and decapitated him. 

However, their leader’s sword also reached me.

A searing pain shot up my right forearm, jolting me awake as I barely managed to retreat, creating distance once more. 

Even I was surprised by my speed, considering my condition. 

They gritted their teeth in frustration.

“Damn it, he’s still moving!”

“Don’t engage! Wear him down!”

Their leader remained calm, shouting orders. 

I should have taken out their leader first. 

My decision to conserve my strength and forgo a surprise attack was a grave mistake.

The wound on my right arm was deep, though thankfully, the tendons were intact. 

I wanted to be grateful that my left hand was unharmed, but the increasingly desperate situation made that difficult.

Their leader continued shouting, perhaps to maintain their morale.

“Four of us are enough! He can’t even escape properly in this darkness! Don’t aim for a finishing blow…?”

I glared at him, wishing I could kill with a stare. 

I wanted him to shut up.

Then, an arrow sprouted from his neck. 

Both he and I were stunned by the sudden, unexpected development.

An arrow? 

Out of nowhere?

“Khack! Haack!”

“C-Captain?!”

“An ambush! There’s someone hid…urk!”

No, there wasn’t. 

If there had been, I wouldn’t be in this mess.

Before I could even process the situation, another arrow struck another demon squarely in the chest. 

The remaining two demons panicked, frozen in place, and two more arrows found their marks, piercing their skulls.

In this absurd situation, where a skilled archer capable of picking off demons in complete darkness had suddenly appeared amidst the downpour, I tightened my grip on my sword, my senses on high alert.

There was no guarantee that the arrows were only targeting demons. 

The idea of a psychopath saving the most delicious morsel for last, venturing out in the downpour to hunt their prey, seemed more plausible.



“Eldi!”

Then, shattering all possibilities, a figure I never expected appeared.

“Sis…?”

For a moment, I wondered if I was hallucinating, seeing visions before death. 

But the relentless downpour was too real, and the platinum blonde hair, shining even in the darkness, was too vivid to dismiss as a fantasy.

Asirye rushed towards me, her embrace knocking the air from my lungs, but I couldn’t help but smile.

“Haha. How…how did you…?”

“That’s not important right now!”

It was definitely Asirye, skillfully manipulating the spirits to create light and diverting the rain to create a dry space around us as she cupped my face in her hands, examining me.

“Why would you go through a gate you knew nothing about?! Good heavens, your arms and legs are a mess!”

I didn’t know how she knew, but seeing her face filled me with an overwhelming sense of relief. 

She helped me sit down beneath the cliff and retrieved herbs and bandages from her pouch, tending to my wounds.

“Who did you fight to end up like this? Are those demons all there are? Is there another pursuit party?”

“No, I don’t think so. I already killed the most dangerous one, and the others seemed hesitant, like they weren’t sure about chasing me.”

The sudden release of tension made the pain from my wounds even more acute, but strangely, I didn’t flinch.

“By the way, Sis, you seem to have a knack for showing up at my life-or-death moments.”

“You’re in no condition to joke!”

She instinctively smacked my shoulder, but I could only laugh.

Thank you, God.

You’re still here, you bastard.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

[Translator Notes]

[Love to be back from my break! New chapter was worth the wait!]

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord


⚙ System Notification ⚙






› Main Quest [God’s Apprentice] Unlocked!

› You have been granted an opportunity by the Arcane God’s to become a Korean Translator for Arcane Translations.

› Do you accept?

›  YES/ NO








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 107 .｡.:✧ Karma ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuzio

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

As Asirye finished tending to my wounds, familiar black-armored knights and a male mage appeared behind her. 

How did I know he was a mage? 

He carried a staff that screamed “I’m a mage!” and a grandly conjured rain shield. 

My exhausted mind, struggling to function, was already anticipating a tedious search for the enemy in this darkness and downpour. 

But the mage greeted me politely.



“It’s an honor to meet the Imperial Princess’s savior. Please, take this potion first. We can discuss the details later.”

He didn’t introduce himself, but he remained courteous, assisting with my treatment beyond just the potion. 

He seemed unaware of the specifics, perhaps because he hadn’t been directly involved. 

Asirye, understandably confused about me being the princess’s savior, wisely remained silent. 

I, too, was incredibly curious about how Asirye got involved and how they found me, but I decided to focus on relaying the information I had.

As my wounds healed almost instantly after applying the potion – a sight that was both amazing and slightly unsettling – the mage and knights had already formulated a plan based on my information.

“We believe the enemy didn’t have time to mislead Ega with false information. Even if they split into human and demon groups, they would have anticipated the possibility of the pursuit team being wiped out or returning.”

“We’ll retrace Ega’s route. With luck, we might capture the traitors.”

“Thank you. Do you require any magical assistance?”

“The Cat’s Eye spell you cast is sufficient. The duration shouldn’t be a problem.”

No wonder they moved so efficiently in this darkness, with the spirits Asirye summoned providing light. 

After a brief farewell, the knights quickly disappeared. 

The mage, seemingly trying to lighten the mood, spoke in a cheerful tone.

“I’m sure you have many questions, but please bear with me a little longer. As you know, Her Highness dislikes waiting, given her fiery temperament. I’ll open a portal to the city now.”

He was referring to Esmée, since I had saved her. 

“Fiery temperament,” though… I couldn’t quite agree. A force of nature, like a runaway train? A ruthless cake-murdering hamster? Those I could understand.

But regardless, the fact that he could teleport me to the city instantly made him someone I wanted to befriend.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

I didn’t immediately collapse and fall asleep upon arrival. 

I fainted the moment I smelled civilization.

When I woke up, I was clean, in clean pajamas, in a clean room. 

Outside the window, instead of bright sunlight, a gloomy sky and pouring rain greeted me. 

Disoriented, I turned my head to see Asirye watching me.

She looked refreshed, unlike when she was drenched in the rain. 

Seeing her made me feel like I was back in her cabin.

“You’re awake?”

Despite the shock she must have felt, she remained calm. 

I felt heavy, but definitely recovered. 

I tried to sit up, but Asirye gently yet firmly pressed me back down.

“No. Stay put.”

“I’m healed. Whatever treatment you gave me while I was asleep worked.”

“Only a Saintess can perform that kind of instant healing. And there wasn’t one here. So, I no.”

“But I really am…”

She wasn’t interested in the truth, it seemed. 

I resigned myself to obeying. 

I propped myself up with some cushions, a compromise. 

Finally, we could discuss the events we’d both missed.

“So… that tiny girl is the Empire’s First Princess?”

“Unless the Empire has two princesses with white hair, golden eyes, and an archaic way of speaking.”

“…Seriously? That girl is the Iron Blood Princess?”

Even Asirye knew Esmée’s nickname. 

I hadn’t expected that.

“Apparently. I wouldn’t know, personally.”

To me, she was just a cute, assertive hamster. 

But the events and her response to them hinted at something more.

Asirye realizing the earrings she made were a pair with Esmée’s, using them for tracking magic – that was impressive enough. 

But hearing that Esmée had personally delivered a letter across the insane distance between the Empire and Itisiel’s border to secure my rescue… 

I didn’t know whether to be impressed or touched. 

I settled for both.

Apparently, she was currently off apologizing to the Itisiel nobles for the “discourtesy” of this whole affair, along with Lagnis…

“I doubt she’s apologizing.”

“I doubt it too. Her first response to the envoy who came to inform us was, ‘She personally delivered the letter, and now she wants an apology?'”

I briefly worried, then remembered that Esmée was far beyond my level when it came to politics. 

She’d handle it.

“But seriously, these earrings had a tracking function?”

I was more focused on the fact that my simple good luck charm had a GPS. 

Asirye shook her head.

“Of course not. Paired magical artifacts resonate with the same mana. They basically expanded that resonance to an absurd range and forced a search. The mages were skilled, but even then, the accuracy wasn’t perfect. That’s why they arrived near you, not right on top of you.”

It didn’t sound easy, and apparently, it had taken the combined efforts of the Imperial Mage Corps. 

The rest, I had witnessed.

“It felt like something out of a power struggle for the throne. No one could stop her.”

Asirye didn’t care, since it had led to my rescue. 

That covered my questions about the incident. 

We started catching up, our conversation flowing easily for over an hour.

The pouring rain outside felt like a drizzle. 

Our conversation, as enjoyable as ever, eventually turned to my guild-assigned requests. 

As we finished discussing our current situations, Asirye paused, then smiled, changing the subject.

And with her next words, the pleasant atmosphere froze.

“By the way, Eldi? Lagnis mentioned it, and I heard the Ogatorf family you’re indebted to also has a daughter…”

“Uh, yeah. That’s right.”

“The only advice I can give you is to be very careful what you say to the person who gave you those earrings.”

Siegfried’s words flashed through my mind.

“The Iron Blood Princess, too… You seem to have a lot of girls around you these days, Eldi?”

She was smiling warmly, but an unmistakable chill emanated from her.

A thousand miniature Eldmias inside my head declared a state of emergency and convened a meeting.

Asirye was undeniably attractive, and I’d swung between familial affection and something more.

But… that was just me, right? 

Surely even the Hero couldn’t know Asirye’s feelings without ever meeting her?

“Even in my experience… a noble, especially a princess, going to such lengths for someone who saved them… it implies something more, don’t you think? Are you hiding something from me, Eldi?”

Chilling… literally chilling!

I was certain. 

Whether or not Sieg was right, Asirye’s smile was not a smile!

My miniature Eldmias unanimously voted to confess. 

I opened my mouth.

“I… I did get confessed to…”

“C-Confessed to?!”

“Yeah. But… I didn’t really answer. I kind of dodged it. Well, ‘dodged’ is an understatement, considering what happened…”

I couldn’t tell her I’d been kissed by a girl 40 centimeters shorter than me. 

Asirye narrowed her eyes, her smile vanishing.

“We’ll have a lot to discuss when the princess arrives.”

I lacked the courage to mention Lagnis. 

I shrunk back, silently praying for Esmée and Lagnis’s arrival.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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I waited for Esmée and Lagnis, the silence thick with awkward tension. 

However, they seemed to be caught up in their own complicated affairs, and despite what felt like a considerable amount of time, there was no sign of them returning.

I was left feeling like I was sitting on a bed of nails, alternating between staring out the window at the pouring rain and stealing glances at Asirye.

It was Asirye who finally broke the long silence.

“So, which young lady has caught your eye?”

Her tone was deceptively calm, but I could sense her disapproval. 

I knew I couldn’t lie or make excuses, but the chilling atmosphere made me tense up.

“Sis? It’s true that I couldn’t refuse their feelings, but I still have my life’s goal to achieve, you know?”

“So you’re saying you have no interest in them right now?”

Wait a minute, this feels familiar. 

Was she trying to corner me with my own words?

“Y-yeah… that’s right. That’s my stance.”

“And since you’re not refuting my use of ‘young ladies,’ I assume that includes both Princess Esmée and Lagnis?”

I was speechless.

I never imagined I’d be subjected to such a skillfully crafted interrogation!

“Hmm…”

Asirye took my silence as confirmation and fell into deep thought, her expression and the atmosphere around her growing heavy.

I never imagined our long-awaited reunion would be overshadowed by such an unexpected romantic entanglement. 

The fact that I had almost died just moments ago made the contrast even more jarring.

Above all, I was deeply troubled that my actions had caused Asirye to worry and potentially misunderstand my feelings.

I realized then that I desperately wanted to avoid disappointing her, to maintain the image of a capable and mature individual in her eyes. 

It was a feeling I had long forgotten, a desire to impress the person I cared for most.

As if sensing my thoughts, Asirye spoke.

“It’s difficult, but I understand that you have to face danger head-on. I was able to confirm that this time.”

“And I realized that I no longer want to remain by your side as a mere guardian.”

My heart pounded in my chest, a sensation unlike any I had experienced in this life.

I had always considered myself a child in her presence, despite my mental maturity stemming from memories of my past life. 

The idea that she could see me as an equal, as someone worthy of her affection, seemed impossible.

I couldn’t help but ask, “You… don’t think I’m just a child?”

“Most humans are like children to me, especially considering my lifespan. Age doesn’t hold much meaning for long-lived races. Ultimately, it’s the emotional connection that matters.”

Asirye smiled softly as she gazed down at my hand, which she still held in hers.

“I wanted to confess my feelings when you returned after achieving your goal. I believed you could do it. I still do, but… seeing you injured like this frightened me. I couldn’t bear the thought of you disappearing from my life before I could even tell you how I felt. Especially after realizing that those human girls harbored similar feelings for you. Hmm, hmm… I was jealous.”

“That’s why I overreacted a bit earlier.”

I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that her reaction had been terrifying, not just an overreaction.

“I used to think my friends were foolish for being swayed by such emotions, but experiencing it firsthand is completely different. I couldn’t control my impatience. I’m sorry.”

Unsure how to respond to her apology, I simply tightened my grip on her hand.

I struggled to articulate my feelings, but I knew I had to say something.

“I love you too, Asirye.”

“As family?”

“You know it’s not like that.”

A wave of relief washed over me, coupled with a newfound sense of hope.

Our bond wouldn’t be confined to a pseudo-familial relationship. 

The affection I had developed for her during our time together was reciprocated. 

It felt like I had received an unexpected gift, leaving me speechless.

As I sat there, basking in the warmth of her hand in mine, Asirye stood up and pulled me into an embrace.

“When I think about it, I realize I’ve been viewing you as a hero all along.”

“A hero?”

“Yes. A hero who learns, grows, and overcomes hardships through his own efforts, ultimately saving the world. You’re not saving the world yet, but you’re pretty close.”

Looking back, it was nothing more than my desperate struggle to survive in this world. 

Yet, Asirye had interpreted my actions in such a positive light.

“Even heroes can’t do everything alone, but you were always so capable that I overestimated you.”

“That’s completely biased…”

“Let’s not ruin the mood, shall we?”

“Y-yes.”

Her narrowed eyes were enough to make me shrink back in fear. 

Asirye chuckled softly and patted my head.

“It seems I need to actively support you from now on, even if it means traveling together, so you can achieve your goal.”

“…Yeah. We made a promise.”

It had been so long since I had felt the comfort of a genuine hug. 

I had experienced plenty of physical contact lately, but this was the first time I felt truly at ease in someone’s arms since I was a child.

“But seriously, what did you do to charm a princess?”

Just as I was starting to relax, Asirye’s question threw me off guard.

“Just to be clear, I haven’t been slacking off since I arrived in the capital! I’ve been working hard, thinking about my life after revenge! I even took on a butler job to minimize my debt to the Ogatorf family. It’s all true. I haven’t written a single lie in my letters.”

I had been working tirelessly, averaging less than five hours of sleep a night, so I had nothing to hide. 

Yet, my words sounded like the desperate excuses of a guilty man.

Asirye seemed amused by my reaction. 

She smiled, the tension easing slightly.

“I know. That’s why I didn’t stop you.”

Relieved that she didn’t suspect me of anything, I let out a sigh. 

Asirye patted my head and pulled me closer, her grip tightening slightly.



“Let’s be content with this for now. I need to go have a chat with the cats.”

“Huh?”

“Don’t worry, I won’t do anything rash.”

Just as she finished speaking, the door swung open, and Esmée and Lagnis entered.

Asirye greeted them casually, as if she had been expecting them.

“Shall we have a proper introduction now? Princess Esmée.”

Esmée’s eyes met Asirye’s, and after a moment of scrutiny, she nodded and started to approach me with Lagnis.

“Eldmia, are you feeling better?”

“Yeah. The potion worked wonders, and I think I received some kind of treatment while I was asleep. I’m just a little drowsy…”

I tried to sit up, but Asirye gently pushed me back down.

“No. Stay put.”

“But I’m healed…”

“Only a Saintess can perform that kind of instant healing. And there wasn’t one here. So, no.”

“But I really am…”

She wasn’t interested in the truth. 

I sighed and settled for propping myself up with some cushions.

“If you don’t mind, Eldmia, could we have a moment alone?” Asirye asked, her gaze fixed on Esmée.

“Well, I did save his life, so I’d like to hear her thanks and get a proper explanation of what happened…”

Despite her smile, there was an undeniable pressure in her voice. 

Esmée seemed to sense it too, her gaze flickering nervously between me and Asirye.

“It would be best to have that conversation when we’re all well-rested. Eldmia, please get some rest. We’ll be back soon.”

Asirye’s voice brooked no argument. 

She stood up and, with a firm grip on Esmée’s hand, led her out of the room, along with a speechless Lagnis.

Left alone once more, I simply lay back down on the bed.

What else could I do?

It would all work out… wouldn’t it?

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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I woke up to a bright morning sky, sunlight streaming through the window, flaunting its presence. 

Despite that the ordeal happened just yesterday, it felt like I had slept soundly for a week. 

As I looked around, I saw Asirye asleep in the same room, having unfolded a cot. 

I wondered if she was still asleep, but her long ears twitched, indicating she had woken to the sound of my stirring.

“Mmm. Eldi, you’re awake?”

“Yeah. I thought you’d wake me after you finished talking, but you left me alone.”

“I couldn’t wake a patient just to chat, even if their wounds are healed. It wasn’t anything important anyway.”

“…Really?”

“I don’t lie. Let’s wash up and get ready. Esmée and Lagnis were disappointed they couldn’t talk to you yesterday.”

Unlike yesterday’s tense atmosphere, her tone was gentle and reassuring. 

However, I was also uneasy, having no idea what conversations had transpired while I slept.

Unfazed by my anxiety, Asirye rang the bell in the room. 

A servant entered, and she asked them to inform Esmée and Lagnis that I was awake. 

Then, she began the arduous process of fully waking up. 

Since I couldn’t escape this situation anyway, I too started washing my face and brushing my teeth with the water another servant had prepared.

Asirye, usually a heavy sleeper, seemed to have been tense from worrying about me. 

Unlike her usual habit of taking her time waking up, she quickly came to her senses and began washing her face. 

Since it was clear she would take a little longer, starting with fixing her hair, I changed into clean clothes and decided to wait outside until she was ready.

The hallway outside was simple and undecorated, but the flags bearing what appeared to be a family crest hinted that this was a nobleman’s residence. 

It only had a few windows, which made it feel more like a military barrack than a mansion.

Marveling at the unfamiliar style, I walked to a window and looked outside. 

The city view was strangely reminiscent of Ogwen. 

With mountains on one side and plains on the other, the city’s architecture prioritized sturdiness over the ornate style of the capital. 

The landscape suggested this was a fortified border city like Ogwen, or one located near the national border.

Hmm, the princess came to a city like this? There must have been chaos.

“What are you looking at?” Asirye asked, her arms crossed, having finished her preparations.

“I was just imagining the chaos the lord of this provincial city must have experienced yesterday.”

“Hee hee. A lord running around with servants in the pouring rain isn’t a common sight.”

Speaking of the pouring rain… I offered a silent prayer for the unknown lord and followed Asirye to the mansion’s dining hall.

It was simple, just like the rest of the mansion, but not in a cheap way. 

It felt more like a conscious effort towards frugality, and I rather liked the interior. 

I sat down, and Asirye, sitting opposite me, tied her unbound hair into her usual braid and began to speak.

“The conversation I had with the two last night was simple. The main goal was to establish the premise that none of us should prioritize our personal feelings over Eldi’s goals, and everyone agreed. Of course, that included me.”

However, what she said next was quite different from what I had expected.

“Actually, before that conversation, we had a brief discussion to gauge each other’s intentions… Well, what else would it be? Honestly, I was most worried about Esmée, but contrary to my concerns, she was quite sensible. As expected of someone considered a candidate for the next emperor. At least I learned that her feelings for you aren’t just a fleeting fancy.”

Strange. 

I clearly remember hearing Asirye say she loved me, and I replied that I loved her too. 

Why did this conversation sound like they had spent time discussing other women?

“Uh, honestly, I didn’t expect this kind of conversation to come up now.” 

I interrupted her, feeling uneasy that the conversation would continue without me understanding the context.

“Huh? Why?”

“It sounds like you had this conversation with the assumption that our relationship would continue.”

“That’s right.”

Her nonchalant, blank expression in response left me speechless.

Asirye shrugged and dropped a bombshell.

“You can support at least two or three wives, can’t you?”

“Sis, wait a minute…”

What did I just hear? 

Two or three wives? 

Aside from the fact that they were a princess and a margrave, this felt very different from my understanding.

“Aren’t you jumping into polygamy a bit too suddenly?”

“They’re all considering that much. The question was who would be the first.”

“Huh?”

Am I… the only one… different? 

Huh? 

That’s not right. 

My parents were monogamous, and so were the villagers. 

Is it because they’re nobles? 

Do they accept it because they sometimes have concubines? 

But that’s Esmée and Lagnis’s situation. 

I don’t think Asirye would accept it so easily.

“Is polygamy common among elves?”

“No, we’re monogamous.”

“Then why do you accept it so naturally? I’m having trouble accepting it.”

“Because I love you?”

Her sudden, direct confession made me blush, but I had to finish what I was saying. 

I couldn’t understand this, no matter how much I thought about it.

“That’s… a really nice thing to hear, but shouldn’t that make it harder to accept? Even though I love you, that doesn’t mean I’m okay with sharing this feeling with other women.”

“That’s why we need to have dinner together and discuss this.”

I turned to see Esmée and Lagnis entering the dining hall. 

Esmée smiled faintly at me, while Lagnis pouted at Asirye.



They seemed strangely close.

“How can you start the conversation without us, Asirye?”

“Huh? I was just talking about what we discussed yesterday.”

Perhaps because of the sensitive nature of the conversation, they entered without any servants and sat down naturally, flanking Asirye.

“I’m relieved to see you’re healthy after yesterday’s ordeal. It was worth the trouble for me, Lagnis, and you too.”

“It couldn’t be helped, but my heart nearly stopped. I need to give you some kind of helpful magical tool.”

“Since the main cause of your injuries was magic, a protective magical tool would be good.”

Then, they started casually chatting about me as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Three beautiful women conversing was a pleasant sight… but it was a situation beyond my comprehension, given my understanding of the world.

Lost in confusion, I simply stared at them. 

Lagnis, noticing my bewilderment, offered an explanation.

“Um, Eldmia? This is like a temporary alliance.”

“Alliance…?”

“A temporary alliance to keep Eldmia alive until he achieves his goal.”

Stunned, I was at a loss for words. 

Esmée continued Lagnis’s explanation, unfazed.

“It’s exactly as Lagnis said. Your goal… is not a trivial matter. We understand how important it is to you, so we can’t stop you. But we can’t just stand by and watch you face mortal danger either.”

Besides, fighting amongst ourselves to win your heart would be a waste of time.

Although I confessed my love to Asirye yesterday, Esmée argued that my inability to refuse her and Lagnis’s confessions meant I had feelings for them as well, thus establishing equal footing.

Therefore, they needed to have a more detailed and serious conversation after I achieved my goal of revenge, when the situation would be more relaxed and the primary threat to my well-being removed.

That was the conclusion the three women had reached while I slept.

“So you just need to focus on achieving your goal, as you’ve been doing. This love rivalry will begin afterward.”

With that declaration, Esmée rang the bell on the table to have the prepared food brought in.

“If I hadn’t been bothered by seeing Eldi with other women, would I have been jealous yesterday? I simply… agreed because their arguments were valid, and their concern for Eldi was genuine.”

Asirye smiled as she explained, and so did Esmée and Lagnis.

That much, their shared understanding, seemed to be beyond my grasp.

I was grateful for their consideration and love, but as I had thought earlier, this was no trivial matter. 

Unable to find the words to express my feelings, I could only swallow the food the servants brought in.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Esmée’s Royal Guard, undeterred by the downpour, located and decimated the demon base in a single day. 

I heard from Esmée, amidst the flurry of portals and gates on our return trip to the capital, that while they hadn’t gleaned any new information immediately, they had captured a number of prisoners, which offered a glimmer of hope.

While I showed off the Levien family uniform Lagnis had prepared for me to Asirye, we were escorted under heavy guard by Esmée’s returning Royal Guard. 

Naturally, we drew attention, but Esmée, unfazed, spoke as if it were any other day.

“Unless the demons’ technology has advanced beyond comprehension, we must assume that they have infiltrated via the sea.”

The seas in this world are more dangerous than the land. 

Being an inland dweller, I’d never seen the ocean myself, but the information I’d gleaned from books during my time with the Ogatorf family was enough to dissuade any desire to venture near it. 

If I were to mention this to a passerby, they’d likely dismiss it as madness rather than a serious concern. 

No matter how physically superior demons are to humans, they still drown.

Normally, I would have reacted similarly, but this time, I had a hunch. 

I could engage with Esmée’s words seriously.

“They could have entered during the breach at Mandelli Port.”

Since we were in public, I responded respectfully. 

The three women stared at me in surprise.

“My, you’re surprisingly well-informed.”

“Indeed. I didn’t expect you to know that.”

“I happened to overhear a conversation recently.”

I hadn’t expected my chat with the kind Garun to be so helpful. 

As a tribute to his memory, I decided I’d give that sex offender, Dantel, another beating if I ever saw him again.

“In any case, while I would normally dismiss such a notion, as you said, it’s a possibility this time. It seems they planned to return through a gate.”

Esmée and her Royal Guard surmised that the demons intended to return to the Demon Realm using the same method I had – collapsing the gate behind them – and then destroying any remaining gates. 

Thanks to the Royal Guard’s swift raid, the constructed gate remained intact, so the truth would likely come to light soon.

“Your contribution this time is undeniable. I would bestow a title upon you immediately if I could, but unfortunately, that’s difficult given your Itisiel citizenship.”

Apparently, one of the conditions for allowing Esmée’s swift action without interference was the handover of my person. 

I tilted my head in confusion. 

What kind of bizarre condition was that for an Itisiel citizen? 

Lagnis, seeing my bewilderment, explained.

“You defeated the Hero at the Academy, killed Rudra’s Young Lion, and now you’ve thwarted the princess’s kidnapping. From the Empire’s perspective, while they might face criticism for being brazen, they could easily bestow a title upon you and grant you Imperial citizenship.”

She glanced at Esmée, her look suggesting unspoken reasons she couldn’t voice in public. 

I could easily guess what they were. 

Given Esmée’s personality, she would have jumped at the chance.

“Indeed. It’s a shame,” Esmée said, a faint smile playing on her lips, confirming my suspicions.

Unlike the others, who held official positions, Asirye, who was there purely due to her personal connection with me, cheerfully chimed in, her arm linked with mine.

“It hasn’t even been two years, and you’ve grown so much. Even defeating the Hero! As expected of Eldi.”

“I didn’t even train that hard. Given this incident, maybe I’ll surpass you in a few months?”

“If you win once and refuse to fight again, you win forever.”

“As expected of Asirye. A brilliant solution.”

Truly, my life mentor and intellectual beacon. 

Her thinking was always so admirable.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

After that brief moment of peace and pleasant conversation, we returned to the capital only to be thrust into frantic packing. 

Renisa informed us that Itisiel had sent word as soon as my safety and well-being were confirmed. 

Normally, they would have been more cautious of the Empire, but since this was merely fulfilling a pre-existing condition, Itisiel seemed unconcerned.

In the end, we were the only ones inconvenienced by the rush. 

Their curt demand for our return by the next day nearly sent me into a rage, but knowing it would only upset Lagnis, I decided to simply expedite our preparations.

Unlike us, Radnelband seemed to be extending his stay in the Empire under a personal guise, using Gidley as an excuse. 

We had only traveled together initially, and I had barely seen him since, to the point I wasn’t even sure he was still here.

“Yo, little bro. Heading back in a hurry?” Sieg greeted me, waving casually as he entered my room as if he owned the place, just as the sun began to set.

“You have no idea. Your negligence has left me cleaning up the mess.”

“I already feel bad, don’t rub it in.”

“Why feel bad? You didn’t start the war.”

He seemed genuinely bothered by my teasing, which was baffling. 

I added, “I was just kidding, so don’t overthink it. Just say your goodbyes and be on your way. I have a feeling we’ll see each other again soon.”

Esmée was determined to commend me for my actions as soon as the Itisiel situation was resolved, so another meeting was inevitable.

Yet, Sieg continued to hesitate, seemingly genuinely apologetic.

“It was pretty dangerous this time, you know. I heard that if it weren’t for you, Esmée might have actually been kidnapped. Not to mention your own life being on the line.”

“Oh! I almost forgot to tell you about that. You should have seen that crazy demon. His attacks didn’t even work on me!”

I was determined to share everything I knew about the red-haired demon. 

I doubted there were two such cursed individuals in the world, but similar cases were certainly possible. 

Honestly, I felt like I had only been able to kill him because I bared my unique affinities. 

I had stumbled into a deadly situation without realizing it. 

If the Hero had died in a similar encounter, we would have been doomed.

Sieg listened intently, albeit with a slightly bewildered expression, as I recounted the details.

“Anyway, if you ever encounter anything like that, run. Don’t worry about your pride or anything.”

“But how did you kill him?”

“That’s a trade secret. Don’t look at me like that. If I thought you could replicate it, I would have told you.”

I couldn’t exactly tell him I could use magic power like a demon. 

Even if he was the Hero and a fellow reincarnator, it was information I couldn’t share yet.

Thankfully, Sieg didn’t pry further and changed the subject.

“So… I heard from Esmée…”

“I don’t like it when people beat around the bush. What is it?”

“About me being uncooperative with the Empire.”

So that’s what was bothering him. 

He was referring to our previous dinner conversation.

“Is that why you’re being so awkward? If you feel bad, just train harder from now on. Two months of progress like that, and you’ll be unstoppable soon.”

“…Is that really it? You’re not bothered at all?”

“Didn’t Esmée tell you? Lagnis and I never really expected anything from the Hero. If we had no expectations to begin with, why would we care what you do?”

My initial anger before visiting the Empire stemmed from the possibility of someone exploiting this national crisis for personal gain. 

And that anger was based on the assumption that the Hero was from this world. 

The current Sieg had nothing to do with the Empire.



“You received your divine revelation as the Hero… when I was twelve, right? I keep getting confused. Anyway, it was around then, but my village burned down when I was eight. If anyone deserves blame, it’s the gods who chose a young, inexperienced Hero four years later.”

Of course, most people wouldn’t see it that way. 

They might have a fit if they heard the Hero had wasted years.

But even if the Hero had trained diligently and become powerful, it wouldn’t change the fact that he couldn’t protect everyone single-handedly. 

People would still die.

Even if a fairytale hero or a fantasy savior existed, this was still reality.

There’s no such thing as perfect in reality. 

Even the gods aren’t perfect, evidenced by their choice of Sieg as the Hero.

“Of course, most people won’t agree, but we don’t care, so just act normal. Once you’re on the battlefield, you’ll face far more direct resentment. Why worry about this now?”

“…Thanks.”

“Ugh, seriously.”

His awkwardness was so cringe-worthy that I punched him in the shoulder. 

He winced, but smiled.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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As soon as dawn broke the next day, Margrave Vender alone greeted us at the gate as we prepared to depart, just as he had when we first arrived.

“It was a short visit, but you’re leaving quite a significant mark,” he said.

Esmée only sent a letter through the Margrave, stating that we would see each other again soon, without making an appearance herself. 

Considering the gravity of the recent incident, it was understandable that she would be extremely busy for a while, so I felt no disappointment about her absence.

“Eventually, there will come a day to formally commend your achievements, but as someone who serves the Imperial family, I’d like to express my personal gratitude for your service and accomplishments in protecting Her Highness,” the Margrave said, cutting straight to the point.

What he handed me directly was a very simple-looking… gauntlet? Hand guard? What should I call this thing?

“From what I’ve heard about your recent exploits, most of your injuries were caused by magic. As it happens, our family had some suitable equipment left around, so I’d like to take this opportunity to gift it to you.”

This item, which resembled an armadillo’s armor but with a softer feel, seemed too combat-oriented to be called a simple gauntlet, yet too thin to be considered a hand guard. 

In terms of color, it surprisingly matched well with my dwarven longsword, so I had no particular objections, but it was clearly not a conventional design.

Since it had already been given to me, I had no intention of refusing. 

I put on the gauntlet that reached up to my elbow right there, and Margrave Vender provided further explanation.

“The Empire has been making efforts in various areas to counter the demons. One of these efforts involved collaborating with dwarves to produce armor that could better resist demonic magic. This gauntlet is considered one of the more successful attempts among those efforts.”

“One of the more successful…?” I asked.

It was clearly a high-quality item, given that someone of margrave rank would give it without hesitation to the person who saved the princess, yet the nuance that followed was quite ambiguous.

In response to my question, Margrave Vender continued his explanation with a bitter smile.

“The basic durability and magic resistance were impeccable, thanks to the dwarves’ assistance. However, due to the Empire’s lack of magical expertise, the effectiveness of the enchantments was somewhat… terrible. It requires an excessive amount of mana to activate the enchanted magic.”

“May I ask what kind of magic was imbued in it?” I inquired.

“A barrier of magic nullification,” he replied. “Once activated, it’s a magic so robust that even mages with stellar potential couldn’t penetrate it.”

The problem lay in its efficiency and mana consumption.

It required so much mana to activate that it was practically unusable, consuming as much as casting four simple protection spells. 

Yet, it wasn’t even more effective than those spells. 

As a result, it had been tucked away in some corner of the margrave’s family storehouse until it found its way into my hands.

“Still, it’s a sufficiently good piece of equipment. It should be able to block simple projectile magic without any problem,” he assured me.

“Thank you. I think it will be very helpful,” I responded.

“It’s but a modest gift,” he said. “In any case, I hope we’ll have more opportunities to converse when you visit next time.”

As the Margrave finished his conversation with me and began discussing various matters with Lagnis, Asirye, who had been quietly observing our exchange, moved slightly away and said while rubbing her ears,

“That person is quite an exceptional mage.”

“Have you met him before?” I asked.

“He was there when Princess Esmée visited Ogwen in person. He was also the one who demonstrated the portable gate,” she replied.

“Portable gate? Is that even possible?” I exclaimed.

I nearly raised my voice in shock at this information, which was as startling as if a basic cell phone had suddenly transformed into a smartphone overnight. 

However, Asirye calmly described what she had seen, even using hand gestures to illustrate.

“I was surprised too. It was about this big? He took out something like a square metal box, and when it unfolded, it created a gate.”

“Something just a bit larger than my fist becomes a gate…?” I asked incredulously.

It seemed that Asirye had glimpsed a fragment of the Empire’s cutting-edge technology. 

Considering the gauntlet I had just received as well, Margrave Vender might be a highly intelligent figure responsible for the Empire’s magical technology.

It was somewhat vexing that he was not only handsome but also highly capable, but having received a gift, I decided to let it slide.

“By the way, what are you planning to do now, Sis?” I asked Asirye.

“For now, I’ve decided to impose on Lagnis for a while. I didn’t completely clear out my home when I left. I’ll need to return to Ogwen first, at least.”

“Are you planning to move to the capital for good?”

“More accurately, I’m going wherever you are, Eldi. If you go, I’ll go too.”

Saying that her mind was made up now, Asirye smiled with a resolute look in her eyes and tightened her grip on my arm.

“Since it’s come to this, why don’t you take some time to visit Ogwen as well, Eldi? You can spare that much time, can’t you?” she suggested.

“Ogwen…” I mused.

Originally, I had considered this visit to the Empire as something of a vacation… but the truth was, I had been mentally exhausted from the whirlwind of events that had unfolded.

Looking back, it was hard to believe how many things had happened in such a short time. 

As I was starting to be drawn to Asirye’s suggestion, Lagnis finished her conversation with Margrave Vender, and began directing the servants through Renisa. 

Asirye, leading me along, said,

“Let’s think about it after we get back and assess the situation. They’re rushing us back like this, so who knows what other problems might arise?”

“Come on, Sis. It’s not like we’ve committed a crime. If anything, we’ve done something worthy of praise,” I replied.

If anything, I thought we might be commended for creating a good opportunity for friendly relations with the Empire.

With such a relaxed mindset, we passed through gate after gate, finally returning to the familiar capital of Itisiel. 

To our surprise, we were greeted by spears and swords.

Yes, those cold steel weapons. 

Before we could even process our disbelief at the sight of over 30 spear tips pointing at us as we emerged from the gate, the man who appeared to be the leader spoke.

“Margrave Lagnis Lien da Levien. You are currently under suspicion of treason. From this moment, you will be placed under temporary confinement. Please cooperate quietly.”

I barely managed to suppress the urge to curse out loud as I looked at Lagnis, but she too seemed quite taken aback, clearly not having anticipated this situation. 

Well, if she hadn’t been shocked by this, I would have been even more surprised.

The one saving grace was that Lagnis didn’t just remain dumbfounded.

“You dare to arrest me without a royal decree?” she challenged.

“The charges against you have been submitted and approved by the Itisiel Noble Council. The Noble Council has the authority to temporarily detain nobles below the rank of duke based on charges with justifiable reasons and evidence,” the leader explained.

“Are you saying the Noble Council has such definitive reasons and evidence to suspect me of treason?” Lagnis pressed.

“At least, the Noble Council has judged it so. The details will be addressed at the noble trial scheduled for tomorrow morning. For now, please comply quietly.”

I wasn’t well-versed in the laws governing noble society. 

In the end, all I could do was observe Lagnis’s expression to determine whether this was a valid claim or nonsensical sophistry.

And incredibly, frustratingly, Lagnis gritted her teeth but couldn’t muster a rebuttal.

“The servants of Margrave Levian may return to the mansion. This is merely temporary confinement, so visitation is allowed, and all actions to provide convenience to your master are permitted. However, if you resist the Noble Council’s decision or interfere with her confinement, appropriate consequences and punishments will follow. Do not forget this,” the leader announced.

Huh? 

What about me?

I kept staring at the leader, puzzled, but he acted as if I didn’t exist and only restrained Lagnis. 

Lagnis also seemed perplexed by this attitude and tilted her head, but she appeared to be holding her tongue to avoid making the situation worse.

If Lagnis was suspected of treason, shouldn’t I, who had been most active in the Empire, be considered a likely collaborator? 

Yet they weren’t even touching me?

This is why I hate politicians. 

I’m too ignorant to understand what they’re thinking or how they operate.



“Eldmia. For now, go to Cheryl and try to find out about this situation.” Lagnis instructed me, her eyes fixed on mine as if trying to prevent me from going berserk. 

She subtly shook her head.

“Renisa. Accompany me to verify the temporary confinement area, then notify the Ogatorf family,” she ordered.

“…Yes, understood,” Lenisa replied.

Lagnis didn’t forget to give orders to Renisa, who looked ready to draw her sword with a murderous glare. 

It was a side of her I had never seen before, and anyone could tell she was brimming with killing intent. 

If Lagnis’s order had been even a moment late, she might have swung her sword to behead the leader.

Fortunately, Lagnis’s intervention had calmed the situation for now, but I couldn’t be sure how long it would last. 

As they moved away, I hurried back to the Ogatorf mansion with Asirye, hoping that someone, anyone, could explain how this wretched situation had come about.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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I thought it was the first time that tranquility had been so unwelcome.

What unfolded before me as I returned to the mansion with desperate thoughts was the peaceful greeting of the gatekeepers and the ever-quiet atmosphere of the mansion.

And all these elements were proof that no news had been received about the situation I had just experienced.

How nice it would have been if I could have simply introduced Asirye and ended the day with laughter, but in this already ruined situation, there was no room for such leisure. 

Unable to properly respond to the warm greetings directed at me after my long absence, I practically ran up to Lord Ekaf’s presence. 

There, I had to introduce Asirye as briefly as possible before delivering the news that Lagnis had been taken away.

At first, Lord Ekaf’s expression, which had been utterly peaceful despite his apparent bewilderment, began to deteriorate rapidly.

“They’re really… coming at us from an unexpected angle. No matter how many entanglements there are this time, to think they would make such a bold move…”

“Do you have any idea what this might be about, sir?”

“It’s… still too vague to say. I need to meet with His Majesty immediately and discuss this with others. Make sure to inform the head butler about how to handle Renisa’s response.”

Even as he spoke, Ekaf continued to ponder deeply. 

As he hurriedly grabbed his coat and stood up, he didn’t forget his courtesy towards Asirye.

“I apologize for not being able to properly receive you after you’ve come such a long way, Asirye. I’ll come to see you as soon as this matter is settled. I’ll have a room prepared for you, so please make yourself at home.”

“Thank you for your consideration, Lord Ogatorf.”

“It’s nothing compared to how he has helped us. Well then, Eldmia. Please speak to Cheryl later as well.”

“Isn’t she at the Academy?”

“You know my daughter’s personality. I can’t not tell her, and once she knows, she’ll come running immediately.”

Lord Ekaf understood his daughter as much as he loved her. 

It wasn’t difficult for me to imagine Cheryl going berserk as well.

At first, it seemed a bit bleak, but I started to feel considerably more at ease when I thought that this might be better than the worst-case scenario of her remaining at the Academy and getting into physical altercations with the noble children involved in this incident.

I didn’t think Cheryl would be unable to take care of herself due to a moment of emotion, but precisely because of that, I couldn’t ignore the possibility that she might exploit her equal status as an Academy student to a truly vicious extent. 

Rather than leaving such an unpredictable element behind, it was clearly more beneficial in the long run to have her return to the mansion.

While I was reaching this conclusion, the uncharacteristically flustered Lord Ekaf gave brief instructions to the head butler before personally riding out of the mansion on horseback. 

Simultaneously, the mansion quickly became unsettled, a stark contrast to the tranquility of just moments ago. 

Even as we followed the head butler to the room where Asirye would be staying, it wasn’t hard to see people gathering in groups, exchanging questions, having noticed something amiss from Lord Ekaf’s urgent demeanor.

Some tried to question me, having found a clue in the fact that Lord Ekaf had rushed out immediately after I had came in, but they were forced to retreat under the stern gaze of the head butler, who prioritized manners, as Asirye was, after all, a guest, regardless of her connection to me.

“You can use this room. If you need anything, please ring the bell provided, and we will respond immediately. Eldmia? You have no immediate tasks, so please rest and chat.”

With that, the head butler, who had guided us to the room where I had first met Cheryl when I came to the mansion, closed the door with a final consideration towards me.

“Despite the bad situation, they’re good people,” Asirye commented.

“It’s a reflection of the head of the family’s righteous character,” I replied.

However, faced with the immediate problem, there was no time for such casual conversation about daily life. 

Leaving Asirye to leisurely explore the room, I sat on the sofa and fell into deep thought.

No matter how much I pondered, it was unrealistic for me to predict the excuses the Noble Council would make. 

Therefore, what I needed to think about right now was not that, but rather distinguishing between enemies and allies, as well as the circumstances that led to this action.

First, the conflict between the Royalist faction and the Noble faction ran deep, so the possibility of everyone except Lord Ekaf joining hands against Lagnis was infinitely close to zero. 

In such a situation, if the Royalist faction had anticipated this problem in advance, the information should have naturally been passed on to Lord Ekaf as well.

No matter what anyone said, he was the figure who had stood at the forefront when Lagnis returned to the capital. 

He must surely be classified as a trusted core figure within the Royalist faction. 

It was equally unlikely that other members of the Royalist faction had discussed this without giving him any hint.

In other words, the Royalist faction was probably just learning about this problem now.

“I didn’t study noble law…”

If I had known even a little, I could have at least pondered whether there were any legal flaws, but since I knew absolutely nothing, all I could do was speculate based on what I had overheard.

Lagnis hadn’t been able to refute the claims made by that guy for her arrest. 

But it was also true that she had initially mentioned a royal decree.

If that was the case, it would be correct to assume that in this country, there were two methods for arresting a noble: one involving a formal document issued by the royal family, and another involving a kind of arrest warrant issued by the Noble Council. 

Today’s action seemed closer to detaining a suspect to prevent them from fleeing before the trial scheduled for tomorrow, but the nuance suggested that forced execution was also possible in case of non-compliance.

Moreover, they even had the discretion to directly open a trial.

Looking at the conditions laid out, they were overwhelmingly favorable to the Noble Council. 

Unless the royal family and the Royalist faction were complete idiots, things shouldn’t have unfolded this way. 

And yet, for them to move to this extent…

“They either prepared in advance… or were in an extreme hurry.”

As far as I knew, there had been no notable movements from the Noble faction during the year and a half since Lagnis had returned to the capital. 

Once she had entered the capital, they couldn’t openly interfere, and Lagnis had also moved cautiously, prioritizing internal affairs.

It was obvious that this would happen, which was why the Noble faction had tried to secure Lagnis before her official entry into the capital, even going so far as to employ extreme measures like Biryong and Deltra. 

[T/N: Honestly, I couldn’t manage to remember who these two people were, so imagine if it was something cool]

Since that had failed, it would have been difficult for them to move without a pretext from our side.

It didn’t make sense that they would have made thorough preparations without knowing what kind of pretext might arise. 

They lacked both manpower and financial resources. 

They were keeping the Royalist faction in check, not just Lagnis alone.

They had hurried. 

Extremely so. 

Why?

Looking at the circumstances, the only thing that could have caused them to hurry was this visit to the Empire.

And I was at the core of all the events resulting from that visit to the Empire.

“Shit.”

Lagnis had clearly said that she had submitted something like a report to the royal family every single day during our stay in the Empire. 

Surely there must have been a leak during that process. 

That’s how information worked.

The one who defeated the Hero. 

The one who killed Rudra’s son of a bitch. 

The one who rescued the Imperial Princess. 

How would the Noble faction have viewed the situation where someone not only had such an attendant without any fuss, but also received a direct invitation from the Empire?

Despite having no previous connection with the Empire, this person had left enormous traces with just a single visit, becoming like a bridgehead that signaled a positive turn in diplomacy between the kingdom and the empire. 

From a general perspective, one might repeatedly curse “we’re screwed” while biting their nails, but it seemed the Noble faction bastards had a change of perspective.

If they couldn’t occupy the bridge, they decided to destroy it.

On the surface, during this visit, Lagnis had been my master. 

Thinking in line with the aristocratic idea that a servant’s achievements are the master’s accomplishments, it would naturally appear that Lagnis had gained tremendous rapport with the Imperial family because of me.

But what would typically happen if such a Lagnis were branded as someone who had been preparing a rebellion within the kingdom?



Assuming things progressed according to their wishes, not only would Lagnis completely fall from grace, but the Empire would also have to withdraw, at least initially, to avoid suspicion of involvement in the kingdom’s rebellion.

As for my treatment… while it was uncertain for now, later on, the Noble faction would somehow try to deal with me, suspecting my connection to her. 

Still, thanks to the three great achievements I had shown earlier, they might have planned to watch the Empire’s reaction and deal with me moderately, or even to gift me to the Empire outright. 

And in the process of leading this, they might seek to re-establish their initiative regarding friendly relations with the Empire.

That is, if it had been a typical case.

Unfortunately, the relationship between myself, Esmée, and Lagnis was anything but typical.

“What are you pondering so deeply about?” Asirye asked.

“I’m desperately praying that just this once, all my anxious predictions will come true,” I replied.

“…Is it good for anxious predictions to come true?”

“Just this once.”

Even the Noble faction couldn’t have factored in my personal relationships with women into their plans, so I continued to pray fervently even as I answered Asirye.

God, please, even if it’s just this once, let me catch a break in life.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Judging that it would be better to rest a little rather than accumulating fatigue by continuing to make conjectures without anything concrete, I gave up thinking and briefly closed my eyes.

Of course, this didn’t mean I could sleep peacefully, but there was nothing else I could do at the moment. 

In the room where only the ticking of the clock echoed, Asirye and I maintained silence, waiting for Renisa to return with new information.

After about an hour had passed, Cheryl appeared, just as Ekaf had predicted.

“Eldmiaaa!”

And she did so not by carriage, but by riding a horse herself at full speed.

-Neigh!

The problem was that she didn’t just appear, but she kicked the mansion’s gate with enough force to shatter it, not even waiting for the guards to greet her and pay their respects. 

As I got up and looked out the window, I saw Sheryl striding in with several maids trailing behind her.

Judging by her appearance alone, she looked like a manly hero, but since she was actually a pretty girl acting like this, the difference in her demeanor was enormous.

“Eldmia! Where is Eldmia!”

“Oh, Young Miss, please be more ladylike…”

“That’s not an answer to my question! Eldmia!”

While memories of the past came flooding back, Cheryl’s visibly flustered appearance, unlike before, honestly felt refreshing. 

Normally, I would have savored that sight and used it to tease her, but given the current situation, I regrettably didn’t feel like doing so.

It took only a moment for Cheryl, who had spotted me showing my face through the window, to run up with her school uniform skirt fluttering, but since this was a guest room, she knocked on the door very politely, unlike her earlier gate-kicking demeanor.

“It’s alright, Cheryl. Come in.”

Hearing me answer instead, Cheryl entered the room and acted confidently, as if she felt not the slightest shame about her behavior just moments ago. 

Seeing her like this, Asirye rolled her eyes with great interest and demanded an introduction, so I briefly introduced them to each other while receiving both of their gazes.

“Cheryl, this is Asirye. Asirye, this is Cheryl. We’re all comrades united in our concern about Lagnis’s current situation.”

“So you’re the benefactor who raised him. I’m Cheryl Tsin Ogatorf. It would be nice to have a proper setting to talk, but unfortunately, it seems difficult today.”

“I understand, Cheryl.”

“Thank you. Eldmia? Is there any other news? What about Lady Renisa?”

It was very like Cheryl to get straight to the point without hesitation after asking for understanding from the other party, but since the information I could provide was hardly different from what had been conveyed to her in the letter, I could only shrug my shoulders instead of answering.

“Suddenly accused of treason. What on earth happened in the Empire?”

“It’s not that nothing happened, but I can assure you that none of it had anything to do with treason.”

“Huh… Well, tell me briefly for now, even if it’s just an overview. There’s nothing we can do right now anyway unless Lady Renisa arrives.”

It took less than five minutes to summarize the events in the Empire for her, who was trying hard to calm down while making quick judgments as always, but when I finished speaking, she looked quite flustered.

“There’s no time to question it now, but it seems we’ll need to hear a detailed account later.”

“I’ll tell you everything once the situation is safely resolved.”

After Cheryl left to return to her room with a deep sigh, we waited for about another hour.

Then, Renisa visited the mansion with weary steps.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“The temporary detention place was… well, they called it temporary detention, but it was just a prison. It seems the Noble Council’s influence was already strong, as protesting was useless.”

The beginning of the situation explained by Renisa, who looked as if she hadn’t slept for a week in that short time, was quite perplexing from my personal standpoint, as she spoke with difficulty to me, Asirye, Cheryl, and the head butler.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

  

According to the Noble Council’s claims, as relayed by a third party, they had gathered circumstantial evidence suggesting that Lagnis had been acting as a puppet of the demon race and plotting treason over about five years. 

However, Renisa and the other Royalists had no idea what they were picking at, not because the Royalists were incompetent, but because no one knew about Lagnis’s activities during the roughly four years before she entered the capital.

Of course, that made sense. 

Those four years were roughly the time after I had saved her and arranged for her to stay at Madam Alisha’s inn, during which she had spent her time doing odd jobs in Ogwen. 

I had heard that she only sent a letter to Radnelband when she was approaching adulthood, so it would be strange if they knew anything.

While I was hesitating, unsure whether I should say this or not, Asirye was similarly uncertain, but the expressions of the head butler and Cheryl grew even more serious.

Amidst all this, Renisa’s words, tinged with sighs, continued.

“There was very little information available, perhaps because they thought it might influence the verdict and were thoroughly keeping people quiet. The only stories I could barely gather through inquiries were that after the Levien Marquisate was devastated, they had been looking for people with physical characteristics similar to the Margrave in various ways… and that a small search team belonging to the Noble Council, which had been secretly dispatched to find her, had been annihilated.”

For a moment, Asirye and I made eye contact as if by agreement. 

In that fleeting instant, where it felt like many conversations were exchanged just through our eyes, Cheryl’s question reached my ears.

“Knights secretly dispatched?”

Thinking ‘No, it couldn’t be,’ but still harboring a slight hope, I focused on the conversation again as Renisa added more details.

“Yes. To be precise, it was one knight and several squires. They even mobilized a wyvern and a wyvern rider, but all of them were killed, they say.”

A chill ran down my spine, making me shudder.

This was about Deltra. 

How could they link their deaths to the demon race? 

I even knew that Gies, the wyvern rider, was still quietly laying low in a small village near Ogwen with Lagnis’s help.

The situation was so unexpected that I unconsciously stiffened, which Renisa seemed to interpret as a reaction to the gravity of the situation, and she continued speaking with an even more gloomy face. 

Indeed, the head butler and Cheryl were making faces as if they had bitten into something rotten, facing a total crisis, so it was hard to blame her for jumping to that conclusion.

“That’s about all the specific information I have. There was also talk about finding connections among some recent incidents near the capital, but given the state of the world, it wasn’t possible to narrow down what those incidents might be.”

With those words, a heavy silence began to fill the room, but in reality, Asirye and I couldn’t empathize at all and were just looking at each other uncertainly.

The reason was simple. 

We knew the full story of those incidents, but we weren’t sure whether we should speak up and change the atmosphere, or keep our mouths shut for now, considering that the information might reach the Noble Council.

Isn’t there a saying that to deceive the enemy, you must first deceive your allies? 

Since we couldn’t prove anything right away, it seemed right to keep quiet for now.

There was no reason not to trust the people in this room, but deciding to stay silent just in case, I decided to ask how much Lagnis knew.



“Did… did Margrave Levien hear about this too?”

“No. I was planning to tell her after asking for help from the Ogatorf family first. It’s more useful to inform those who can take action first.”

Even though she was in a situation where she might lose her lord for the second time, Renisa seemed to be making cold judgments even in such a difficult situation.

Cheryl, who had been quietly observing this, suddenly stood up.

“Eldmia. Let’s go to the guild.”

“The guild? The Adventurers’ Guild?”

“Yes. If the Noble Council is trying to link Lagnis to the demon race, and as Lady Renisa said, they claim to have found connections among recent incidents, it’s certain we can find information related to the demon race at the guild as well.”

“That’s… a valid point.”

Indeed, recently, the tendency to resolve security issues outside the capital through adventurers rather than the military had been strong. 

Cheryl’s assertion made more sense than I had expected.

Just considering her and me, we had been involved with that Fabalein or whatever his name was, and I had been involved with demons in the abandoned dungeon. 

If there were a few more such incidents, we might be able to find some clues.

“Head butler. What did Father say to you?”

“He ordered me to treat Lady Renisa with courtesy and do whatever I thought necessary.”

“I’ll leave it to you. I’ll go out with Eldmia to look for anything that might help. I’ll change clothes first and come back.”

Cheryl immediately left the room, and I, who was still wearing clothes from the Levien family, also decided to get up to change into adventurer attire.

Leaving the head butler talking with Renisa behind, Asirye, who got up with me, spoke to me with an ambiguous expression.

“Cheryl seems… like you, Eldi.”

“How on earth do you see that?”

“The way she acts impulsively yet doesn’t let emotions cloud her judgment of the situation? Above all, she’s confident and uninhibited in her actions.”

“I can’t believe you’re trying to put me on the same level as that violent little kid.”

I showed a genuinely incredulous reaction, but Asirye just looked at me with half-closed eyes.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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There were two types of nobles in the capital of Itisiel: those who belonged to the Noble Council and those who did not.

While it wasn’t an absolute rule, Cheryl explained that usually, those with territories and the money and status to maintain a mansion in the capital for political activities belonged to the Noble Council, while those without territories and only a family name and mansion were classified as other nobles.

And it was from here that the Noble faction and the Royalist faction diverged.

Initially, it wasn’t like this, but as time passed, those who wanted to prioritize their own territories and interests as much as possible gradually took control of the Noble Council. 

Those without territories or those who prioritized loyalty even with territories left the Noble Council and joined the Royalist faction. 

There might have been some who chose a side vaguely due to the flow of events, but this was the simple explanation Cheryl could give to me who knew nothing about the matter.

Unlike myself, Cheryl, befitting a noble’s child, had some knowledge about these matters, and I asked her questions as we were leaving the mansion.

Since there was nothing she could do by staying at the mansion, Asirye naturally followed along. 

Cheryl, not minding much, began to explain the current situation piece by piece to my head full of speculations. 

Both Asirye and I were almost complete novices when it came to noble etiquette, so we quietly listened to her explanation as we walked.

“Of course, no matter how powerful the Noble Council is, they can’t imprison a fellow noble for just any crime. Even though the royal family’s power has been weakened due to the long war, there’s still a matter of justification. The only exceptions are when dealing with entities that pose a threat on a national scale or those who rebel against the royal family. That’s why the Noble Council seems to have chosen treason… Looking through the kingdom’s entire history, this Noble Council was probably the first to choose and implement such a reckless measure.”

It was one of the few options where action could be taken before reporting. 

It stemmed from the idea that if they acted urgently for the sake of the country rather than for the Noble Council’s benefit, who could fault them?

The idea was to capture someone suspected of showing signs of treason, and then gather both the Royalist and Noble factions to hold a trial to determine the truth for the future of the country.

As we left the mansion through the back door as usual, Cheryl continued her explanation with a frown, as if everything in the world displeased her.

“Even to me, the benefits of being associated with Lagnis through this visit to the Empire are enormous. It’s no different from being reborn as a true margrave from a margrave in name only whose territory and power had crumbled. For those who have been carefully maneuvering for practical benefits over the past few years during the long war, the perceived benefits are likely far more diverse and numerous. The same goes for what might happen if these benefits fall to the Royalist faction. Considering this, there’s a possibility they acted thinking that they needed to forcibly cut off Lagnis’s influence by any means necessary before it became firmly established.”

Alright. 

The principle behind the Noble Council’s actions seemed roughly similar to my speculations. 

The detailed calculations of gains and losses would be known only to them, of course.

However, Cheryl’s explanation didn’t resolve all my questions.

“But is it even remotely acceptable to just grab anyone and accuse them of treason? Is there no legal problem with this happening?”

This was a part I couldn’t figure out with just my own speculations.

Unless the royal family and the Royalist faction were fools, things shouldn’t normally go according to the Noble Council’s wishes, yet the situation seemed to be unfolding that way. 

The answer to this was lacking.

In response to my question, Cheryl stopped for a moment, furrowed her pickled radish-like eyebrows, and after organizing her thoughts, began to speak.

“I think my explanation was a bit insufficient. Of course there’s a problem with that.”

“Huh? There is?”

“If there wasn’t, more than half of the nobles in the capital would be accusing each other of treason, and the guillotine would never be dry.”

With a deep sigh, Cheryl’s expression relaxed a bit as if she had sorted out her rising irritation through it, and she slowly continued her explanation.

“Eldmia. Let’s say there’s a nice sword you want to have. But that sword belongs to someone else, and you absolutely want to have it. Of course, there would be various options for you to obtain that sword, right?”

“Well, yeah. I suppose so.”

Assuming it was an analogy for explanation, I answered, and Cheryl nodded as if understanding what I was thinking and said,

“Generally, one would think of monetary transactions or negotiations using various conditions, but taking advantage of the owner’s carelessness to steal it is also a method, and even killing the owner outright is an option. Do you agree?”

“Yeah. Since you said options. There’s no particular reason to choose those, but they are options.”

“It’s like that.”

“…What is?”

“That’s what the Noble Council is trying to do now. They’ve kicked aside all the usual options and suddenly came up with the idea of killing someone to take their possessions.”

Fortunately, it seemed that Itisiel’s noble laws weren’t endlessly sloppy and full of holes. 

Although it wasn’t neatly resolved, thanks to her analogy, I felt like the situation in my head was somewhat organized.

“So, it’s a method, but it’s illegal?”

“It would be more accurate to say it’s an extreme situation where legality and illegality are determined by the outcome. Unless Lagnis’s treason charges are fully proven, the punishment for the noble who initially raised the issue would be at minimum the revocation of their title, and depending on the case, they could be charged with treason for causing internal confusion during wartime, and executed.”

What I had thought was an irrational enforcement of law wielded unilaterally by disgustingly biased power turned out to be a gamble. 

And a unilateral one at that, involving a grand miscalculation.

“Wait a minute. Isn’t that even stranger? This means it’s a fight the Noble Council will lose no matter what they do, right? Why is everyone so serious about it then?”

“That’s precisely why Father and everyone else are taking this matter so seriously.”

Cheryl turned to me with a much calmer face than before, and only after maintaining eye contact with me for a moment, she answered.

“Because the Noble Council doesn’t fight battles they can’t win. How would you feel if someone who had never fought a losing battle suddenly appeared before you with an obvious move that could only result in defeat?”

As if there was no need to hear an answer, Cheryl started walking again, and I silently followed her, knowing there was no need to respond.

Of course, it was obvious that I would be racking my brains, wondering if there was something else I didn’t know.

“Cheryl? If it’s alright, can I ask you something?”

“Yes, Asirye. If it’s something I can answer.”

Asirye, who had been silently pondering while walking with us, started speaking while rubbing her ears.

“If innocence is proven at the trial, and the Noble Council loses. If guilt is proven, of course Lagnis loses. What happens if a situation is created where there’s only circumstantial evidence and lack of physical evidence? Of course, I don’t think Lagnis did it, but behind-the-scenes maneuvers are common in political battles, right? Like fabricating non-existent facts or committing perjury.”

“There would be differences in degree, but honestly, there haven’t been cases where such ambiguous evidence was presented for treason charges, so it’s hard to gauge. Usually, it tends to lean heavily towards one side or the other.”

Cheryl’s pace, while not entirely stopping, clearly slowed, seemingly indicating the depth of her contemplation.

“But if I had to speculate… I don’t think either side would receive punishment severe enough to be called serious. However, given that it would be difficult to erase the suspicion at this point, there would be significant restrictions placed on Lagnis’s actions. And I believe they would enter into another trial after examining the circumstances more closely later. By that point, even if Lagnis’s innocence was proven, it might be judged that there was sufficient reason for misunderstanding, and the accusing noble might not receive any particular punishment. Perhaps just a fine and compensation?”

I suddenly became curious about what exactly she was learning at school to have such content in her head already. 

Did they teach such things at the Royal Academy?

As Cheryl looked at Asirye as if asking if she had any more questions, and I looked at her wondering what she would ask, Asirye, who had been rubbing her ears, moved her hand to her mouth and asked with a slightly furrowed brow.

“What would happen if such a conclusion was reached in a situation where the Empire was trying to build friendship with the kingdom through Lagnis?”

“Well, of course…”

“Normally, wouldn’t they distance themselves to avoid being suspected of involvement in treason, at least until a definitive conclusion is reached? What do you think?”

Finally stopping in her tracks and freezing in the middle of the main street, Cheryl answered with a once again serious expression.

“If they distance themselves like that… the threat of imperial intervention that the Noble Council felt from this incident would be… postponed for now. That alone would give the Noble Council a political reprieve. It’s a quite plausible scenario. I hadn’t thought it would apply even under the serious charge of treason, but from the perspective of being able to buy time with much less damage than they should have originally suffered… But who would voluntarily play such a shield role..?”

After a small mumble, Asirye, who had been quietly watching Cheryl intensely pondering something, nodded slightly and said to me.

“Yes. She’s indeed similar to Eldi.”

“Why this time?”

“Didn’t you say she’s the same age as you? But it feels like I’m talking to a noble in their mid-20s.”

The kid… does seem excessively smart or have some unpredictable aspects. 

If that’s what she felt was similar, I had nothing particular to say this time.

“If that’s what the Noble Council is aiming for, couldn’t several problems be solved just by Eldi stepping forward?”

“I thought that might be the case, which is why I prayed earlier… We’ll have to wait and see.”

The parts related to Deltra and the Empire’s cooperation could be sorted out at my level, but that surely couldn’t be all there was to it. 

Deciding not to think too optimistically for now, we headed back to the guild.

Due to the repeated discussions and contemplations, we arrived at the guild later than expected, but in the end, we had to leave without any significant gains.

The only information that could be considered related to the demon race, apart from the attack on Mandelli Port, was the Fabaeri incident that Cheryl and I had participated in together, and the secret request for the abandoned dungeon that I had participated in alone.

Even that was only because I had received the secret request that I could see the connection to the Pavera incident, and the information provided by the receptionist at the desk was only about Mandelli Port.

In the end, Cheryl was greatly discouraged, and it was my job to console her.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“I’ll try making inquiries somewhere else.” 

Noble society was more isolated from commoners than I’d thought. 

Unless you were a professional informant, amateurs like us scouring the streets would yield no results in a single day. 

There were no other real options.

So, as Cheryl had suggested, making inquiries elsewhere meant leveraging our noble connections. 

A fleeting doubt crossed my mind. 

Was this even meaningful, given Lord Ekaf’s efforts? 

But looking into Cheryl’s determined eyes, I understood that questioning the meaning was pointless in itself.

“Alright. I’ll head back to the mansion, change into Lagnis’s attire again, and visit the detention center Renisa told us about. I doubt I’d be well-received in this outfit.”

“Then I’ll look around a bit. It’s been a while since I’ve been in the capital. I might have some acquaintances here.”

Like Ginh whom I’d met before, Asirye seemed to have connections in the capital as well. 

I watched them go their separate ways, sighed, and turned towards the mansion.

The path of upholding one’s convictions was long and arduous. 

I still had much to learn and many mountains to climb. 

Being hindered by political matters like this, on top of physical barriers, was incredibly frustrating.

Damn it, I need justification before I could even bite back. 

From now on, I should devise countermeasures against these pests who try to gnaw at me from the outside.

With this newfound realization, I changed back into my clothes at the mansion and headed towards a relatively clean building on the outskirts.

“Bleak.”

The two-story building was simply clean, nothing more. 

It was little more than a rectangular brick structure. 

The second floor likely existed solely to separate the guards from the prisoners. 

The surrounding area was a public street where ordinary citizens freely passed by, making it easy for faces to become known.

For commoners, being held in a building above ground might be considered decent treatment, compared to a dungeon. 

But for a noble… it was outrageous.

Suppressing my discomfort, I approached the guards at the sole entrance. 

They crossed their spears, blocking the door, and questioned me with practiced precision.

“This is a place where criminals are held. State your business.”

That first question alone made both the bad Eldmia and the worse Eldmia within me glare. 

Criminals?

“Criminals? Did you just call a noblewoman who voluntarily submitted to temporary confinement to prove her innocence a criminal?”

I bit back a curse, forcing myself to maintain the demeanor of a family retainer as I questioned him. 

I was already itching for an excuse, and this fool had just handed it to me on a silver platter.

The guard, at least 20 centimeters shorter than me, faltered slightly under my glare, seeing my uniform-like attire and half-cape.

“S-state your identity. Otherwise, I will consider you a threat and detain you.”

“I am Eldmia Egga, temporary attendant to Margrave Lagnis Lien da Levien. Now, will you answer my question? Did you just refer to the Margrave, who voluntarily presented herself for temporary confinement, as a criminal?”

I placed my hand on the pommel of my sword as I emphasized my question.

This guy might misinterpret my actions, but this wasn’t a threat. 

It was preparation for combat. 

Noble society had its interesting quirks. 

A single poorly chosen word could tarnish one’s honor, while a well-placed one could gild it.

The problem was that the responses to such tarnishing and gilding were often extreme. 

And if a commoner tarnished a noble’s honor, acting outside the law could become, ironically, legal.

A noble wrongly accused of being a criminal could legally kill the accuser in a duel. 

That was why it was in a commoner’s best interest to avoid interacting with nobles. 

Silence wasn’t golden; it was life-preserving.

“That is correct. This is a place where, under the Noble Council’s directive, criminals…”

“One chance. I’ll give you one chance.”

“W-what?”

However annoying the Noble Council might be, this guy was still someone’s son, someone’s family. 

If he was ignorant of the law, it was an understandable mistake. 

In my magnanimity, I decided to explain.

“I’ll repeat myself. Margrave Levien is here voluntarily to prove her innocence, despite being subjected to this forced temporary confinement initiated by the Noble Council. Therefore, she is not a criminal. If a commoner wrongly accuses a noble of being a criminal, they will not escape death. I’ll assume this was a mistake due to ignorance, so retract your statement.”

I’d hoped that the military wouldn’t recruit someone too stupid to understand this explanation. 

But reality, as always, surpassed my expectations.

The guard, who had just been hesitant, scoffed and shook his head with newfound confidence.

“Hah… I tried to be polite, but this is ridiculous. We are the Noble Council’s private soldiers, this is where the criminal Lagnis is being held, and this is by the Noble Council’s directive. Don’t spout nonsense.”

I’d listened to his ridiculous statement for one simple reason.

“That’s quite a long will and last testament, but I’ll be sure to pass it on to the Noble Council.”

Shink!

It’s rude to interrupt a last will and testament. 

I drew my sword and beheaded him before he could turn the spear he was using to block the door towards me.

I was fully healed, thanks to the treatment I’d received in the Empire. 

Enhanced by magic, there was no way a mere soldier could react. 

His head flew through the air, striking the wall behind the building before landing on the ground. 

The other guard, who had been watching in stunned silence, recoiled in terror.

“Aaah! Emergency! Emergen—!”

He didn’t even try to swing his spear. 

He just scrambled to open the door. 

To help him, I kicked the door with all my might.

Crash!

Made of thin wooden planks, not even solid wood, the door exploded outwards, scattering splinters.

Hmm. 

More satisfying than I’d expected.

The guard, who had seen the door shatter from the kick that had barely grazed his outstretched hand as he reached for the handle, turned pale and collapsed. 

The four guards inside, just reacting to the commotion, stared at me wide-eyed, still disoriented.

“Bring out your superior officer.”

“W-what is the meaning of this?! This place is…”

“Are you the superior officer?”

The man lounging in a rocking chair by the fireplace scrambled to his feet as he spoke. 

I pointed my sword at him and asked again. 

No one contradicted him. 

Well, it certainly looked like the superior officer’s designated seat.



Since they remained silent, I kindly explained the situation.

“I came here to visit Margrave Levien, who is being temporarily detained. Your subordinate referred to her as a criminal, despite her being here under temporary confinement. I gave him the opportunity to retract his statement, but he refused. So, I killed him, according to noble law. Any objections?”

“What preposterous accusations! We are…”

“I know you’re the Noble Council’s private soldiers, and this is a designated temporary detention center under the Noble Council’s directive. Answer my question. Are you also ignorant of the law?”

When I was in the army, the only thing I memorized was the soldier’s creed. 

If that was the case in modern society, how much would these guys know about the law?

“You know the law? Are you threatening the Noble Council?”

Why was it that whenever I asked a question, I encountered more people who gave irrelevant answers than those who engaged in proper conversation?

But since there were four of them, I still had three reserves of patience. 

I explained in a calm tone.

“I am a law-abiding citizen of the kingdom. Any of you who wish to claim that Margrave Levien is a criminal, draw your weapons and die. The rest of you, contact the Noble Council and request someone who understands the law and can hold a proper conversation. Your superior officer is an ignorant fool, making communication impossible.”

Actually, since the guard outside had already fled, it didn’t really matter, but since he was unlikely to give a proper explanation wherever he went, I figured I should at least explain to these guys. 

Judging by their hesitant demeanor, at least one of them might listen.

But the atmosphere shifted when their superior officer began shouting

“Treason! This is an act of treason, attempting to free the criminal Lagnis! Attack!”

Even a noble had to wager everything in a duel to accuse another of treason. 

This mere guard had some nerve.

Contrary to my expectations, the remaining guards, including the superior officer, drew their swords and moved to engage me.

It was pathetic, but in case one of them survived and falsely accused me of a cowardly ambush, I graciously decided to yield the first strike.

Thank you, ignorant fools, for giving me a legitimate opportunity to go wild.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Luserik was the spokesperson and agent of the Noble Council.

That didn’t mean he was some incredibly important figure.

He considered himself, and the nobles of the Council considered him, little more than a walking letter.

The difference between him and ordinary spokespeople was that he was a very high-quality letter, capable of satisfying both the sender and the recipient. 

And he was a letter with a designated recipient, one that only a single person could use.

It might seem trivial, but based on this fact, Luserik took pride in his job and worked diligently.

“Since the opportunity has presented itself, invite him and bring him here.”

That was until just a moment ago.

“If I have committed any wrongdoing, I implore you to grant me one more chance, Your Excellency.”

A letter delivers its contents; it doesn’t think. 

He would confidently deliver the words of the Noble Council without any personal opinion, regardless of the content. 

Even if he had personal complaints or reservations about the letter’s content, he wouldn’t show it outwardly.

However, suicide was a different story. 

Even if the person who uttered those words was the most influential member of the Noble Council and one of the only two dukes in the kingdom.

“What a strange thing to say. Your work has always been satisfactory. If I were to weigh you against the imbeciles who infest the Noble Council, I would choose you without hesitation.”

The elderly man with the monocle turned from the window, smiling as if surprised, but Luserik couldn’t help but consider his true intentions once more.

Duke Lesrom Zrasil Tsin Lawinera.

Even past seventy, his posture remained unyielding, showing little trace of age. 

He was the core of the Noble Council, a figure like an ancient tree, and his words always blurred the line between jest and sincerity.

“Don’t be so wary. We’re friends who can talk. You know why he’s causing such a commotion, don’t you?”

“I know it all too well, which is why I’m afraid.”

Indeed, Margrave Levien was under temporary confinement.

Even if she had truly plotted treason, calling her a criminal before a trial was held and without concrete evidence was an insult. 

Anyone who served alongside knights, especially those in noble society, knew this. 

They knew that such an insult could lead to bloodshed.

The Noble Council was, in fact, at a loss for words regarding this unprecedented situation, caused by the inevitable decline in the quality of their private soldiers due to the seven-year war.

As a spokesperson and agent, he wasn’t afraid of the chaotic situation that had unfolded. 

Such situations had always arisen during the ten years Luserik had served as Duke Lesrom’s spokesperson.

The crux of the matter was that the other party had used this as a pretext to, without a moment’s hesitation, take twenty lives. 

Even if it was justified and legal, he had drawn his sword against the entire Noble Council.

He wasn’t some fairytale hero. 

How many knights in the capital were capable of such a feat? 

It was just his guess, but he could count them on one hand.

Duke Lesrom, having accurately read Luserik’s anxiety with just a few words, let out a hearty laugh and confirmed his thoughts.

“Don’t worry. I hear he hasn’t even gone up to the second floor yet, despite all the killing. He’s doing that because if he goes up, Margrave Levien might be falsely accused of attempting to escape out of fear. He never swings his sword without reason. And I believe you can bring him here safely.”

Duke Lesrom didn’t speak of things he didn’t know. 

Therefore, Luserik believed that his certainty was based on inferences drawn from reliable information.

Although he had no way of knowing where that information came from or why the Duke had taken such an interest in someone who, before the visit to the Empire, was barely known, such trivial details didn’t matter to Luserik.

“Then I’ll bring him.”

He was, after all, a letter.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Come to think of it, back on Earth, I practically lived with a cigarette in my mouth.

I smoked cigarettes easily bought at convenience stores, but my preference was for pipe tobacco, which was harder to find. 

Even though it was a hassle to manage, the nicotine hit was the same, and the taste and aroma were incomparable, making the extra effort worthwhile.

It was all bad for my health, but my life felt like I’d die from stress before lung cancer got me, so it didn’t matter. 

Because during the time I smoked, I could completely immerse myself in a sense of relaxation.

Perhaps because of those lingering memories, I really craved a cigarette now.

In other words, I was stressed.

Rampaging legally was fine, but damn, I hadn’t expected this level of widespread ignorance.

“This world is truly tiresome.”

Twenty, no less. 

Twenty idiots who, ignorant of the law, had immediately resorted to swinging their swords and spears and ended up dead. 

And that was after excluding the prison guards I had killed first. 

Lagnis, upstairs, was probably going crazy wondering what all the commotion was about.

If I went up there without following proper procedure, it was obvious they’d slap me with false accusations of rebellion or whatever, so all I could do was wait down here and pray that this time, I’d encounter someone reasonable.

I considered yelling and trying to reason with them, but there were too many onlookers, so I decided it was better to hold back for Lagnis’s sake, to maintain her dignity.

“Make way! Noble Council! This is not a spectacle, so everyone clear out!”

In a world where even public executions were treated as entertainment, wouldn’t twenty-four headless corpses be quite the spectacle? 

Seeing them approach from afar, I wondered if I should start preparing. 

As I loosened my wrists and ankles, a man in civilian clothes, the only one not wearing armor, appeared with about ten soldiers.

“I am Luserik, a spokesperson and agent of the Noble Council. Sir Eldmia Egga, would you be willing to sheathe your sword and have a conversation?”

The man with neatly trimmed dark auburn hair appeared to be middle-aged, yet he showed no hesitation in politely greeting me.

Grateful that he had arrived just as I was growing tired of unilaterally producing headless corpses, I asked him the same question I had asked the twenty imbeciles.

“Do you know anything about the law?”

This was the fifth time I’d asked this question. 

Perhaps my earnest prayer for understanding had finally been answered, as the man nodded and replied.

“Of course. I’ve been briefed on the situation and understand that your actions were justified. On behalf of the Noble Council, I apologize for the rudeness of the soldiers and have been instructed to grant you permission to visit Margrave Levien, who is currently under temporary confinement.”

As he answered, he gestured, and the ten soldiers, displaying a markedly different discipline from those who had been cut down, focused on dispersing the onlookers.

“And separately from that, I’ve also been instructed to extend an invitation to you to visit the Noble Council.”

“An invitation in this situation seems rather inappropriate, doesn’t it, Sir Luserik?”

Knowing what kind of tricks the Noble Council might pull, why would I crawl into their den after all this…?

“Please, just call me Luserik. You’re right, but the invitation comes from His Excellency, Duke Lesrom Zrasil Tsin Lawinera. I assure you, no one can harm you, and he has no intention of harming you, Sir Egga.”

…I guess I have no choice but to go.

“His Excellency… the Duke?”

“Yes. He requested it personally. Of course, this is after you’ve concluded your business with Margrave Levien.”

I distinctly remembered there being two dukes in the kingdom, one old and one relatively young.



And one of them was looking for me. 

I was quite the important person, it seemed.

Well, I had met the Imperial Princess, so what was a duke compared to that?

“Alright then.”

Since I had only waited for the sake of formality, I casually wiped the blood off my sword with the corpse’s clothing, sheathed it, and went up to the second floor. 

Hearing the faint sounds of Luserik directing the soldiers to clean up behind me, it seemed he didn’t have any other urgent business.

And as expected, I knocked on the door of the only closed room on the second floor, which contained only a couple of rooms, and opened it.

“Don’t go downstairs. It’s a mess.”

Lagnis, sitting in the solitary cell with only a small window and a bed, replied with an incredulous look.

“You say that after causing this commotion?”

It must have been quite noisy, as she seemed to have already grasped what had happened.

“Commotion? I simply fought back after repeatedly advising and warning a commoner who called a noble, who is not a criminal, a criminal, and he refused to listen. Even the other side admitted it.”

“The other side? The Noble Council? Are people from the Noble Council here?”

“Yeah. A guy named Luserik came. A spokesperson or something?”

Since there wasn’t even a chair for a guest in the cell, I leaned against the open door with my arms crossed, and Lagnis’s gaze towards me was clearly disapproving.

“Luserik is Duke Lesrom’s direct agent. Duke Lesrom is the head of a faction.”

“He invited me to meet him, so I guess I’ll have to go after this.”

“…Sigh. I’m too tired to be surprised anymore. Why are you so calm…?”

“What’s the big deal? I met the Imperial Princess while in the Empire. I can’t be intimidated by a duke now.”

Lagnis, looking as if she desperately wanted to shake her head, ran a hand over her face with a weary expression and stared at the floor.

“Don’t draw your sword at the Noble Council, no matter what happens.”

“I’ll only draw it if my life is in danger.”

“That goes without saying.”

Since I believed this was merely an entanglement in an absurd situation, not a dangerous one, I didn’t offer any words of comfort. 

Instead, I grumbled about the solitary cell and promised to see her tomorrow before heading back down to the first floor. 

I considered telling her what Renisa had said, but since she would undoubtedly visit again after speaking with the head butler, I just gave her a brief heads-up.

Then, leaving behind the soldiers who looked back and forth between me and the surrounding corpses with complex expressions as I descended almost immediately after going upstairs, I headed towards Luserik.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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I followed Luserik, who drove the carriage in silence and composure. 

The Noble Council building was located not far from the prison. 

Since I’d never been there before, despite living in the capital, I’d imagined something like the British Houses of Parliament. 

Surprisingly, the building itself wasn’t that large.

Honestly, I’d worried that everyone would glare at me and try to kill me the moment I stepped inside. 

But as I passed by the older private soldiers, they didn’t seem to recognize me, and only whispered amongst themselves. 

It seemed unlikely to be a problem.

“I heard over twenty are dead. The ones who made it back alive said a single swing of his sword takes off a head.”

“It’s reassuring that they don’t recognize me even when I’m walking right past them.” 

Even though many of them were gathered in groups, talking amongst themselves, mostly about me, no one seemed to recognize me.

“They died because of their own fault, so they probably won’t even get proper condolence money.”

“Whose men were they this time?”

“Viscount Etabil.”

“Whew. That loan shark did it again. I wondered how he kept bringing in private soldiers. Is he just hiring them from random taverns?”

“He might be saddling thugs with debt and bringing them in. I wish he’d think about us, who are struggling too.”

I almost turned around involuntarily, having overheard such unexpected information. 

They were casually discussing such things in a public place like this?

Even the soldiers Luserik had brought seemed different in training from the ones I’d killed… 

I hadn’t expected their sense of belonging to be different as well, almost as if they were from different units. 

And a loan shark? 

Could that Etabil fellow be the one who targeted our friend Gies?

Before I could focus on these questions and retrace my memories, Luserik diligently led me to an elegant room on the third floor. 

He knocked lightly and announced,

“Your Excellency, Sir Eldmia Egga has arrived.”

“Enter.”

Following Luserik, who opened the door with a respectful posture after the aged voice responded, I entered. 

An elderly man with an antique monocle greeted me with a smile.

“We finally meet. A pleasure. I am Duke Lesrom Zrasil Tsin Lawinera, the thorn in the Royalists’ side.”

Quite the cheerful self-introduction, despite his sharp features, which couldn’t be described as affable. 

Although I’d never liked the Noble Council, Eldmia Egga, a man who distinguishes between public and private matters, knew how to respond to pleasantries with pleasantries.

Maintaining a respectful posture while I greeted him in kind, I replied,

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Excellency. I am Eldmia Egga, the thorn in the Noble faction’s side.”

“Hahaha. A cheerful fellow indeed. If only there were two like you in the Noble Council, my remaining years would be much more entertaining. Have a seat. It’s impolite to keep a guest standing. Ah, but your introduction is incorrect. You’re not a thorn in our side, surprisingly.”

It seemed the elderly Duke had a very open mind. 

However, the nuance that he already knew about me was a bit concerning.

“You seem to know me already.”

I asked, keeping my eyes on him as I sat on the sofa in the center of the room. 

Duke Lesrom responded while skillfully preparing tea with a tea set from the side, his movements incredibly familiar.

Wait, the Duke is personally making tea?

“Of course. Your recent activities have been quite spectacular. I know as much as His Majesty does. Conversely, this means His Majesty is also clearly aware of your existence, even before your visit to the Empire. Ah, there’s only one type of tea here, so try it first, and let me know if it’s not to your liking.”

He spoke in a consistently cheerful tone, but the content was far beyond my expectations. 

He knew about me even before the visit to the Empire? 

Did Ekaf report something?

“Are you curious? You might not be interested, but I hope you find our conversation intriguing. Pleasant conversations begin with intrigue, don’t they?”

Duke Lesrom finished preparing the tea impeccably, almost like the Ogatorf family’s head butler. 

He placed the teacups down with flawless movements and sat across from me. 

I couldn’t believe my eyes, and my expression must have betrayed my surprise.

“I’m quite good at brewing tea, you see.”

I’d expected to meet someone incredibly overbearing and steeped in authority, but he was so unexpected that I couldn’t predict his actions. 

While I remained silent, unable to grasp the situation, Duke Lesrom shrugged and continued speaking.

“Don’t you think magic tools are quite convenient? This teapot has a built-in magic stone. Just infuse it with mana, and it maintains the optimal temperature. I’m quite fond of it. Functionally, it might seem trivial, but in my younger days, this was considered incredibly sophisticated technology.”

“Ah, yes…”

“But this magic technology wasn’t initially created for pleasant tea parties. It’s a byproduct of research into delayed explosion magic, a way to inflict damage on enemies. Ironically, the mages conducting the research, tired of drinking cold tea, applied the technology to create this.”

He shook his head and smiled wistfully, as if reminiscing. 

But that expression quickly disappeared, and the conversation naturally shifted.

“Technology, tools, people. They produce entirely different results depending on where and how they’re used. However, there are times when someone who knows how to deploy them effectively has nothing, while someone incompetent holds everything. Lately, that’s been happening quite often, enough to give me heartburn.”

I figured he was about to suggest I join the Noble faction, so I watched him pour the tea with a sullen expression.

“Deltra was the same. He was a talent destined for greater things, but his unwavering loyalty was directed at the wrong person.”

The main topic suddenly emerged.

Fortunately, I managed to maintain my composure this time and asked him calmly,

“Who is Deltra?”

“Ah, you wouldn’t know the name. He was one of the knights you killed about two years ago to save Margrave Levien. The one who died with the wyvern.”

Damn it. 

Regardless, Duke Lesrom’s reaction remained unchanged.

I checked for any presence nearby and observed Duke Lesrom’s demeanor, but there was nothing unusual. 

He simply watched me with an amused expression.

His calm reaction suggested he knew everything, and he wasn’t just testing the waters. 

Why had he remained silent until now? 

Wasn’t the information regarding Deltra supposed to be presented as evidence in tomorrow’s trial?

Anticipating unforeseen circumstances, I leaned forward slightly, ready to jump up at any moment. 

Duke Lesrom laughed and waved his hand.

“You’re like a wild animal. Don’t worry. This isn’t a threat. I brought it up because I needed to explain the situation to ask for your cooperation.”

“The only matter Your Excellency would need my cooperation on would be regarding Margrave Levien.”

“That’s correct. We need to send that good-for-nothing Deltra’s master to the guillotine. Your continued rampage will disrupt our plans.”

“…Excuse me?”

What did I just hear? 

Send someone to the guillotine?

Were they planning to cut their losses now? 

No, if that were the case, there would be no reason to arrange this meeting.

Nothing made sense, and questions continued to pile up. 

Duke Lesrom, with a faint smile, calmly said,

“I can guess what you’re thinking. This isn’t about cutting losses. She was never a ‘loss’ to begin with. To put it bluntly… it’s time to slaughter the boar we’ve kept penned up, preventing it from causing trouble elsewhere.”

He confirmed my thoughts as if he’d read my mind, then took a sip of his tea. 

Despite the unsettling content of his words, his demeanor remained unchanged.

“Prioritizing the interests of one’s family and territory. That’s the simple essence of what a noble pursues. But even so, there are lines that shouldn’t be crossed. Without them, we’re no better than bandits. This applies even to us, the Noble faction. Separate from our priorities, there’s one absolute we must uphold.”

“…And is that being upheld?”

“It must be. Swearing loyalty to the royal family. That’s something we cannot, and must not, compromise on. Well, I can’t demand it be upheld even to the point of the family’s annihilation by the royal family, but unless it reaches that point, it’s a given.”

His answer came out as if it were obvious, but coming from the mouth of the Noble faction leader, in direct opposition to the Royalists, it made me tilt my head and look at him askance.

Yet, Duke Lesrom, unfazed by my rudeness, continued,

“I understand I can’t tell you everything, as you don’t yet know who I am. But think about it logically. We’ve been getting along fine next to the current royal family, despite some minor squabbles. If a new family rises up and overthrows the royal family, wouldn’t that be no different from having to rebuild all our relationships and losing everything we’ve built so far? There’s no guarantee we’d gain the same benefits in that new order. We might even incur losses.”

Most nobles aren’t young or lacking enough to desire new wealth and honor through such efforts.

Duke Lesrom’s words, delivered with a satisfied smile after sipping his tea, sounded incredibly rational.

“But that’s just my perspective. Within the Noble Council, there are those who believe themselves capable and young enough to be king. Unfortunately, the truly competent individuals are either on the battlefield or away from the capital, so there’s little comparison. Perhaps because they’ve been steadily lining their pockets while those sacrifices have been made for seven years… they seem to have lost all sense of propriety.”

“And what does that have to do with Margrave Levien?”

“Hmm, that’s a bit tricky to explain. For now… let’s just say her existence played a significant role in the traitor’s plans.”

Even if he’d readily shared information, I would have been suspicious, but I had no reason to trust Duke Lesrom at this point. 

And he wanted me to stay put under these circumstances? 

No way.

“That won’t stop me from acting to ensure Margrave Levien’s safety, Your Excellency.”

“Of course not. That’s why I intend to write you a written oath.”

“…A written oath?”

“Without any wordplay. If Margrave Levien isn’t completely acquitted in tomorrow’s trial, and the traitor isn’t revealed… let’s see, I’ll relinquish all my titles and assets. With my official seal and signature, of course. What do you say?”

Faced with Duke Lesrom, who was willing to bet everything he had – his titles and assets – as a guarantee for his promise to expose the traitor and ensure Lagnis’s acquittal, I could only do one thing.

Rack my brain and try to figure out what his angle was.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

[Translator Notes]

[Politics hurt my head tbh, but god chapter]

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord


⚙ System Notification ⚙






› Main Quest [God’s Apprentice] Unlocked!

› You have been granted an opportunity by the Arcane God’s to become a Korean Translator for Arcane Translations.

› Do you accept?

›  YES/ NO








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 118 .｡.:✧ Karma ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

A thousand and one Eldmias, after a collective brainstorming session, reached a conclusion. 

There was one thing I needed to investigate and confirm immediately.

“Your Excellency, how much do you know about me, specifically?”

“I’m aware of the rumors from Ogwen, as well as those you’ve accumulated through your activities in the capital’s Adventurers’ Guild. I also know about your strong desire for revenge against the Demon King’s army commander.”

Contrary to my expectation of a delayed response, Duke Lesrom answered immediately. 

It seemed he knew the specifics, excluding my personal life. 

While the feeling was strange, it was convenient that I needed to explain less.

“The incident involving the Demon King’s army commander was indeed an act of revenge, but it’s somewhat related to my personal convictions. To get to the point, would you be willing to hear me out?”

“Convictions. Aren’t those the most helpful element in understanding someone? I’d be grateful if you would enlighten me.”

Duke Lesrom was adept at expressing potentially coercive statements with tact. 

Perhaps that was a necessary skill for the head of the Noble Council.

“First, revenge for me is not a goal, but a means.”

“Then what is your goal?”

“My goal is the reaction of those who hear that an eight-year-old boy, even after more than a decade, tracked down his enemy and, regardless of their status or power, brought about their death. Your Excellency, what would you think upon hearing such a story, assuming it were true?”

“Haha. I wouldn’t want to be involved in such a hostile situation.”

It was a natural response. 

Even I wouldn’t want to be involved with someone like that. 

I nodded lightly at his perfectly normal reaction.

“That’s what I aim for. Rather than weighing the pros and cons of provoking me, I want them to consider avoidance as the best course of action.”

“But aren’t there too many obstacles to that? No matter how justified your revenge is, it will hold a different meaning for those who suffer because of it. If they act like you, wouldn’t that create an endless cycle?”

It was a reasonable question. 

There was a reason for the saying, “Revenge begets revenge.” 

Of course, I knew that. 

But it wasn’t a problem for me.

“It would be a problem if I aimed for perfection, but I don’t. If I were to passively accept losing one thing, ten people might eventually learn of my weakness and take ten things from me. But if I retaliate by taking five things back after losing one, wouldn’t the number of those who try to take from me decrease significantly, or at least make them hesitate?”

It was the difference between being a punching bag that anyone could hit, and one that only a few would dare to touch.

I never thought I could become untouchable. 

Even the gods had to deal with the Demon King. 

How could a mere human achieve that? 

Even in a fantasy world, it was near impossible.

But I could at least reduce the number of those who underestimated me. 

The title of “Demon King’s Army Commander” carried enough weight for that.

After a few repetitions, unless I initiated the conflict, the number of those who would provoke me would dwindle significantly. 

I wasn’t indiscriminately slaughtering or raping innocent people. 

I was living a decent life. 

Why would I endlessly accumulate enemies?

It was entirely possible. 

That’s why I lived this way.

“That’s why I’m targeting even unknown Demon King’s army commanders. They might not have personally destroyed my village, but as commanders who issued the military orders, they should bear the responsibility. And this applies equally to all who associate with or oppose me.”

My conviction to instill the notion that Eldmia Egga was not to be trifled with was not up for negotiation. 

Even if the other party was a duke.

I lifted the teacup Duke Lesrom had poured, intending to take a sip, but unsure of any potential tampering, I only savored the aroma before setting it down. 

I placed my hand near my waist, ready to draw my sword at any moment, and looked Duke Lesrom in the eye.

“To be certain, I’d like a direct answer. Was the ‘boar’ you mentioned acting under your orders?”

He called it a boar, trying to distance himself, but to me, it was just wordplay. 

He was still harboring the culprit.

Just as a soldier’s desertion wasn’t a commander’s order, Duke Lesrom could be a victim. 

But I needed a definitive answer to prevent him from later claiming, “I never said that.”

Because of that boar’s plan, Lagnis had to live in hiding at a young age and was even kidnapped. 

Gies, the wyvern rider, was forced into debt and unknowingly participated in something that might have been treasonous. 

If I had been weaker, I might have died at the hands of Deltra’s four apprentice knights. 

Just because I survived didn’t mean I could forgive those attempts.

Those who wronged me hadn’t paid the price yet. 

And that’s what I needed to confirm now.

Who had wronged me?

The traitorous boar? 

Or Duke Lesrom?

“…And if that were the case?”

“The traitor would face the kingdom’s punishment, but Your Excellency wouldn’t live to see it.”

Because I would kill him today.

Despite my obvious intent, Duke Lesrom’s expression remained unchanged. 

He continued sipping his tea with an air of composure.

After a moment of silent observation, he finally spoke.

“I have no involvement whatsoever. In fact, even the Noble Council is divided into new and old factions, cautiously watching each other. I believe you understand which is which.”

I placed my hands back on my lap, deeming words unnecessary. 

Duke Lesrom, still intrigued, continued.

“May I ask you two questions?”

“Certainly.”

“Why did you tell me about your convictions beforehand? Wouldn’t that increase the likelihood of me lying to save myself? And wouldn’t it have been more advantageous for you to discuss this after receiving the written oath I promised?”

I was relieved the questions weren’t anything significant.

“I explained my convictions to demonstrate that revenge isn’t my primary motivation. Even if you were lying, it would only be a temporary reprieve, which doesn’t concern me. As for the second question, I dislike situations where someone says, ‘Our business is concluded, now die.’ It’s unbecoming, like bandits.”

Sparing the life of someone who cooperates was one of my life mottos.

“Please wait while I prepare the written oath.”

Whether or not my motto resonated with him, Duke Lesrom nodded and went to his desk.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Duke Lesrom, a surprisingly fast writer, finished the oath and had me review it in no time.

As promised, the oath contained clear wording, leaving no room for misinterpretation. 

It even stated that Duke Lesrom would forfeit his life if the oath wasn’t fulfilled.

I resisted the urge to overthink it.

“Just so you know, the crest, seal, and my handwriting can be verified at the royal palace. Don’t worry about forgery.”



After I returned the reviewed document, Duke Lesrom rolled it up, sealed it with wax, and handed it to me.

“I look forward to the day we can discuss the many things I couldn’t tell you today.”

“Considering you’re part of the Noble faction and I’m assisting Margrave Levien, I doubt such a day will come.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps it will come sooner than you think.”

Duke Lesrom smiled enigmatically, rose, and opened the door for me.

“It was a pleasant conversation, Eldmia. Feel free to visit anytime. You’re always welcome. I hope next time, we can enjoy tea together without misunderstandings.”

His cheerful demeanor, as if he hadn’t just been on the verge of death by my hand, made me suspicious. 

As I passed by him, he extended a leg, slightly blocking my path.

“The boar must not die before the trial concludes.”

“…?”

“But the others don’t matter. I’ve already gathered most of the evidence. If anything happens after you leave here, remember that it has nothing to do with the Noble Council’s intentions.”

With a benevolent smile, Duke Lesrom offered a warning about unexpected attacks and closed the door. 

I tucked the oath into my pocket and left the Noble Council building, realizing with each step that getting involved with politicians was a bad idea.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The distance between the Noble Council building and the Ogatorf mansion was considerable. 

Already exhausted from the day, the distance felt even longer, amplifying my desire to hurry back and collapse into bed.

Despite this, I deliberately chose a longer route, feigning a leisurely stroll.

“He’s more of a fortune teller than a duke, damn it.”

The moment I left the Noble Council building, suspicious individuals began tailing me.

At first, I wasn’t entirely sure, but as I took a genuine detour, pondering how much and how to explain the day’s events, it became clear.

Every time I pretended to examine something that could be used as a mirror at the ubiquitous market stalls, I’d glance behind me and there they were, without fail. 

Two women, two men. 

Dressed as commoners, yet their black attire was suspiciously uniform. 

What a ridiculous bunch.

I lingered a bit longer at a necklace display, trying to discern if these were the traitor’s subordinates, and the stall owner, a woman, approached me with a sales pitch.

“My, my lord, you have a keen eye! The stone at the center of that necklace is genuine silver!”

“It doesn’t look new, but it’s remarkably well-maintained. Do you polish it yourself?”

I’d learned to appraise jewelry from both Asirye and the Ogatorf family. 

While not an expert, I was confident in my ability to assess items of this market’s caliber.

I played along, not wanting to arouse suspicion from my pursuers. 

Clapping my hands in feigned appreciation, I responded to the stall owner.

“As expected! You’re sharp! But it’s not stolen, is it?”

“Of course not, my lord! I acquired these from a jeweler who caters to the nobility. They wouldn’t give these a second glance, but here, it’s a different story!”

The brown-haired woman, dressed more like an adventurer than a typical market vendor, was noticeably younger than the other stall owners. 

Yet, she had two burly-looking bodyguards flanking her. 

Something wasn’t right.

I was starting to feel uneasy. 

Of all the stalls, I had to pick this one.

While the possibility of stolen goods crossed my mind, it wasn’t my concern.

“How much?”

“A mere ten Itisiel silver coins!”

“Trying to sell used goods at original price? Bold strategy.”

Though Asirye often criticized my appraisal skills, the Ogatorf family’s head butler had praised my keen eye. 

This necklace, with its silver setting instead of gemstones, was clearly a cheap imitation for less affluent nobles.

I had no intention of buying it and turned to leave, but the stall owner quickly grabbed my hand, her tone shifting to a saccharine sweetness.

“Wait, my lord! I was joking! Just kidding! Pretty please?”

“I don’t take price gouging as a joke.”

“Honestly, I wasn’t entirely joking, but if you’d bought it at that price, I would’ve thrown in a ton of extras! Trust me!”

Her cloying, exaggerated aegyo was nauseating, but her confidence likely stemmed from her appearance. 

She was undeniably attractive for a market vendor.

But I was surrounded by three women more beautiful than her. 

Four, if you counted Cheryl. 

I tried to brush her off, but a hand suddenly landed on my shoulder.

“Hey, mister. Don’t be so hard on our little sis for a little joke. Why don’t you browse a bit longer?”

To my surprise, her “bodyguards” were closing in, their eyes narrowed.

“You’ve got a fancy sword on your hip. This is pocket change for you, right? Let’s be reasonable.”

“W-what?”

I stammered, more surprised by their audacity than the fact that I was being tailed.

Despite their burly builds, they were still at least half a head shorter than my 190cm frame. \

And they were trying to intimidate me?

“Are you blind? Do you not see what I’m wearing?”

The sheer absurdity of the situation made me question their eyesight.

“We see it perfectly. Rich boy. Look how tall and well-fed you are. We’re not short ourselves, but you’re giving us neck cramps.”

“But fancy clothes and an expensive sword won’t stop a…”

“If you move your hand even slightly, you’re dead.”

Their hand reaching for a weapon erased any amusement I might have felt. 

I glared at them, my hand instinctively hovering over my sword hilt. 

If they so much as twitched, I was ready to break their jaws.

My warning, however, was met with a sneer.

“Think you’re tough with that sword, mister? My knife will be in your gut before you can even draw it. You lack real-world experience.”

Real-world experience…?

Me? 

Lacking real-world experience?

What even was real-world experience?

I’d just decapitated twenty-four people like they were bottle caps.

“We were going to let this go, but I guess not. Why don’t you come with us for a little chat?”

“Now, now, boys. Don’t scare the customer.”

The stall owner, now distanced from me, smoothly guided me towards an alley behind the stall.

I didn’t resist as the two thugs half-dragged me into the alley. 

Instead, I focused on assessing the situation.

What did they want from me?

My attire wasn’t particularly aristocratic. 

But anyone with common sense in the capital would recognize it as a uniform, even if they couldn’t place where it was from. 

The previous Margrave Levien had impeccable taste.

Yet, they were confident enough to accost me despite my attire? 

Why? 

What were they relying on?

“This is so cliché, but you’re making a huge mistake.”

“Oh really? Doesn’t feel like a mistake to us. We know every noble uniform in the capital.”

“Don’t lie. If you knew, you wouldn’t touch me.”

“We’re touching you because we know. Mister, you’re clearly a nouveau riche from outside the capital. We’ve never seen that uniform before.”

Why? 

The question echoed in my mind. 

Then, the faces of Renisa and the Levien household staff flashed before me.

Right. 

Besides Renisa and myself, no one else in Lagnis’s circle wore this uniform. 

It was understandable they wouldn’t recognize it.

“Our boss makes a living selling information in this area. We picked you because you looked easy.”

“…Information?”

Just as I was contemplating how to deal with these irritating thugs, a single word caught my attention.

“Oh, thank you. You’re calling me a bit sooner this time.”

You were always there when I needed you.

“Hah, this big guy is praying to a god. Pathetic.”

“If there was a god, do you think we’d have caught you, mister?”

“Eldmia Egga.”

“What?”

As we went deeper into the alley, more thugs emerged from the shadows. 

I smiled genuinely.

“My name is Eldmia Egga.”

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Zikmel was a successful information broker.

Four years ago, he was just a naive fifteen-year-old punk running with a gang in Ogwen.

Zikmel still had nightmares about the brutal experience that left him with two broken legs. 

For over four months, he lived in constant fear of death, praying his legs would heal. 

He’d heard that his gang leader had been killed with a single kick, and while grateful he’d only suffered broken legs, the fear lingered.

Ironically, his broken legs made begging easy. 

And during those days, Zikmel had an epiphany.

Violence was futile against greater violence, and actions born of ignorance never yielded pleasant results.

To survive, he needed knowledge, not brute force. 

As soon as his legs healed, Zikmel fled Ogwen for a neighboring city. 

He scrimped and saved to pay an apothecary to teach him to read and write. 

He learned, he gathered knowledge, and while others ruled the streets with violence, he made his living with information.

Information about adventurers wasn’t profitable for a commoner like Zikmel. 

He focused on gathering information about merchants and nobles operating within the city, using that knowledge to navigate dangers and build his wealth. 

He eventually established himself in the capital.

Even then, he avoided violence. 

Information alone was enough to build his influence. 

He ran a stall as a minor side business, but his true wealth came from information.

One day, as he was immersed in his work, an unusual knock echoed through his office.

“B-Boss. Can I come in?”

“If it’s not important, come back later.”

An information broker’s life revolved around verifying the endless stream of documents that crossed his desk. 

Zikmel, without looking up, recognized the voice.

It wasn’t difficult.



It was Ben, one of the guards he’d assigned to Lilsi’s stall.

Ben wasn’t known for his discernment. 

Yet, he opened the door without hesitation.

“A v-visitor is here for you.”

Zikmel had moved to the capital to expand his operations and distance himself from the horrors of Ogwen. 

His organization was growing steadily, but skilled personnel were always in short supply.

Recruiting fell to Zikmel, and he valued his time.

“A visitor? For me?”

“Yeah. For you.”

The voice was unfamiliar. 

And casual. 

Zikmel realized it was the “visitor” Ben had mentioned.

As he turned from his documents, a single question filled his mind. 

He had no clients who would visit him like this. 

Who had leaked information? 

Perhaps it was time to tighten security.

He finally faced the visitor, scrutinizing their face, trying to place them.

He didn’t need to look closely.

“Huh? You look familiar. Have we met before?”

“Eeek! Eeek! Eeek!”

“Eeek?”

“Eeeeeeeeeeeeeek!”

The remnants of a face that had haunted his nightmares for four years were unmistakable.
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Despair. 

Fear. 

Chaos. 

Grief. 

Anxiety.

Overwhelmed by a torrent of negative emotions, Zikmel’s body screamed, but his mind raced, seeking the best way to defuse the situation.

“Do you even know who this is?! You screwed up big time!”

Seeing Ben’s bruised and battered face, Zikmel understood. 

With a yell born of self-preservation, he launched himself into the air, landing a spectacular flying kick on Ben.

Thwack!

“Uwaaagh! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”

Both Ben, struck by the all-out flying kick, and Zikmel, who’d launched it, tumbled to the floor. 

The desk was a mess, trampled underfoot as Zikmel had charged across it without a second thought. 

Yet, he felt no regret.

In fact, Zikmel was confident he could argue that it was the ideal choice, protecting both himself and his subordinate in this situation. 

But that wasn’t nearly enough. 

Unable to even think about getting up, Zikmel slammed his head on the floor and shouted,

“It’s been an honor, Eldmia Egga-nim!!”

“Right? You recognize me, don’t you?”

Zikmel thought such a dramatic reaction would give Eldmia pause, but the embodiment of terror before him remained completely unfazed. 

What kind of life had this man led?

Inwardly, Zikmel was stunned, but Eldmia’s pondering, “I’ve definitely seen you, but where?” sent chills down his spine.

He couldn’t hide.

Even letting Eldmia recall the memory first was dangerous. 

Zikmel’s honed instincts, developed over years as an information broker, screamed at him.

He’d already had his legs broken once; surely there wouldn’t be any lingering resentment. 

Silence would be misinterpreted as an attempt to evade responsibility and could get him killed. 

Having reached this conclusion, Zikmel launched into a rapid-fire explanation.

“In Ogwen, I foolishly spoke ill of your elven companion, but you showed mercy, only breaking my legs, allowing me to live! It’s been a while! And I apologize for my subordinate’s lack of discipline!!”

Bang! 

Bang! 

Zikmel repeatedly slammed his head on the floor, harder this time, but he felt no pain. 

The return of a terror he hadn’t felt in years overwhelmed any physical sensation.

“Ah! You’re the one who told me about that warehouse?”

“Yes!”

“Wow, it’s a small world. You’re in the capital?”

It was so small that Zikmel considered packing his bags and fleeing to the Empire if he survived this encounter.

However, Eldmia seemed genuinely surprised to see him, and the fact that the thugs who’d brought him here were from the stolen goods division, and that Eldmia hadn’t stormed in and destroyed his office but had approached him politely as a “client,” offered a glimmer of hope.

“Thanks to you, Eldmia Egga-nim, I’ve seen the light and now work as an information broker, avoiding violence! The fact that you came here so quietly, instead of destroying everything in your path, tells me you need my skills! Just tell me what you need, and I, Zikmel, will find it for you!”

“Well, you’re certainly more articulate and perceptive than I remember. Impressive! Get up. Your head must hurt. You’re the boss now; maintain some dignity.”

And Zikmel’s wish was granted.

It worked. 

He survived.

As the terror from his past helped him to his feet, Zikmel nearly wept with gratitude.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“The thing is, I need information related to the nobility. I’m not familiar with your line of work, but I know it’s a specialized field. Can you handle it?”

Eldmia asked as he helped Zikmel up. 

He’d already instilled his beliefs in this guy, so treating him normally was fine, but Zikmel’s over-the-top reaction had softened Eldmia’s approach.

It was remarkable that the frail delinquent he’d crippled had not only recovered but had established himself as an information broker in the capital, even running a side business. 

It had only been four years. 

This guy must have been driven.

“I’ve been feeding my family by dealing exclusively in information related to the nobility since I left my previous city! I can definitely be of assistance!”

“That confidence is admirable! But this is a bit delicate. Could you send your friend away while we talk?”

“Of course! Ben! Go outside and make sure no one comes in… No, wait! Bring us some tea, and then make sure no one disturbs us!”

“Yes, Boss!”

Ben’s lightning-fast obedience and Zikmel’s apparent leadership skills were impressive. 

Whatever epiphany he’d had after their last encounter, it had clearly been transformative.

Eldmia sat down, impressed by Zikmel’s meticulous tidying of the desk he’d just trashed, and got straight to the point.

“There’s a traitor in the capital. I want to find information about him. I know it’s dangerous, so I’m not asking you to do anything reckless. I’m just exploring this opportunity.”

Zikmel, now a law-abiding citizen, widened his eyes at the mention of treason. 

Eldmia understood. 

The word carried that kind of weight.

“H-how did you know that?”

“Today… Wait. That’s an odd question.”

He wasn’t asking about when he’d gotten wind of the information, but how he knew there was a traitor to begin with? 

Could it be…?

“Do you know something?”

“…Yes.”

Thankfully, Zikmel didn’t try to lie or feign ignorance. 

If he had, Eldmia would have had to consider the possibility of his involvement in the treason.

This was an unexpected stroke of luck. 

Or was it too early to tell?

Stroking his newly-grown stubble, Eldmia considered this as Zikmel continued, seemingly without reservation.

“I moved to the capital about three months ago. I’d heard rumors in my previous city about insubordination in the outer territories. I thought it might be an opportunity to establish myself here, so I left my subordinates in charge there and came here. I hadn’t found any leads, but about five days ago, things started… leaking.”

“Leaking? What do you mean?”

“Information. Control is slipping, or maybe they’re getting sloppy because they’re rushing. It feels like someone’s deliberately spreading it… It’s hard to explain, but that’s the feeling I get.”

Muttering about having it organized somewhere, Zikmel expertly sifted through a mountain of documents on another desk, pulling out a few sheets and placing them before Eldmia.

“At first, I thought the Noble Council was just preparing for a power struggle with the Royalists because Margrave Levien had unexpectedly achieved so much during her visit to the Empire. But the movements were strange. The Royalists were quiet, but the Noble Council was in disarray. The younger nobles, usually so boisterous, were suddenly silent amongst themselves. Some of the old guard were distancing themselves from younger nobles they’d been close to.”

The back-alley punk he’d crippled had truly evolved into an information broker!

Perhaps it was Eldmia’s unfamiliarity with this line of work, but Zikmel’s simple words and handling of documents seemed incredibly professional.

“Then I found this. Years ago, after the Levien Marquisate was destroyed by the Demon King’s army, there was a noble who invested considerable resources into searching for the then missing Margrave Levien’s daughter, Lagnis Lien da Levien.”

“They searched for her even after all that time?”

“This kind of valuable information is more common than you think.”

The documents Zikmel handed him contained detailed information about a noble.

“I assumed it was about the late Margrave Levien’s inheritance, but their movements were suspiciously clandestine. So I dug deeper, and… well, this is what I found.”

“Loan sharking, slave trading, exceeding the permitted number of wyverns in the outer territories, maintaining a private army, and possibly even colluding with demons?! Seriously?!”

“It was so brazen, it made even me nervous.”

This was undeniable evidence of treason. 

But how could the kingdom be unaware of information even Zikmel had access to… 

No, they weren’t.

“So that’s why Duke Lesrom reacted that way.”

“D-Duke?”

“Yes. I just met with him. I heard about the traitor from him, too.”

“…..Unbelievable. The attendant of Margrave Levien who caused a bloodbath at the temporary detention center… Was that you, Eldmia-nim?!”

“Wow. News travels fast. But if you’re so well-informed, why did you act like you didn’t know I was here?”

It was strange that Zikmel, so knowledgeable, hadn’t known about Eldmia’s presence and activities in the capital.

“Information about nobles comes from their connections. Margrave Levien is reclusive… Oh! So the rumors about you defeating the Hero and rescuing the Imperial Princess during the Empire visit are…?”

“Hearing it like this is incredibly embarrassing.”

Eldmia chuckled, genuinely flustered despite the serious situation.

Meanwhile, fear crept back into Zikmel’s eyes. 

Eldmia spent the time until Ben returned with tea clarifying the misunderstanding.

It was baffling that someone with such a talent for gathering information, someone who risked everything to uncover such sensitive details, was so easily intimidated. 

This was dangerous work; one wrong step could lead to his death.

Eldmia asked him about it.

Zikmel’s answer was simple.

“They haven’t found me yet, but you, Eldmia-nim, are standing right before me.”

It was so true that Eldmia was speechless.

Perhaps he needed to reconsider the effectiveness of his belief-instilling methods.
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Count Envelde da Bosha. That was the identity of the rampaging boar.

“Nobles, despite employing countless servants, tend to strongly believe their actions can remain secret. Some even believe that simply hiring outsiders and cleaning up afterward will perfectly conceal the truth. Even I, who’ve been so cautious, was caught by such an absurd coincidence. Does it even make sense that such flimsy measures could prevent information leaks?”

I was sure I’d only broken his legs, but perhaps I’d also injured his head, or maybe through sheer effort, he’d become remarkably intelligent. 

Zikmel was truly eloquent.

Moreover, he wasn’t just eloquent; his thinking was incredibly logical and objective. 

He seemed to be among the smartest people I’d ever met.

Was this really the Zikmel I knew? 

It was truly awe-inspiring. 

How diligently did he study to change this much in just four years?

“In that sense, Envelde is a very clever noble. He conducts important matters personally or through close aides and regularly rotates his servants. It seems he cultivates new talent from among them to become his aides… He does it so naturally that there’s no noticeable peculiarity. It’s easily dismissed as mere aristocratic whim.”

‘He utilizes the biases stemming from his status and doesn’t hesitate to spend money on people.’

That was Zikmel’s assessment.

“Therefore, there’s very little information available. Those trying to glean scraps of information from him have a bit more…”

“That’s enough.”

“Huh?”

“I can’t touch him anyway because of the temporary non-aggression pact. I only need information on the others. And I don’t need anything ordinary, just the illegal stuff you mentioned earlier.”

“Eh? You’ll buy it?”

“You’re an information broker, aren’t you? Nothing in life is free.”

If he was just half-heartedly threatening me, it would be a different story, but since I was being treated as a proper client, I was infinitely generous. 

Past transgressions? 

I wasn’t petty enough to hold a grudge over something that was already settled with two broken legs.

“But still, receiving money from Eldmia feels a bit…”

“I’m not going to draw my sword just because you offer a price. Fair compensation for honest work. Besides, your information is definitely valuable to me.”

Perhaps the trauma of the past still lingered, as Zikmel hesitated. 

Normally, I would have smacked him, but I let it slide, considering him a positive beneficiary of my belief-instilling methods.

He realized his powerlessness against superior force and chose the path of an information broker… 

People really do change in extreme situations.

“But how do you determine the price? Is there an industry standard?”

Normally, revealing ignorance in this kind of situation wouldn’t be good, but I didn’t think this intimidated guy would try to rip me off, so I asked directly, and he answered immediately.

“That kind of information is usually only available to information brokers who deal with adventurers. Information about noble gossip and trade between companies is worthless to the ignorant and valuable only to those in the know.”

“So it’s whatever you can get?”

“Pretty much. For a standard to exist, those selling the same information would need to be in contact or interact, wouldn’t they? But nobles and companies are the type who think it’s cheaper to kill someone if things go wrong, so it’s a very dangerous idea.”

“That makes sense.”

Even if Zikmel could ensure his own safety, it wouldn’t work if his informants kept dying. 

Truly a professional perspective.

“Still, this information isn’t that expensive, considering its importance. Prices skyrocket when the royal family or the Adventurers’ Guild makes a request, but at least in my judgment, these guys have no connections.”

Those who could benefit wouldn’t have the justification with just overheard information, and others wouldn’t even profit.

“That’s good for me. First, it should be close to the capital. And it should be conducted as secretly as possible. And illegal. Do you have anything that meets these conditions?”

“There is… something. It involves slave traders.”

What? 

Slave traders? 

What nonsense is this?

“Wait, near the capital? Slave traders? Has slave trading become legal without my knowledge?”

“Ah, domestic slave trading and enslaving citizens is illegal, but that doesn’t negate the existence of slaves purchased from abroad. These guys specialize in capturing people, forging documents to make them appear as foreign slaves, and selling them amidst the chaos of war. Their business seems to have grown significantly about three years ago, likely exploiting the royal family’s lax oversight due to the prolonged war.”

Wow, truly amazing. 

Well, maintaining a war for seven years isn’t easy.

As a modern person who lived in the 21st century, I couldn’t tolerate this.

I’ll have to give them a taste of the rage of a former wage slave.

“But are you sure about this? They’re connected to nobles.”

While I was sharpening my blades of fury internally, Zikmel cautiously spoke. 

And his reaction was perfectly reasonable.

Even if they were traitors, no one was paying him to do this, and fundamentally, the opponents were nobles.

Even if he seized their privately raised troops, all he’d get would be their pockets, and raiding the slave market would only yield the pockets of the guards or mercenaries hired by the slave traders.

The former was because the traitors’ assets should be confiscated by the national treasury, and the latter because the illegal slave traders’ assets should be compensated to the remaining slaves. 

Of course, he could secretly pocket some, but considering the scale, it wouldn’t be profitable.

On top of that, it wouldn’t be easy. 

Those involved in illegal activities tended to invest heavily in security.

Of course, that wasn’t my concern.

“What do I care? They’re connected to Envelde, right? Then I have to make things difficult for them.”

Undermining from below didn’t suit my style, but since I couldn’t touch Envelde, I couldn’t be picky.

If I left them alone, it would only benefit Envelde, and I couldn’t stand for that.

“How are you even involved… Never mind. It’s probably better I don’t know.”

“You’ll find out eventually anyway, with your information gathering skills.”

A bloodbath was coming.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The price Zikmel requested was four silver coins. 

Honestly, it wasn’t a small amount. 

It was almost a month’s living expenses for an adult male.

I thought it might be unprofitable, considering the cost of mobilizing people to gather information, but apparently, information doesn’t come in a one-piece-of-information-per-operation format.

Of course, from my perspective, it was a satisfactory result, considering I’d established a connection with an otherwise inaccessible information broker and obtained information very useful to me.

“Just so you know, someone was following you from the moment you arrived at our shop.”

“Yeah, I know. Two men and two women. Are they still there?”

“Yes. They’ve kept their distance, but they’re definitely watching.”



I wondered if they were planning to finish me off today, but I was also grateful for the heads-up, so I added another silver coin. 

Zikmel, who gave it as a bonus to the reporting subordinate, rummaged through the shop’s wooden display and handed me a few rings and necklaces.

“Since we’re ostensibly a jewelry shop, take a few accessories so it looks like you’re shopping when you leave.”

“Those cost money, too, you know.”

“Eh, these are cheap trinkets nobles use to pick up women. They’re only worth a few copper coins, so just take them.”

Unlike his initial panicked demeanor, Zikmel treated me more casually now that I’d paid a fair price. 

I was relieved that I wouldn’t have to face the unfortunate situation of the information broker closing shop overnight.

“Thank you for visiting, customer! Have a safe trip!”

As Zikmel’s subordinates shouted their farewells, I waved back and checked the shop’s sign.

“Mud Pearl. Not bad.”

Since they sold secondhand jewelry, it could be interpreted as pearls buried in mud. 

Of course, it was an appropriate analogy from the perspective of stolen goods, and it also fit the context of buying and selling information.

Information, as Zikmel said, only revealed its true value to those who knew how to use it. 

Whether he’d attended a naming academy or intentionally chose the name for his business, it was a brilliant choice.

“Now, how should I deal with those leeches…”

I was bothered by the fact they were carrying swords. 

I wanted to know if they were simply for self-defense or if they were prepared to use them.

“Is there a suitable alley nearby?”

Unlike places like Ogwen, finding a secluded back alley in the neatly organized streets of the capital was difficult. 

They weren’t entirely nonexistent, but such places were usually patrolled by the city guard, making them less than ideal for what I had in mind.

I needed some time to extract information after subduing them, and it would be troublesome if I encountered the city guard mid-interrogation. 

But if I went somewhere too secluded, they’d get suspicious.

“Damn… I won’t be able to sleep tonight if I don’t figure out who they are.”

If I couldn’t lure them and take them down, I could track them back to their base and take care of them there.

Eureka! 

That’s what they call a paradigm shift!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Gaining a new realization was great, but the problem was my size. 

I’m not exaggerating; I was incredibly conspicuous. 

Just look at me: a 185-187cm muscle-bound figure, a 140cm longsword at my hip, a pristine white uniform, a wine-colored half-cape, and a handsome face to top it all off. 

How could I possibly blend in?

“This isn’t Assassin’s Creed. There’s no way I can be stealthy like this.”

I figured they’d assume I was still running errands, but even the collective intelligence of the Eldmias in my head couldn’t come up with a good solution. 

It seemed unlikely that anything would change with time.

Still, I couldn’t give up. 

I decided to visit Balkun Dmalli, the man who’d sold me this amazing sword at a friend’s discount, and continue pondering along the way.

Honestly… how should I put this? 

It was about how well the mana flowed. 

Should I compare it to electrical conductivity and call it “mana conductivity”? 

Or maybe “mana flow rate”? 

It was a bit cumbersome, but “mana transmission rate” seems most accurate. 

Anyway, the sword was sturdy, but my survival this time was also thanks to its excellent mana transmission rate.

From my old sword, the one I threw at the demon in the abandoned dungeon, to this one, I’ve learned something for sure: Balkun is my lifesaver.

“They say a craftsman never blames his tools, but I’m no craftsman. I need all the help I can get.”

Of course, Eldmia, a man who knew how to show gratitude, couldn’t just ignore this debt. 

Even amidst this chaotic day, I decided to run errands and kill time until I figured out how to deal with those leeches.

I’d hoped they’d try to contact me, but things rarely went as planned.

For about 20 minutes, I took detours on my way to the Dwarven district. 

They followed persistently, but made no move.

The nerve of these guys, trying to track my every move and figure out who I’m meeting. 

It was infuriating.

“Hmm? Aren’t you Gin’s friend? Right, Eldmia. Eldmia Egga, was it?”

As I arrived at the shop, racking my brain about what to do if Balkun wasn’t there, a familiar voice called out.

Balkun, with a pipe in his mouth, stood at the entrance to the forge inside the shop. 

He’d spotted me first.

“Gin isn’t with you today? Looking for armor?”

The confidence in his voice stemmed from the belief that the item he’d sold couldn’t possibly be damaged already. 

That’s what a true dwarf should be like.

“You have a remarkable memory, Balkun. I honestly thought you might not remember me.”

I wondered if he had a photographic memory or an unwavering dedication to his craft, but his answer was surprisingly simple.

“Haha. It’s hard to forget someone your size. And you brought Gin last time, so it’s even harder to forget. So, what brings you here today?”

“I came to thank you and have my equipment checked, just in case. You saved my life.”

“Oh? Could you tell me more? I’m very interested.”

True to his incredibly noble hobby of saving newbies with amazing equipment, he was intrigued by the story of his weapon in action. 

Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell him much.

I couldn’t exactly say, ‘Your sword’s mana compatibility was perfect for beheading that cursed bastard, so I used a new technique and killed him.’

In the end, I just said I’d blocked a lot of magic with the sword, and it was still intact. 

Since offensive magic and mana put similar strain on a sword, it wasn’t entirely a lie.

Fortunately, Balkun seemed more pleased by my genuine gratitude than the details of the story.

“Haha! Good! I’m glad my sword performed well, and I’m even happier that you came all this way to tell me. I like your attitude!”

“You’re practically my lifesaver. It’s the least I could do.”

“Haha! A warrior with such enlightened thinking! A young man with a commendable attitude! Let me see it! I’ll check it right away!”

Praise makes even a whale dance, and Balkun, now energized, took my sword with a grin and began his inspection. 

Thanks to him, I had the chance to witness how a dwarf, who combined magic and alchemy, examined their creations.

Balkun held the blade for about 30 seconds.

Suddenly, the blade rippled like mercury and lost its shape!

“Wow! I’d heard they were made with magic and alchemy, but this is beyond anything I imagined!”

“You have mage friends, I see? Warriors who see this for the first time usually panic, thinking their weapon is broken.”

Chuckling, Balkun examined the undulating blade with a serious gaze.

“But if this is the case, wouldn’t it be enough to leave repairs to Dwarven craftsmen?”

“Hmm… I’m not sure if you’ll understand, but this is, in a way, the mana form of the sword. It’s like a person’s soul.”

“I understand perfectly. So, to repair it, you have to fix the body, not the soul. This process only fixes the magic-related aspects.”

“Exactly. Conversely, the magical aspects can only be repaired this way. We call it the ‘schematic circuit,’ but it’s not important for ordinary people.”

For a moment, I wondered if this technique could be used to destroy Dwarven equipment in combat, but seeing that even a master craftsman like Balkun needed 30 seconds to prepare, it seemed impractical.

“Hey! What are you doing showing off your skills here?”

Captivated by the fascinating display, I was lost in thought when a strangely pre-pubescent voice startled me. 

Turning around, I saw a young dwarf strolling into the forge, hands casually tucked in his pockets. 

Despite his youthful appearance, his adventurer’s gear and bare, hairy feet indicated he was of a different race.

It was a halfling, a race I’d only heard Asirye mention, and read about in fantasy settings back on Earth.

“What are you looking at? Never seen a half-foot before?”

Of course, the term “half-foot,” derived from their half-human size, was a purely human perspective and a highly offensive racial slur.

“To be precise, I’ve never seen a Pulling who calls themselves a half-foot.”

Having received Asirye’s excellent education, I couldn’t use such discriminatory language. 

I gave a roundabout answer, and he suddenly straightened up, offered a polite bow, and said:

“My apologies, you’re a learned individual. There are so many ignorant fools in this world. Hey, shorty! You should’ve put up a sign if we had such a distinguished guest!”

“The little brat’s at it again.”

Contrary to my amusement at his behavior, Balkun simply rolled his eyes and clicked his tongue.

“Hey! I came in because I saw some weirdos lurking outside and was worried something was up, and you’re yelling at me? Yelling?!”

“What’s outside?”

“There’s something. Four human idiots who think they’re perfectly disguised as commoners. I thought they were going to light the forge with the laser beams shooting out of their eyes.”

He mimed holding his hands in front of his eyes and wiggling his fingers, likely imitating flames. 

He was quite the character. 

But his words weren’t so amusing.

“Ah, they’re there because of me. I seem to have caused a misunderstanding.”

Distracted by the spectacle, my worries resurfaced. 

The halfling, with a puzzled look, asked,

“Because of you? Oh! I’m Shadowfoot, by the way. It’s an alias, of course, but I’ve used it for so long it’s practically my real name. Nice to meet you!”

“Nice to meet you, Shadowfoot. I’m Eldmia Egga. I hear it’s a great honor among Pullings to be called by a title rather than a name. You must be a skilled scout.”

“Oh my god! Shorty! It’s a dragon! A dragon has manifested in the form of a noble, with such wisdom!”

Asirye’s teachings were truly invaluable. 

He said that while patting my calf like an adult praising a child. 

Balkun, seemingly used to such behavior, clicked his tongue but focused on examining my sword, his brow furrowed.

“Well! Jokes aside, you’re quite the rare find! A delightful encounter! I’m so glad I came here today! As always! Hahaha!”

“It’s also my first time meeting a Pulling in person, so this new encounter is quite delightful. Are all Pullings as cheerful as Shadowfoot?”

“If all Pullings were like him, the demons would’ve gone back to their territory out of disgust.”

Judging by Balkun’s reaction, it seemed unlikely. 

But the hyperactive Shadowfoot just laughed.

“But those guys outside don’t look friendly at all. They don’t seem like ordinary thugs.”



“You’re right. They’re all bastards who need to be dealt with, but I haven’t found a good way to do it, so I’ve just been leading them around. That’s how I ended up here.”

“Dealt with? Those four?”

“Haha. What good would four be? I need to take out their base.”

“Hahahaha! Magnificent! Just as manly as you look! I’ll help you!”

“Hahaha… What?”

I couldn’t help but ask back with a dumbfounded expression. 

Shadowfoot slapped my knee and replied cheerfully,

“I said I’ll help! It’s rare to meet such a delightful human friend, and if that shorty is showing off his skills and checking your weapon without hesitation, you, Egga, must lead quite the interesting life! I’ll help! We just need to tail them back, right? Sounds fun!”

“Here we go again.”

Oh my god.

This guy’s energy and pacing were impossible to keep up with!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Shadowfoot. 

He wasn’t exactly a master of ownership transfer, but he was a pretty skilled scout adventurer.

“Well, sometimes I steal things, but that’s only when I’m raiding bandit hideouts, so don’t worry about it.”

He said with a friendly smile. 

His adventuring career spanned a whopping fifteen years. 

Balkun, who was listening beside us, didn’t say anything, so it probably wasn’t an exaggeration.

“In my experience, those kinds of guys are likely racists. And I hate racists.”

Shadowfoot casually tossed out such prejudiced words, but since it was helpful to me, I didn’t really care.

It seemed like Shadowfoot wasn’t being entirely serious, it was more like he was just rambling.

“I was just wondering how I could secretly track them, and this solves it perfectly. How much should I pay you as a down payment?”

“Oh, no. This is purely out of goodwill.”

“Even better. I’d like you to accept my goodwill, which is to repay your pure goodwill with a reasonable sum.”

“Ahahaha! You got me there! Nobles are indeed skilled with words!”

He accepted it as if he couldn’t refuse, but the down payment he suggested was a single copper coin. 

The payment upon completion was also a single copper coin.

“Aren’t adventurers supposed to earn money based on the difficulty of the job? Tailing those guys is nothing to me. I’d be ashamed to take more!”

I’d heard they were a race meticulous about monetary value, but I didn’t know he’d be this stubborn.

I couldn’t help but be genuinely impressed.

Since that was his wish, I accepted it for now and decided to ask Asirye later if there was a way to give him a bonus.

“So, how far do you want me to investigate? Their base, I presume?”

“Yes. Judging by their light clothing, I believe it’s within the capital, but I’m not certain.”

“No problem, no problem. I’ll find out. This feels like it’ll be an interesting job. I like it.”

“Tsk. That brat’s intuition is annoyingly accurate…”

Balkun, who seemed displeased, handed me back my sword after finishing his work.

“The blade is fine, of course, and there’s no damage to the core. In fact, it seems to absorb mana more efficiently now. Whatever it was, some positive side effect must have occurred while fighting that mage. It’ll likely absorb enchantments more easily now.”

It seemed my use of magic had caused some mysterious magical reaction.

“Thank you. Oh, and speaking of which, I heard this gauntlet also incorporates Dwarven craftsmanship. Could I ask you to check its condition?”

“I was wondering about that, so I’m glad you mentioned it. My hands were itching.”

Since Vender had said that dwarves were involved in its creation, I thought it would be good to have Balkun inspect it. 

I brought it up, and it turned out he’d already noticed and was very interested.

I watched the fascinating sight of my magnificent gauntlet rippling like a metal slime, making me crave popcorn. 

Balkun stroked his beard and spoke,

“Where did you get this?”

“I received it as a gift in the Empire.”

“You went to the Empire and back in a week? And a gift? From whom?”

“A high-ranking noble.”

“Huh. You have some impressive friends.”

Balkun scratched his head, instead of his beard, and continued his explanation.

“As you may have already heard from the giver, the magic imbued within is military technology. They likely anticipated this kind of inspection, so it’s not a secret anymore. Still, it’s quite well-made… for a prototype. These kinds of things often have been disregarded in the initial testing phase. It’s an interesting concept, but… hmm. Useless for mages, and difficult for non-mages to use. A truly paradoxical item.”

To ‘perfectly’ block offensive magic, you needed to cast higher-level defensive magic or analyze and dispel the magic in real-time, which was insane.

Naturally, ordinary warriors couldn’t tell if the opponent was using a spell with a power of 2 or 3, so this gauntlet was created to overcome that.

“The problem is, its efficiency is terrible. Both mana and aura are refined forms of magical power. Since objects don’t hold aura, it absorbs it, converts it into magic power, and then activates the embedded magic. This process is incredibly inefficient.”

This was the part I was most curious about.

The efficiency issue that even Marquis Vender had mentioned.

But I use magic power, so there’s no risk for me, right? 

I was really curious about that.

“Conversion… you mean it can’t even utilize mana or magically imbued artifacts?”

“Not exactly. Hmm… It’s like a border crossing. Citizens can pass freely, but foreigners need various documents. Like that.”

I hadn’t even tested its performance, afraid of breaking it if I infused it with magic power incorrectly. 

Balkun’s explanation cleared my doubts. 

My thinking was correct.

“Balkun, your explanations are incredibly clear. I understand.”

At least under his tutelage, people might fail due to lack of talent or effort, but never from a lack of understanding.

After receiving the gauntlet back in its original form, I gave him a small token of gratitude, concluding our business.

“Then I’ll be going. Thank you for your help.”

“Come back anytime if you have any problems. You’re always welcome.”

“Thank you. Shadowfoot? Then I’ll leave it to you.”

“Don’t worry!”

I left Balkun, who gave a calm farewell, and Shadowfoot, who waved enthusiastically with exaggerated gestures and a cheerful laugh, despite the unpleasant task ahead. 

I stretched and looked around.

They weren’t visible, so they weren’t completely thoughtless.

What choice did I have? 

I had to trust the professional! 

I started walking home without further thought.

Since I returned to the Ogatorf mansion much later than expected, both Asirye and Cheryl were already home. 

Cheryl had apparently returned not long before me, as Asirye told me she was still bathing.

“That took a while, Eldi.”

“A lot happened. Oh, by the way, I have a question for you. I ran into a Pulling.”

I briefly explained my encounter with the cheerful Shadowfoot and asked if there was a way to compensate him further. 

Asirye just laughed and shook her head.

“If a Pulling says that, then that’s how it is. If you want to repay him, you’ll have to wait for another opportunity. Either help him with something of equal value, or mention this incident when helping another Pulling he knows and refuse payment. He’d probably sneak into the mansion and return the extra money anyway.”

“Just how unmaterialistic are they…?”

The more I learned, the more amazing Pullings seemed. 

They even seemed to enjoy returning money as a prank. 

For now, all I could do was express my gratitude. 

I summarized the other bizarre events of the day, and Asirye widened her eyes and shook her head in a different sense.

“You managed to cause quite a stir in that short time. It’s truly frightening to let you out of my sight.”

Well, I almost became a fugitive after nearly beheading a duke, so I couldn’t deny causing a “stir,” but regardless, I was proud.

“Convictions are convictions because they don’t bend. And it actually paid off.”

“That’s true. Connecting with an information broker is no easy task.”

“So, how did it go for you? Was your acquaintance still in the capital?”

“No. It seems he went to the front lines as the war intensified. It’s dangerous, but the rewards are substantial, so many skilled individuals have gone there, apparently.”

It seemed her acquaintances were adventurers. 

At least they weren’t dead, which was a relief.

“So, there’s nothing we can do until this Shadowfoot person arrives?”

“At least I can’t. Did Cheryl find anything?”

“She didn’t look too happy.”

Well, that was understandable. 

Unlike Asirye and me, Cheryl was just a genius noble. 

It sounded strange, but it was true in this situation.

No matter how quickly she learned and how exceptional she was, she was limited to her education.



She had a social standing to maintain and a family to uphold. 

She was in a completely different position from me, who tended to act impulsively, or Asirye, who had long experience as an adventurer.

Asking other nobles for help was Ekaf’s responsibility, so all Cheryl could do was literally run around and ask her classmates.

It wasn’t hard to guess that she wouldn’t have any real results.

“It feels like I have a little sister who sulks when things don’t go her way.”

“She’s the same age as you.”

“She’s still young because she hasn’t experienced enough setbacks.”

That was true. 

She would sulk whenever she felt inadequate or like she’d failed. 

It was typical for someone her age.

Asirye just stared at me, seemingly exasperated by my disapproving tsk and the way I was shaking my head.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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As if she’d already been informed during her bath, Cheryl came looking for me in Asirye’s room.

Sure enough, Cheryl’s normally sky-high, pickled radish-like eyebrows were drooping. 

She tried her best to hide it and act composed, but we’d been together for almost two years; I knew her too well.

“Did you have any succe— Don’t.”

She knew me just as well. 

Seeing me approach, she stopped mid-sentence, immediately grasping the situation, and cut me off. 

But no way was I letting her get away with it.

“Oh, look at this. Those usually perky eyebrows are drooping again, and you’re all sulky.”

“I’m not sulky. Stop it.”

“Tell that to the ghosts.”

I slipped my hands under her armpits, lifted her up, and forcibly evolved her into Longcat Cheryl. 

She was surprisingly light, despite being toned from exercise, so I could easily lift her to chest height without using any magic.

Other servants wouldn’t even dream of doing this, but I was fundamentally Lagnis’s benefactor and Lord Ekaf’s guest. 

Even though I was voluntarily acting as a butler, that fact remained unchanged, and Cheryl adjusted her behavior accordingly. 

Perhaps it was because she was a clever girl who could thoroughly play the part, she even changed her speech depending on the situation.

Anyway, outside of butler duties, our relationship was no different from that of ordinary friends of the same age.

While verbally protesting, Cheryl, as always, offered no real resistance once lifted. 

I swayed her back and forth, saying,

“You just need to focus on what you’re learning at the academy. It’s not shameful to be lacking in areas you haven’t learned yet.”

“Did you have no success either?”

“I did. But a lot of it was sheer luck.”

The prison guards being incompetent, Duke Lesrom summoning me because of that incident, even meeting Zikmel, and the new connection with Shadowfoot – it was all luck. 

If I hadn’t imitated those spy movie moves, checking the stalls to confirm my pursuers, I wouldn’t have met Zikmel. 

And if I hadn’t spent time there, I wouldn’t have crossed paths with Shadowfoot.

“It was thanks to actions I could take as a commoner and seeds I sowed four years ago unexpectedly bearing fruit today. So don’t get impatient making pointless comparisons.”

“…Are you ever impatient?”

Her question, posed while dangling as Longcat Cheryl without any resistance, was a bit puzzling.

“About this situation? Not really.”

Since her words were a bit disjointed, I gave a vague answer. 

As expected, an unexpected response followed.

“Then what about other situations? For example, the process of achieving your goals?”

Hmm. 

As a Cheryl-language master, I understood that what she was feeling in this situation was impatience.

But why compare it to impatience regarding my goals? 

Did she want to say that impatience was inevitable because this matter was so important to her?

“That’s a bit sudden, but not at all.”

“Someone else could kill him before you do.”

“Ah. Yes, that’s possible. But I’m already doing my best, planning and living for revenge. Rushing beyond my plan would be detrimental. Impatience is something you feel when you don’t know what to do or aren’t making progress towards your plans. It has nothing to do with me right now.”

I was doing my best.

Not just making excuses while doing nothing, but genuinely putting in the effort for my second life. 

I’d been learning common sense and other non-combat skills to avoid becoming a revenge-obsessed madman. 

Of course, I still had obsessive moments, but that was a separate issue.

Seven years wasn’t a short time, was it? 

Others might say that dedicating those seven years solely to honing killing techniques was the proper and desirable approach to revenge, but I disagreed.

Shouldn’t true revenge include preparing for life afterward?

The enemy should be ruined, and I should be happy.

That was the least I could do to avenge the one who screwed me over and tried to live happily ever after.

I fully intended to enjoy a proper fantasy life after my revenge and live out my days peacefully. 

I was acquiring the necessary knowledge, taking advantage of my young age, and building relationships.

Thanks to that, I was persevering without any existential crises about my blindly wasted past life.

Even if things didn’t always go according to plan, I was steadily growing and achieving results. 

There was no reason to feel impatient.

“I’m a commoner, but you’re a noble. Being talented isn’t enough for a noble. You also need to lead your followers and utilize their abilities. That requires trusting and waiting for others, not trying to do everything yourself.”

“…So just listen?”

“Yes. Stop moping. Contrary to our worries, Lagnis will likely be fine.”

Since it felt inappropriate to divulge my conversation with Duke Lesrom before speaking with Lord Ekaf, I asked for her understanding and continued my story.

Even excluding that part, I had a lot to share about my eventful day. 

After listening, Cheryl fell into thought, then quietly said,

“I’d like to investigate this Shadowfoot person immediately, but… I can’t.”

“Right. Since they were following me, this is my problem.”

Unnecessary involvement could complicate things, and I wouldn’t be able to freely unleash chaos.

“So, if there’s no other information, will you target the slave traders immediately?”

“I’d prefer to deal with those watching me first, but if I can’t, I have no choice.”

I had no intention of leaving them alone, so I’d have to eliminate them. 

Moreover, Asirye was also eager to deal with the slave traders. 

We’d met thanks to slave traders, but that wasn’t an excuse to let them off the hook.

Thinking this far, a question popped into my head, and I quietly whispered to Asirye,

“Sis? By the way, how skilled are these slave traders?”

“It varies. Elf hunters are genuinely strong. Not only do they study and prepare extensively for hunting elves, but they’re also inherently powerful. Other than them, it depends on the type of slaves they handle.”

“But those bandits back then were just ordinary bandits.”

“I was unlucky, and they were lucky. The slave caravan I was on was attacked.”

“Attacked?”

Since I hadn’t wanted to upset Asirye, I hadn’t brought this up before. 

It was an unfamiliar story.

“They attacked and annihilated the caravan in an instant. It wasn’t just one person; they moved as a unit. They struck in the middle of the night, so I couldn’t even tell who they were. I was knocked unconscious by falling debris during the chaos. When I woke up, the other slaves were gone, and all that remained were corpses and bandits rummaging through the wreckage.”

She recounted the unpleasant memory calmly, even managing a faint smile. 

Truly elf-like.

“But I met Eldi without suffering anything worse, so it doesn’t matter now.”

Well, that was embarrassing.

After sharing this unspoken story from our years together, we took a short break.



The sun continued to set, but neither Shadowfoot nor Lord Ekaf arrived.

Eventually, finding it pointless to wait indefinitely while staring at the evening cityscape, we left the room to get dinner. 

As we did, a servant was about to knock on our door.

“Oh, perfect timing. Eldmia? You have a visitor.”

“Is it a Pulling?”

“Yes. He said you’d be very happy to know he’s here.”

Shadowfoot’s judgment was accurate. 

Forgetting my growing hunger, I dashed downstairs. 

Reaching the main entrance, I found Shadowfoot tap-dancing barefoot, seemingly oblivious to the guards.

He hummed and danced enthusiastically, then, spotting me, stopped, spread his arms, and cheerfully exclaimed,

“Ahaha! I have returned, noble one!”

He was truly a high-energy individual. 

It was uplifting just to watch him.

“Thank you for your hard work, Shadowfoot. Are you hungry? Shall we get something to eat?”

While I couldn’t invite him inside since the Ogatorf mansion wasn’t my home, we could eat out. 

I wanted to treat him to a meal.

But Shadowfoot raised his index finger and shook his head, declining.

“Ah, ah, ah! I won’t fall for that, noble one! Accepting a meal is no different from receiving a hefty payment. Even if we were to split the bill, I couldn’t outrun you if you decided to sprint! I’ll have to decline!”

Smiling slyly, he seemed to genuinely enjoy this playful back-and-forth. 

Seeing him so adamant, I realized there was no other way besides what Asirye had suggested, so I conceded.

“Haha. Alright. I’ll give up this time.”

“Good, good! Then let’s get straight to the point. It’s not far, actually. It took so long because those fools, thinking they were being clever, wandered around unnecessarily, keeping their distance. It was so pointless I wanted to run over and smack them. If they’d so much as bent down to tie their shoelaces, I would have!”

Speaking rapidly, Shadowfoot pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to me.

“It’s a map! I’d like to guide you personally, but this requires discretion! If other commoners saw us together, it could cause unnecessary complications later!”

I couldn’t help but applaud his unexpected meticulousness.

Amazing! Shadowfoot!
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“The Ogatorf family… I didn’t expect that level of connection to remain, even under the toothless name of Levien. I thought they would have severed all ties by now, given the circumstances.”

The men kneeling before the man who muttered this while gazing at the single lamp illuminating the dim room remained silent. 

They knew their master’s words weren’t a question but a simple soliloquy.

And their judgment was correct. 

Upon hearing that the key figure in this incident had made a move through the Ogatorf family, the man admired his own foresight in ordering surveillance, unlike the few other retainers of Margrave Levien.

At first, he’d wondered if the man, true to his common birth, had quickly betrayed his master and jumped onto another ship. 

However, judging by his recent actions, he seemed to possess an unexpected degree of loyalty. 

The audacity to stand against the Noble Council for his master’s honor was, frankly, appealing.

But what was most appealing was the information now in his possession: that the man had met with Duke Lesrom, the head of the old Noble faction, after the incident.

He had acquired the information first. 

That fact alone brought him immense satisfaction. 

He hadn’t given much thought to how to use the information or whether it was truly useful. 

The fact that it had already spread widely among the common soldiers through word of mouth was also outside his realm of concern. 

Such trivial matters were for commoners; nobles operated on a different level.

Like a noblewoman delighted to be the first to possess a fashionable accessory, he was experiencing a similar catharsis through information.

“Now, how should I utilize this sharp knife of a man?”

Commoners couldn’t participate in tomorrow’s trial.

Naturally, he had ample time to approach the person of interest, and he had no intention of missing the opportunity. 

His mind began to fill with plans on what to offer to entice the man to his side.

The Ogatorf family was of no concern to him. 

While the head’s skill, which had once ranked him among the King’s Top Ten Swordsmen, might be genuine, that was the extent of it. 

The Ogatorf family, who lived like monks focused solely on honor, possessed considerable wealth, but it was paltry compared to their reputation. 

Ultimately, they were no different from soldiers, destined to die on the battlefield.

If Count Bosha’s plan succeeded, the Ogatorf family would be ruined, whether they wanted it or not. 

The daughter of the Ogatorf family was quite beautiful, so she could be used somehow, but Ekaf, with his unwavering loyalty to the royal family, was beyond redemption. 

His demise was a foregone conclusion.

“Wouldn’t he be surprised if I offered him a wyvern from the outer territories?”

His long-held belief was that commoners, unlike nobles, were motivated by money, not honor.

And what about himself? 

He could confidently say his financial power was among the top within the new Noble faction. 

His current position as a baron was merely due to unfortunate timing. 

That, too, was about to change.

Although he’d suffered a significant loss about two years ago when he lent two wyverns to Viscount Etabil and never got them back, the wyverns he was secretly raising were still thriving.

“I can certainly offer a wyvern to a warrior who returned victorious even against the Hero.”

He was a man of such capacity and capability.

As he reveled in his own brilliance, a knock echoed against the heavy iron door guarding the room.

Knock, knock

“Who is it?”

‘Huh?’

Everyone in the room shared the same question.

The kind of question one would ask when confronted with the illogical situation of someone knocking on a door and then asking who was there.

As everyone turned their gaze towards the door in bewilderment,

KABOOM!

“It’s me! Me! Me! Me!! Me! Me! Me!”

With a sudden explosion, the iron door crumpled and flew into the room.

“Uwaaagh!”

Even as one of his underlings, unlucky enough to be in the door’s trajectory, took the full force of the impact to his head and collapsed, the man, their master, couldn’t comprehend the situation. 

Neither could the remaining three, who had been reporting the results of their surveillance.

“Mighty and powerful evening! If you ask my name! You don’t need to know. I don’t introduce myself when I’m killing everyone.”

Ignoring them, the person of interest, having kicked the iron door open like it was paper, entered the room, uttering a nonsensical self-introduction.
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“W-wait! Sir Egga! It’s a misunderstanding! A huge misunderstanding…!”

“There can’t be a misunderstanding with these guys who were tailing me like assassins.”

Glancing at the man who was still down, possibly with a fractured skull from the door incident, Eldmia swiftly decapitated the man who was frantically waving his hands and trying to explain.

Shadowfoot’s map was incredibly accurate. 

It took Eldmia less than 30 minutes to change back into his adventurer’s attire and arrive at the location. 

The place was a basement in an otherwise nondescript building in the southern market district of the capital. 

Honestly, he was a bit taken aback at first by the utterly ordinary building. 

However, trusting Shadowfoot, he descended to the basement, kicked the door open, and was greeted by a rather typical scene.

The space was decorated in a way that screamed, “This is a temporary location for a secret meeting.” 

He briefly wondered if these guys read too many novels or were simply idiots, but once he decided to clear his mind, he felt much more at ease.

“You scoundrel!! How dare you insult me, knowing who I am!!”

Just as he was about to decapitate the remaining men, the middle-aged, pot-bellied man who had been sitting on a chair alone abruptly stood up and raged.

What? 

He smelled something familiarly foul, like Rudra’s lackeys, emanating from this stranger…?

“W-who are you?”

Feigning hesitation, Eldmia casually inquired, and the emboldened pot-bellied man bellowed,

“I am Baron Dioti da Rubili, a close aide to Count Bosha and the lord of Rubili territory!”

“And what does that have to do with me?”

“What?”

“I said, what does that have to do with me!!”

He had no business with this man in the first place, and now that he knew his name, he had even less.

Without hesitation, Eldmia charged forward and decapitated the pot-bellied man.

The ceiling wasn’t very high, so the man’s head bounced off it once before landing on the floor. 

The faces of the two remaining, soon-to-be corpses, paled even further in the dimly lit room.

“Haagh?!”

“He, he killed the Baron!”

“Do you have time to be surprised? You’re next.”

It just so happened that all the men who died first were male, but he had no intention of sparing the women. 

Man or woman, anyone who wielded a sword could kill. 

He was prepared to completely ignore any cliché excuses like, “I was just following orders.”

“Sir Knight! Please! Please spare my life! I’ll tell you anything! I’ll…!”

“I doubt you know anything more than the Baron.”

Having no interest in offering false hope, Eldmia decapitated the pleading man and approached the remaining woman. 

However, her unexpected reaction made him pause.

“I’ll become your spy.”

Just moments ago, while the other man was still alive, she had worn an expression of pure terror. 

Now, she maintained an incredibly calm demeanor, looking directly at him. 

He would have cut her down if it were just words, but her sudden and drastic shift in attitude, almost like a split personality, was unsettling.

“What kind of amazing spy can the Baron’s lackey become?”

“I’m an informant planted by Count Bosha. Spare my life, and I’ll betray Count Bosha.”

“That’s too convenient a story. Don’t you think the loss from it being false outweighs the gain from it being true? Especially with your life on the line? You betray that easily?”

“That’s due to the limitations of the contract Count Bosha made with us.”

“Us? Contract?”

Perhaps believing actions spoke louder than words, the woman carefully raised her hands to cover her face, then slowly lowered them.

“What…?”

Her face had completely changed!

“Divine power?”

He’d been channeling mana to enhance his senses, anticipating any tricks. 

The fact that he hadn’t sensed anything meant she was either a shapeshifting monster or a follower of a god who granted such power.

Given the current situation, the latter was far more likely. 

Shapeshifting monsters weren’t unheard of, but they couldn’t speak.

“Contracts that involve our lives are expensive. And there’s a significant price difference between contracts with and without that condition. Count Bosha hired me at a lower price, assuming there would be no threat to my life in this location.”



“So that pot-bellied man was…?”

“Yes. He was someone who meticulously prioritized his own safety, believing he would never face this kind of threat. Running away in the face of danger was part of the contract, but… I’ve decided I can’t escape.”

This was tricky.

If he killed her, Bosha would likely become suspicious when he didn’t receive a report. 

If he spared her, he couldn’t trust a creature who betrayed so readily.

However, it didn’t seem like Bosha would carelessly plant such an easily swayed informant, given the wide scope of his operations.

Perhaps she could escape most situations with that ability?

“Let’s say I don’t kill you. How long will it take for news of this mess to reach them?”

“If I don’t report it, they wouldn’t know unless someone else reported it.”

“Evidence?”

“Baron Rubili, due to his vanity, preferred to operate in secrecy. He was delusional, believing he controlled the underworld’s information. However, despite his delusions, he was meticulous in using his vast wealth to create hidden locations like this and move discreetly. This place is the same. Even if they knew of its existence, they wouldn’t know Baron Rubili was specifically here.”

“…How often were you supposed to report?”

“……Every four days.”

Her delayed response was likely due to her fear that he would kill her after calculating the time frame.

Being treated like a thug was slightly irritating, but given the circumstances, he’d let it slide.

“You’re coming with me.”

His decision was based on the faint hope that Ekaf might find a use for her. 

It was the best course of action he could take at the moment.

Even if she couldn’t be used as a double agent, she likely possessed valuable information.

As he sheathed his sword and declared his intentions, the woman, contrary to her composed demeanor, let out a long sigh of relief.
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“But you explained it as if you were already aware of Count Bosha’s existence. How did you know?”

“You didn’t react at all when Baron Rubila mentioned him.”

After confirming that the man knocked unconscious by the iron door was actually dead, Eldmia emerged with the sole survivor, the shapeshifter woman—henceforth referred to as Mongsoon—and casually re-positioned the crumpled door. 

He posed his question, and Mongsoon replied with an air of nonchalance.

“Couldn’t I just be a simple madman?”

“I was one of the people tailing you today, Eldmia-nim. Someone meticulous enough to use reflections in necklaces to check for surveillance isn’t likely a simple lunatic.”

“What? You noticed that?”

“Unlike the others, I’m a professional.”

Huh. 

And yet she was just playing along with the others? 

That was even more baffling.

But judging by her inability to recognize that a true madman is a cold and calculating one, she was still naive.

“So, that contract thing is full of loopholes unless it’s very specific?”

“That’s correct. It’s the Church’s policy, and something all clients who commission the Church must accept.”

Eldmia wondered if anyone could confidently hire them without a comprehensive guidebook, but the ability to change faces was undeniably appealing.

“How much does it cost to hire a Church member?”

“It varies by individual.”

“Of course, it depends on their success rate. But there must be a base price, right?”

“No. I’m referring to the client.”

As Eldmia casually toppled some items near the entrance to block the passageway and made his way out of the building, Mongsoon continued to cooperate, explaining,

“We judge the importance of a task based on the client’s worth. The hiring cost is adjusted accordingly.”

“Worth? So, if the King hires you, it’s cheaper?”

“Worth isn’t determined by worldly power, but through divine oracle.”

“Wait, are you saying a god literally tells you how much a person is worth?”

Eldmia was so taken aback by the absurdity that he couldn’t maintain his composure. 

Mongsoon’s face twitched. 

Was she… laughing? 

And at such a bizarre moment?

“Pfft, no, that’s not it. Divine oracles are difficult to express in words, but it’s an evaluation of the client’s intended action, its impact on the world, and whether it’s within the client’s capabilities.”

“I thought it was a god obsessed with money.”

“There’s no such god. Money doesn’t ascend to heaven.”

“True.”

Even the God of Commerce values the act of trade, not money itself. 

Hearing this explanation, Eldmia grew even more curious about Mongsoon.

“So, you said the price for buying someone’s life is higher. Do you know what Count Bosha’s worth was, that he chose to hire you at a regular price instead of paying for your life?”

“Of course. The oracle isn’t received through someone else; the one carrying out the commission receives it directly. I assessed his worth.”

“And how much was it?”

“The price he should have paid for my life was 50 Merchant Guild gold coins.”

Eldmia deserved a round of applause for not stopping in his tracks at Mongsoon’s reply.

That meant 100 regular gold coins!

“Without questioning your Church’s doctrines, are there really people who pay that much for your lives?”

“As I said, it depends on the person. In some cases, people risk their lives for just two silver coins.”

The price range was incredibly flexible. 

If there was a reasonable price, Eldmia would have considered re-hiring her to reduce variables, but it was out of the question now.

As he reeled from the exorbitant price, Mongsoon spoke as if reading his mind.

“You don’t need to worry about that right now, Eldmia-nim. Think of it this way: you spared a life worth 50 Merchant Guild gold coins. I will cooperate accordingly.”

Even if their worth differed according to the Church’s doctrines, her words were reassuring. Sparing her life felt worthwhile.

Bringing Mongsoon back to the mansion, Eldmia checked if Lord Ekaf had returned, but he hadn’t. 

He suspected an all-night emergency meeting, but he couldn’t wait indefinitely. 

He decided to explain the situation to Cheryl and entrust Mongsoon to her.

“Dream worshippers… How do you keep finding these rare individuals?”

“Rare?”

“You saw the power she was granted, right? That can’t be common.”

Apparently, her rank was lower than a Saint, but she received similar treatment within the Church. 

There were supposedly only four such individuals per generation. 

Eldmia was impressed that Bosha had managed to find one.

“Anyway, I’m busy, so I’ll ask you a favor. Asirye and I are going to destroy a slave trading operation.”

“Didn’t you say tomorrow?”

“I did, but after hearing her story, I changed my mind. We can attack now.”

The original plan was to systematically dismantle Bosha’s illegal businesses while he was attending the trial. 

This was to exploit the fact that no one could enter or leave the trial venue during proceedings, delaying any potential countermeasures from Bosha.

But thanks to Mongsoon, that elaborate plan was unnecessary.

“It’s certain. It was often mentioned during discussions with other conspirators. All of Count Bosha’s subordinates report to him on the same day.”

Since Mongsoon had reported to Bosha the previous day, Eldmia could wreak havoc for the next four days without worrying about Bosha finding out.

“To think I’d resolve this long-standing grudge so unexpectedly.”

Smiling at the sheer joy of it, Eldmia turned to Asirye, who was already prepared, and mirrored his grin.

“You look very happy, Eldi.”

“Of course. I don’t know what Bosha looks like, but imagining his despair when he finds out is exhilarating.”

“Hee hee hee. I’m happy if Eldi is happy.”

Since he was involved in treason, he must have some forces at his disposal, right?

Eldmia had been looking for an opportunity to practice fighting against larger groups, and this was perfect.

He’d show them what it meant to turn their forces and resources into corpses and ashes.
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Eldmia quickly understood why Zikmel had mentioned the slave traders first when asked for the nearest location.

“So, those tents I thought belonged to a traveling circus are actually run by those damned slave traders?”

Having lived in the capital for over a year and a half, and having done his fair share of adventuring, Eldmia was confident he knew what lay beyond the outer walls.

He was wrong. 

He honestly hadn’t imagined that those tents, identical to the circus tents he’d seen in movies, were sites of human rights violations.

“I thought their location was odd. Turns out they put some thought into it.”



It was deceptively close to the main roads, yet distanced from the capital, and far from areas frequented by monsters. 

With adequate security, it was a safe location. 

And it was conveniently outside the flagged patrol routes of the capital’s patrol units.

It was a perfect spot: patrols rarely came by, customers could access it easily, and there was no need to worry about monsters or bandits. 

Observing the scene from a nearby hill, Eldmia was dumbfounded, but Asirye seemed to have different feelings.

“Hee hee. It’s been a while since I’ve done a raid like this. Brings back memories.”

“Memories?”

“I clashed with elf hunters a lot when I lived in the forest.”

Eldmia almost asked how long ago that was, but his commendable patience held him back.

“Are there any similarities in their camp layout?”

“Hmm, not really. But that’s actually a good thing. They’re here to sell slaves, not capture them, right? And they’ve been doing this for a while, so they’re focused on appearances rather than efficiency.”

Asirye explained that elf hunter camps were designed for immediate response to attacks from any direction. 

Their tents were low to the ground, and torches and bonfires were strategically placed to eliminate blind spots. 

These guys were the opposite.

“It’s about creating an atmosphere. I heard this from a merchant a long time ago: even someone with no intention of buying can be tempted under the right circumstances.”

To encourage illicit behavior, they held their market at night, creating a dark and shady atmosphere. 

The paths for customers were well-lit and ornate, while areas outside their view were intentionally dim and quiet.

Naturally, there was no chance of a coordinated response to an attack from the shadows.

“Ambushes are always the best.”

“You’re right. Unlike those superficial knights, Eldi is clever.”

As Asirye stood on her tiptoes to pat his head, Eldmia bent down, enjoying the rising excitement.

Their setup might have been effective for business, but tonight, it would be their downfall. 

The thought of the slaves gaining freedom and the slave traders’ souls being liberated from their physical shells made his muscles pump with anticipation.

“Imagine those customers paying upfront, expecting their slaves to arrive tomorrow.”

“Right? They’ll lie in bed, full of anticipation, completely unaware that the merchants are dead and the slaves are free.”

They laughed, genuinely delighted by the impending misfortune of their enemies.

Shared joy is doubled joy, after all.
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The wide plain offered an unobstructed view. 

With the only light sources being the campfires and the lanterns hanging from the numerous carriages, it wasn’t difficult to monitor their movements. 

However, those “guests” lingered late into the night, leaving us with nothing to do but graze on grass, bored out of our minds.

“If you drop the torch from that watchtower over there, Eldi can take care of things.”

“Okay, then I’ll extinguish that one, and the two torches by the tent below, and then we’ll start.”

Of course, we weren’t actually just grazing idly. 

We used the time to solidify our plan, observing the camp’s layout, anticipating the location of supplies, and calculating the coverage we could achieve if we took control of the watchtowers as sniper points.

We estimated the camp housed at least forty people, judging by the ten or so tents. 

Based on the arrangement, we also figured out where they were likely holding the slaves.

But even that analysis only took about thirty minutes. 

Their business went on much longer than we anticipated, forcing us to endure the chilly night air with the help of spirit magic for another hour before the last carriage finally departed.

“Looks like that’s the last one. Let’s go, sis.”

The objective was simple: secure any documented evidence we could find and rescue the slaves. 

While I would have preferred to purify the entire place with fire, we needed the camp relatively intact for the investigators from the capital. 

So, I decided to restrain myself.

We didn’t rush. 

It took time for the day’s work to end, for personal time to begin, and for the atmosphere to relax. 

We needed to strike when a sense of relief settled over the camp, shattering their routine and giving those slave traders a taste of the karma they’d been sowing.

As we approached, Asirye nocked an arrow. 

Without a word, I channeled my mana and sprinted towards their wooden barricade.

The barricade was nothing more than a fence reaching my waist. 

Even with the sharpened stakes meant to deter animals and monsters, it was easily jumpable.

With my athleticism, honed to cover over 200 meters in under five seconds, it was child’s play. 

My mana control, which significantly improved after the incident in the Empire, made my movements even lighter.

I ran silently. 

A mercenary, lounging and yawning on the watchtower, only noticed me when I entered the area illuminated by his torch.

Our eyes met. 

Before he could react, Asirye’s arrow pierced his throat, pinning him to the watchtower’s post.

Thud!

The sound of the arrow embedding itself, like a driven nail, was our signal. 

I vaulted over the barricade, landing like a hurdler. 

I listened for any signs of alarm, but heard nothing.

Only a poor soul, blissfully unaware, washing his face. 

The noisy splashing drowned out even the sound of the arrow.

“Talk about bad luck.”

“Huh? Who…”

Swish!

Normally, I might have spared him, interrogated him for information. 

But he was in league with slave traders, so there would be no mercy this time. 

I drew my sword and beheaded him.

It was the same whether I killed them first and searched later. 

They weren’t likely to bury important documents, were they?

I peeked inside the nearest tent. 

Two men slept inside. 

I swiftly dispatched them, then used the dead man’s water bucket to extinguish the torch by the tent. 

Asirye followed me into the camp.

“This is the first time I’ve seen you fight, Eldi. You’re remarkably clean. I’ve heard beheading someone isn’t easy.”

“Surprisingly, you get the hang of it. Oh, could you toss down that guy’s sword, and any daggers he has? This one was washing up, so he’s unarmed.”

“Sword? Daggers too?”

“If he has any, yes.”

I’d heard that beheading someone, even a defenseless person, wasn’t easy, but that kind of common knowledge didn’t apply to a body rigorously trained and enhanced with mana. 

Asirye scaled the watchtower with the agility of a squirrel. 

She extinguished the remaining torch with the water bucket and tossed down two daggers and a shortsword, still attached to their belt.

Even a cursory glance revealed they weren’t high-quality weapons, but they were well-maintained and sharp. 

I slung them over my shoulder and, stooping low, began moving through the shadows, mindful of any sound.

Even with precautions, my large frame made stealth difficult. 

As a devotee of surprise attacks, I appreciated the concept of infiltration, but my body wasn’t cooperating. 

It was a bit depressing.

“Not much longer of this, huh?”

“Didn’t they say you could rest for a week this time?”

“Yeah, and with a hefty bonus. I’m planning to spend three days at the brothel.”

I’d been checking every tent as I went. 

This time, I heard voices from inside before I could lift the flap.

“How long do you think you can keep doing this? You need to save your money, kid.”

“Screw that. I can do this for another ten years. The pay is too good. A little spending at the brothel won’t make a dent.”

“What’s the point of hoarding the goods the boss gives us if you’re just going to waste it at the brothel? I don’t get you.”

“I’d rather jerk off than do that with a slave.”

“You’re hopeless.”

Three voices. 

A lamp lit inside the tent, revealing their shadows. 

We’d barely missed them. 

Judging by the moving shadows, they were removing their gear and changing clothes.

It was the perfect opportunity to take them out silently. 

I checked for anyone nearby, then, drawing a dagger in each hand, strode into the tent.

“Huh? What?”

“I’m off duty tod— Who are you?”

The three men were positioned perfectly for throwing knives. 

Two were in the process of removing their leather armor. 

I flung the daggers at their foreheads, then lunged at the third, who had his back to me, and smashed my elbow into the back of his skull. 

The tent was cleared in an instant.

Crack!

“Ugh!”

“Oops.”

Except for the last one. 

I was confident in my throwing skills, so I hadn’t doubted the daggers would find their mark. 

But I hadn’t expected to break his neck with a single elbow strike.

“Did I get stronger without realizing it…?”

It felt like I’d shattered at least one of his cervical vertebrae.

I’d actually intended to interrogate them, find out where the slaves were kept. 

It was a bit disconcerting. 

But what could I do? 

The deed was done. 

I looted their pockets and weapons, then extinguished the lamp.

The night was young. 

I’d find what I was looking for eventually.
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From atop the watchtower, Asirye identified the other guards and eliminated them. 

She observed Eldmia’s movements, tilting her head.



He was strangely proficient, despite never having been taught these skills. 

He was also remarkably smooth.

Did he take assassination requests instead of adventuring jobs…?

She knew it was impossible, yet the thought lingered. 

His actions were too clean. 

He extinguished lights efficiently, moved silently even at a distance, and was acutely aware of his surroundings.

He showed no hesitation. 

He’d already cleared four tents. 

Asirye felt her support was almost unnecessary.

She’d expected to feel a range of emotions watching him fight for the first time, but she was surprisingly calm. 

It was a new discovery. 

Remaining vigilant, she decided to move to another watchtower. 

He’d already eliminated nearly half the camp, but complacency was dangerous.

She descended and moved through the camp like a cat. 

The area Eldmia had cleared was eerily silent. 

The only scent was the faint smell of blood.

But Asirye felt a sense of relief.

That Eldmia, only fifteen, was so proficient in so many areas meant his chances of achieving his revenge were high.

A strange sense of elation filled her. 

She hoped the remaining enemies would be dealt with just as efficiently. 

Reaching the second watchtower, she located Eldmia. 

At that moment…

“Aaaaaah!”

A piercing scream shattered the silence.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Damn it.

I’d been careless. 

Forget spacing out or whatever, I hadn’t even imagined it.

That these guys weren’t soldiers, but ultimately criminals, the dregs of humanity who bought and sold people.

“Aaaaaah!”

Of course, such scum wouldn’t adhere to strict military discipline or regulations. 

Still, I had to give them credit; the first guy I encountered, whom I’d just liberated from the pain of existence, was talking about going to a brothel and refusing to deal with slaves.

Who would have guessed they’d be hiding prostitutes in another tent for personal use?

Once again, I barged in, intending to kill first and ask questions later, but the shadow I thought was a blanket turned out to be a woman lying there.

What could I do, now that the damage was done? 

Mustering all my patience, I addressed the prostitute, who was alternating her gaze between the two dead men and me, screaming her lungs out.

“Sigh… Excuse me.”

“Aaaaaah!”

She just kept screaming like a crow, shredding my patience to tatters.

“I was having such good luck today, too…”

I brought seolleongtang, but why won’t she eat it?! 

Ah, that’s not the point.

“Sigh. Fine. They’ll be swarming here any minute anyway, so what’s the point of yelling at you to leave? You stay here. I’m leaving.”

I had planned to assassinate the entire camp with the mindset of “no witnesses, no crime,” but that plan had spectacularly failed.

Letting out a deep sigh, I exited the tent, and as expected, men were already emerging from all directions, armed and panicking at the screams. 

Observing their reactions with the prostitute’s shrieks as background music, I noticed something odd.

“What, what’s going on?! What happened?!”

“Who’s that? Anyone know him?”

“Never seen him before…?”

It seemed they didn’t all know each other, as these kinds of reactions kept popping up. 

Exasperated by their sheer incompetence, I couldn’t help but offer some advice.

“If you see an unfamiliar face, shouldn’t you assume it’s an intruder? You’re a funny bunch.”

“What?! Emergency! Emergen—cy!”

“Intruder! Get the boss!!”

I’d already taken out about half of them, it seemed, but there were still quite a few left. 

Just the ones I could see numbered over ten, and I could tell there was more commotion further away.

Taking advantage of my height to observe the situation, three energetic-looking men started approaching me with swords and ropes. 

Did they bring those in case a slave escaped? 

Ingenious, yet understandable.

“Stay put, and you won’t get hurt. Quietly…”

“Hey, idiot, do I look like a slave to you?”

Despite their preparedness, their actions were idiotic. 

One of them, seemingly having lost all sense of fear just because I was standing there doing nothing, approached me directly, so I punched him in the face and snatched his sword.

Another unexpected development was that he died from just that.

How did I know? 

His forehead caved in like he’d been hit with a “STOP!” sign. 

It would be strange if he were still alive.

Wow? 

Was this because of the gauntlet’s hardness? 

I’d have to control my strength better from now on.

While I was surprised by the change in my own strength, they were even more startled and began to back away.

“H-holy shit, his head exploded from a single punch…!”

“Who, who are you?! How dare you intrude here, knowing where this is!?”

“Seriously. Anyone would think I’d trespassed on some noble’s land. A bunch of slave traders acting like they’re royalty.”

They were going to die anyway, even if they’d groveled at my feet, but their blatant lack of awareness only fueled the bad Eldmia and the worse Eldmia within me. 

My annoyance was evident on my face, but I saw no reason to hide it, so I pointed at the ground and replied.

“What is this? A street-side slave shop, a scene of human rights violations.”

“H-human rights what?”

Despite my blatant hostility, they still didn’t dare attack me en masse, so they were probably just thugs who preyed on innocent civilians under the guise of slave hunting.

Fueled by my overflowing disgust, I pointed at myself with the finger that had been pointing at the ground and continued.

“Who am I? Eldmia Egga, slave trader hunter.”

“W-what did we ever do to you?!”

“You didn’t, but my sister was once taken by slave traders. Since then, all of you are my enemies.”

“C-crazy bastard!”

Situation assessment complete. 

Even with about ten of them gathered, they were still hesitant. 

These guys were nothing. 

As always, I unleashed my mana, propelled myself forward, and beheaded the man who had dared call me crazy.

“Even a crazy bastard’s sword can kill you!”

With his head cleanly soaring into the night sky as a warning, the battle began.

“Shit, he’s an Aura user! A crazy Aura user has appeared!!”

Meanwhile, some of the men further away were yelling at the top of their lungs, acting as human alarms. 

They probably thought they were pressuring me while summoning more allies, but…

“It seems to me like all your allies are already here.”

Including the ones still approaching, there were about twenty of them? 

Even those who were cautiously emerging from the shadows were being silently picked off by Asirye’s arrows. 

Their hesitation and attempts to retreat only made things easier for me.

What good was their superior number if most of them couldn’t even attack simultaneously? 

Even when they did manage to charge, it was only in groups of three or four.

“Shit, crossbows! Get the crossbows!”

“What are the others doing, being so late… Uwaaagh!”

“Get the tridents if you can’t find the crossbows, you idiots!”

Numbers could always be a threat, so I remained vigilant, but unlike my responsible approach to combat, the panic and confusion spreading among them, lacking a leader to restore order, had spiraled out of control.

Perhaps things would have been different if they hadn’t yelled about me being an Aura user. 

After that outburst, those lacking confidence started hesitating and eventually fled, only to meet their fate at the end of Asirye’s arrows. 

Their numbers dwindled steadily.

As if proving that anyone calm and skilled enough to witness heads flying with every swing of a sword wouldn’t be wasting their talent on slave hunting, it took less than five minutes for their numbers to drop from over twenty to just four.

Hmm. 

I might be pretty strong…

“S-spare…”

“Not a chance.”

Finally, I beheaded the last man, who chose to surrender and drop his weapon rather than flee, concluding the massacre.

Unlike him, the three who chose to run would either die by Asirye’s arrows or somehow escape and disappear, but judging by their appearance, they weren’t high-ranking enough to report to anyone connected to Count Bosha, so I decided to leave them be.

What concerned me more was the boss, who hadn’t appeared despite the five-minute carnage. 

Standing amidst the bloodbath, I shouted at the top of my lungs.

“Boss! Come out, come out, wherever you are! You win!”

I doubted those guys would be so eager to find a boss with no combat ability. 

Maintaining my reasonable suspicion, I took about twenty more steps when a voice called out from my right.

“Who the hell are you?”

A muffled voice, as if his vocal cords were fat. 

A heavily armored giant, who looked like a knight, emerged from the large tent where nobles had been coming and going.

“Wow, I’m not short myself, but you’re even taller.”

The armored pig, with no visible weakness except his still-lowered visor, addressed me with a disgusting smile.

“You little runt caused quite a mess. What happened to my men?”

“Can’t you tell by the silence? They’re all dead. And I’m not that small. You’re only about 5 centimeters taller than me, at best.”

He was acting like he towered over me by 20 centimeters. 

I almost beheaded him right there out of spite.



“But it’s strange. You don’t seem particularly bright. Are you really in charge here?”

Provoking him out of spite, he responded by swinging his warhammer at my head. 

I dodged easily and took a step back to observe him.

It wasn’t comparable to Yekaterina’s siege hammer, but it was still a sizable warhammer, and his movements were faster than expected, despite the heavy armor.

But that was all. 

Yekaterina was much faster.

“Are you an Aura user?”

Just in case, I checked with my enhanced senses and felt a faint trace of Aura, so I asked, and he replied with a smug grin, resting the warhammer on his shoulder.

“Khehehe. Yeah. Scared now?”

“Scared? Uh-huh-huh-huh. Alright, I’ll bet all my money and both my wrists.”

Man, it wasn’t something nice to say to a woman, but Yekaterina truly was a monster.

How could she swing that siege hammer, much heavier than this one, like a spear? 

Anyway, with my minor question resolved, I had no further business with him, so I leveled my sword, matching his gaze, and took my stance.

“You little shit…”

As he scoffed at me and reached up to close his visor, preparing for a proper fight, I charged with all my might and swung my sword.

What distance? 

Even the slightest opening was enough for me to strike. 

The distance, which had seemed insurmountable to him, closed in an instant, faster than his perception, and my sword pierced his skull and one of his eyeballs without resistance.

“…Huh?”

Such a grand entrance, only to end with a single swing. 

A fitting end for a slave-trading scum. 

The so-called boss died without even reacting properly, his remaining eye rolled back in its socket.

As expected, surprise attacks are always the right choice, and carelessness invited death.
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“My goodness, there’s someone even bigger than Eldi.”

Asirye, who had come running from a different watchtower than the one she first climbed, made a rather shocking first impression upon seeing the boss’s corpse.

“What? Sis? You’re talking as if I’m some specimen of a giant?”

“Hmm. But it’s true…?” 

“That feels incredibly unfair.”

Even though it was true that I was exceptionally large compared to my peers, with examples like Yekaterina and Radnelbandes existing, I found Asirye’s assessment to be unjust. 

But Asirye, who turned her gaze away from my sense of injustice and searched the boss’s belongings, found a bundle of keys and handed them to me, saying,

“Perhaps he was in charge of managing the captives? Recalling the people coming and going to this tent during the earlier reconnaissance, it seems this was likely the auction site.”

“According to him, he called those dead guys over there his subordinates, but from the brief conversation, he seemed a bit lacking. Maybe the brains are hiding somewhere else?”

“Indeed, considering they’re doing business with nobles, that’s a definite possibility. Come to think of it, what was that scream earlier?”

“An unexpected variable. Turns out they were secretly hiding a prostitute. She’s quiet now, either unconscious or something.”

“Hmm. Their security is lax. Maybe they grew complacent with their backing from a nobel?”

I hadn’t thought of it that way, but it seemed quite plausible. 

Just considering the customers we briefly observed, there were quite a few, so these guys must have been in business for more than a day or two.

From my perspective, the end result was that I easily disposed of over forty people like eating cake, so it didn’t really matter.

“Just in case, could you check the surroundings to see if there’s anyone we missed? You’re more skilled at tracking than me, after all.”

“Hehe. Maintaining vigilance even after such an easy victory is an excellent attitude. I’ll be right back.”

Come to think of it, I never had a chance to directly show Asirye my movements in actual combat, only learning from her each time. 

Realizing she didn’t show any signs of being startled, I suddenly felt a sense of pride.

“Hello! I’m here for the regular inspection… Damn. They were quite serious.”

Adjusting my mood after being praised by my lifelong mentor, the inside of the tent I entered was set up very seriously like an auction house, with the floor dug out and carved. 

Thanks to that, I became convinced there must be someone else playing the role of the brain besides that boss guy.

From the lighting to the not-so-deep tunnels dug into the ground to bring in slaves, it was easy to discern that someone with a talent for entertainment, if I may say so, had staged the set to boost excitement and stimulate consumers’ purchasing desires. 

From beginning to end, they had thoroughly established the atmosphere.

“I really want to catch them and see their face.”

I didn’t know who it was, but they knew how to use their head and consider various factors for profit. 

Perhaps for the sake of their life, they might readily sell out Count Bosha or those associated with him. 

If we could drag them back, wouldn’t Lord Ekaf find a way to make good use of them?

With that thought, I moved a bit further through the mediocre tunnel, where there were clear signs of slaves being moved while chained, and saw a sight I had somewhat expected.

About twenty people, regardless of race, were imprisoned in iron cages designed to confine humans. 

Perhaps because there were no particularly hostile races, they were locked up without distinction, yet they showed no sense of unease towards each other.

In a scene that was a small consolation, if any, the hygiene seemed better than expected, perhaps because the customers were nobles. 

I spoke with the utmost courtesy.

“Greetings, everyone. I’m from the Slave Liberation Front. I believe a slave trader may be hiding somewhere here. Does anyone know of them?”

My sudden appearance and words were enough to focus their attention. 

I could feel the gazes of those who had been on high alert change drastically with just the word “liberation.” 

Some seemed to have a different language and didn’t understand what I was saying, but those who read the atmosphere showed similar reactions.

However, contrary to their hopeful gazes, no one spoke up.

As if something was at play, preventing them from harboring complete hope.

“Hmm. Interesting. They don’t seem to have taken any magical measures…”

Through the eyes proven by Rudra’s son of a bitch, I wondered if magic was cast on the shackles or chains worn by them, preventing them from speaking, but that wasn’t the case either.

While looking around, wondering if there was some device in the space… something subtle caught my eye.

A lump of magic in the shape of a person.

“…Strange.”

Just in case they sensed my gaze, I naturally turned my head, and after some time passed, the lump of mana really began to move stealthily. 

That was clearly an invisibility or concealment magic.

I could even detect magic. 

This was the first time I learned that, having never encountered those using such persistent magic before.

“They couldn’t have gathered only mutes, right? Hey, you there? The aura-using bastards outside are all dead, you know? You don’t have to worry. I didn’t sneak in, after all.”

As I slowly walked towards the center of the cages, the lump of mana I glanced at didn’t seem to have any intention of running away. 

Instead, it moved very slowly, took out something resembling a blade from its bosom, and gradually closed the distance behind me.

Huh. 

I’m threatening them, saying I killed all their subordinates or colleagues, and they’re still approaching to slit my throat?

The gradually quickening pace seemed to exude confidence in their victory, and yet, judging by the absence of any footsteps, it seemed they had even cast a noise suppression magic. 

From start to finish, this was a being specialized in stealthily fleeing or assassinating. 

It was interesting, as I had never encountered this type before.

“They don’t believe me even though I’m not lying…”

Mumbling as if disappointed, I pretended not to notice, turned my body towards the being, reached out, grasped the hand holding the dagger, and greeted them with a bright smile.

“Why don’t you believe me?”

“……!”

It was certain. 

Judging by the being’s movements and the trembling felt through their hand, it was as if they were screaming like they had seen a ghost. 

Faster than the being trying to struggle free from my grip, I dug into their bosom and headbutted where their nose would be, causing blood to spurt from the empty air as the being went limp.

“Hmm. Even if I can’t use it, I should still study magic. There are all sorts of strange things, really.”

“You, you caught the mage with your bare hands!”

“Hero! Please! Please get us out of here!”

“Save us!”

The people who had kept their mouths shut as if they were dead until I grabbed the being’s hand, began to cry out from all directions as if my headbutting and the blood spurting in the air, followed by my nonchalant expression as I released the hand I was holding, were a signal.

“As I just mentioned, you are all safe now. Please calm down, everyone. I will just restrain this fellow and return.”

“Don’t go! Please!”

“Herooooo!!”

Hmm. 

Human distrust. 

It’s understandable, having been captured in a place like this, but still.

Seeing them clinging to the iron bars, regardless of race or gender, it was hard to simply ignore them and leave.

However, without restraining this being in an invisible state, not knowing if they were truly unconscious or not, leaving them unbound could lead to trouble if something were to happen. 

After a brief contemplation, I took out my sword, sheath and all, struck it into the ground, and slightly raised my voice, unsure if it would be effective or not.

“Don’t worry! The slave traders have all paid the price with their lives. You are safe now. But if I don’t restrain this unidentified mage, there may be other dangers after you are freed. I prioritize restraining them! To alleviate your anxieties even a little, I will leave my sword here, so please wait a moment!”



“You, you mean it, right? You won’t abandon us, will you?”

You’re not even a lass, and hearing a man plead like that makes me want to abandon you. 

I hate not being able to speak my true thoughts in this situation.

“I swear upon my sword. Please wait a little.”

In the end, by imitating a shoddy knight as they desired, I managed to quell the commotion to some extent. 

I didn’t know if they found meaning in my words, swearing on my sword, thinking of who I was, but as long as it worked, that was enough.

After the unique experience of tying up the invisible person with a rope that seemed suitable, it took more time than expected to return, pick up my sword that had become covered in dirt, and open the door for them.

They were all about to grab me and bow in gratitude, one by one, so by the time I received all that, it really never ended.

“For now, I will check with my companion to see if there are any other threats nearby and return. It’s not very clean outside… so please wait here if possible.”

Fortunately, no one was tactless enough to ask why it wasn’t clean.

Moreover, since no one even insisted on going out right away, ignoring my words, I was able to leave the place quite satisfied.
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Emerging from the large circus-like tent, I dragged the still-invisible figure behind me, searching the encampment for a tent that looked like it might belong to someone in charge.

I wasn’t searching with any real leads. 

The people caged hadn’t offered any information. 

I simply couldn’t stand the oppressive atmosphere of the place and left, hoping to find something useful while wandering around.

The only sounds in the quiet night air were my footsteps and the rustling of the invisible figure I was dragging, creating an ambiance reminiscent of a serial killer disposing of a body. 

But since there were no witnesses, I didn’t bother to care.

After a short while, I ran into Asirye again. 

She looked at the invisible figure I was dragging with a puzzled expression.

“Eldi? What are you dragging?” she asked.

“An invisible person. They were hiding in that tent.”

“Ah! How did you even find them? Wait, I think dispel might work.”

“They also seemed to have cast a noise suppression spell. Will that be lifted too?”

“Yes. It disrupts the flow of externally applied magic, preventing it from functioning. Unless they took other measures, it should all be dispelled.”

I’d been dragging the person around because I didn’t know how to dispel sustained magic. 

Buff-type magic felt like an extra layer of skin, and I couldn’t quite grasp it. 

Thanks to Asirye, I could save myself the trouble.

Asirye cast the dispel, and an ordinary-looking man appeared. 

I scanned his face, which looked to be around thirty, but he wasn’t anyone I recognized.

“Mister. Wake up. The Grim Reaper is calling,” I said, slapping his cheek three times with even rhythm and speed.

He stirred, his eyes half-open. 

“Where… Where am I…? Aaaaagh! Monster!”

“A slave trader calling someone else a monster? And where do you see a monster this handsome? You’re the real monster, spawned by society,” I retorted.

“Aaaaagh! I won’t be fooled by your human disguise! Help! Someone help me! A monster disguised as a human…!”

“Are you insane?! You kidnap, imprison, and forge documents to sell innocent people as slaves, and you have the audacity to call someone else a monster?!”

I had intended to listen patiently, but I couldn’t endure it any longer. 

I deactivated my mana and started stomping on him with all my might. 

Asirye joined in, her fury equally ignited.

“How dare you, a mere human hunter, call someone else a monster?! You’re the monster!” she yelled.

“Aaaaagh! An elf?! Why is an elf here?!”

The man, initially focused on me, panicked further as the stomping feet doubled. 

But what he needed now wasn’t a rational conversation, but two minutes of pure hatred. 

Not only did he fail to recognize a normal person, calling them a monster, but he also had the nerve to ask for help after committing such atrocities!

“Aaaaagh! Stop! Stoooop! Please! Spare me!” he begged.

“That depends on you! Don’t worry! This won’t kill you!”

“Aaaaagh!”

After what felt like two minutes of our combined assault, the exhausted man clung to my pants leg, pleading for mercy.

“Stop! I was wrong! I was wrong, so please stop!”

“I know you were wrong! Who resorts to violence to hear an answer they already know! Tell me something I don’t know!”

“Ugh… What… What do you want? I swear to God, we’re just ordinary slave traders…”

“There are no gods for slave traders!”

“Aaaaagh! I was wrong! Please stop hitting me!”

The despicable creature was trying to lie convincingly by invoking a god. 

He must have been truly desperate to sell out even a god. 

I decided to scare him further by drawing my sword and bringing it close to his bound hands.

“You dare lie so brazenly, invoking a god’s name? I doubt you’ll see tomorrow’s sun. Let’s start by cutting off your fingers before you repent for your sins.”

“Aaaaagh! No!”

I pinned him down as he struggled to escape, pressing the sword against him as if I were about to cut him. 

His face turned pale, a sight to behold.

“If it can’t be done, then I’ll make it happen! We’ll see if your confession about your connections to the Itys Elf Noble faction and the forgery of slave documents comes first, or if your tongue gets ripped out first! May God be our witness!”

“Y-You’re right! We forged them!”

“Don’t you dare speak to me informally! You should be licking the dirt, not preserving your pride!”

Figuring he was sufficiently broken, I raised my voice. 

He immediately slammed his forehead against the ground, kneeling.

“I was wrong!! The Paladin is right! I… I kidnapped innocent citizens, forged documents, and sold them as slaves!”

What? 

Paladin?

I almost burst out laughing, barely managing to control my expression. 

I glanced at Asirye, who was also struggling to contain her laughter, her face mirroring mine.

It seemed this man, true to his frail appearance, had no tolerance for physical pain. 

He must have been incredibly desperate to make such assumptions. 

I had no intention of impersonating a paladin, but I wasn’t about to correct his misunderstanding either. 

I spoke with a hint of sarcasm, feigning bewilderment.

“You tried to ambush and kill me with magic, and now you call me a paladin? Have you committed so many sins that a few more don’t even register?”

“I’m sorry! I failed to recognize your noble presence! I never imagined you would grace us with your presence all the way from the Holy Kingdom. Please forgive me!”

Is this… the taste of a misunderstanding trope?

This was surprisingly entertaining. 

Asirye, already several steps away, covered her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut, trying to suppress her laughter. 

I also stepped back, sensing the need for caution.

“You think you can just apologize and everything will be forgiven? You’re utterly hopeless.”

“I’ll tell you everything! This time, I’ll confess everything without lies!”

“Whether that’s true or not remains to be seen. It’s not something I can judge here and now! Lead me to where you keep the forged documents and your workshop!”

I hauled him to his feet and shoved him forward, standing behind him as he walked. 

I couldn’t resist giving Asirye a thumbs-up over my shoulder.

She burst out laughing again at the universally understood gesture of pleading with clasped hands.
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“H-Here it is. All important transactions and document forgery were handled here.”

As we reached the workshop, I was genuinely relieved I hadn’t killed him. 

The workshop wasn’t just a simple tent; it was a hidden space, meticulously constructed.

The wooden trapdoor hidden beneath the floor of an ordinary-looking tent was a sight that would have appealed to my inner child, but it also served as a disturbing reminder of how long these monsters had been operating here.

“How many years have you been committing these atrocities?” I asked.

“W-We’ve only been here for about three years. We simply filled the void left by the previous hunters who died after a failed transaction. You see, if you pay, you receive unparalleled safety, something money can’t buy.”

He used the word “only” after three years of selling people. 

He was truly delusional.

Still, he was a valuable source of information for now. 

Asirye and I followed him inside, gathering all the important documents we could find.

Some documents even mentioned collaborators within the Royalist faction, not just the Noble faction. 

While not entirely surprising, it made me wonder why the Royalists hadn’t intervened directly.



Perhaps they had tried other methods, and I just happened to dismantle this operation faster. 

I’d have to ask Lord Ekaf when the opportunity arose.

“Eldi, I think we’ve gathered everything important without taking too much,” Asirye said.

“Me too. Let’s go.”

“A-Are we going straight to the Holy Kingdom?”

He was trying to eavesdrop, but I wasn’t obligated to explain. 

I knocked him unconscious rather than waste my breath. 

He’d be useful later.

The documents were more important to me now. 

While there was nothing directly linking them to Count Bosha, there was plenty to destroy.

“The war has been long indeed. To think bandits and slave traders would collude to this extent.” I muttered, looking at the documents detailing transactions, locations, and what appeared to be privately raised troops disguised as bandits.

“If this is truly Count Bosha’s doing, he might have been planning to create an army out of bandits.” Asirye said, peering over my shoulder.

“That’s why I want to destroy them all, but they’re too spread out.”

“Let’s see… This one, this one, and this forest. We could clear those in two days.”

The bandit hideouts Asirye pointed out on the map were each at least three days’ travel away.

“There? We can’t use wyverns; they’d be spotted.”

“It’s fine. This is something I can negotiate with the spirits. Once we’re in the forest, distance becomes irrelevant.”

“There’s such a thing?”

I was surprised by this new information. 

Asirye nodded casually.

“They’re essentially a nuisance to the forest and the spirits. If we offer to deal with them, the spirits will gladly help. Of course, this is only possible because I’m an elf, and you’re with me. I don’t remember exactly, it’s been so long… but it’s like shortening a day’s walk to an hour.”

“Like a spirit gate?”

“The concept is different, but similar.”

I was tired after a long day of fighting, but Asirye’s words revitalized me.

The thought of another productive day ahead made me excited.
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Retrieving the money the slavers had extorted from their “guests” wasn’t difficult, so there was no need to wake the unconscious man. 

Conveniently, this secret space, being the safest location, also housed a safe. 

Even more conveniently, bags of coins lay beside it, ready for use. 

I smashed the safe’s lock, stuffed the bags inside, and hefted it onto my shoulder. 

It was considerably heavy. 

Without mana enhancement, carrying this metal safe would have been unthinkable, but now, it felt like a sack of rice – no big deal.

With the safe on one shoulder and the slaver tucked under my other arm, I returned to the captives. 

Their reaction was… enthusiastic.

“Hero! Are we free to go now?”

“Are we truly free?”

“That bastard will be punished, right?”

Most of their words weren’t expressions of gratitude, but I hadn’t expected any, so I didn’t mind. 

Frankly, I was impressed they hadn’t devolved into chaos while I was gone.

However, their chattering made it impossible to speak. 

I tossed the safe to the floor.

Thud! 

The sound of metal and coins colliding resonated, capturing their attention and silencing them. 

I gently deposited the slaver on the ground and addressed the now attentive audience.

“The slavers are no longer a threat, but there’s still work to be done. According to Itsiel Kingdom law, the assets of illegal slavers are to be distributed as reparations to the victims.”

I casually kicked open the safe, revealing the gold within, and surveyed them.

“We didn’t exactly apprehend these criminals legally. So, we can’t take this to court and resolve your grievances through official channels. Instead, we’ll distribute these assets according to the law.”

Technically, “assets” included all the slavers’ possessions, not just the contents of the safe, but I couldn’t do that right now.

Still, the gold in the safe alone amounted to about six coins per person – enough to satisfy them. 

It was enough to live comfortably for several years.

“This is a unilateral decision, so you might have objections, but this is all we can offer. Does anyone have a different opinion?”

Perhaps my deliberately formal tone was effective, or perhaps they were simply compliant, but no one voiced any dissent. 

I upended the safe, spilling the coins onto the floor, and began dividing them in front of everyone.

It was a long, tedious process, but they remained silent as I worked. 

Some still seemed distrustful, some hopeful, and some simply watched with an unreadable gaze.

After dividing the coins into piles of ten, I had twenty-four pouches, each containing eight gold coins.

I wondered how much slaves were sold for, to amass such wealth, but looking at the captives, I understood. 

They were attractive men and women, some even rare beastkin. 

Finding and capturing them on demand must have commanded a high price.

“Please come forward one by one and collect your share.”

They took their pouches in an orderly fashion, no one rushing or showing greed. 

I watched them with satisfaction and offered a farewell.

“I hope you all return safely to your homes, or wherever you wish to go. May you prosper, whatever you choose to do with this money.”

“Is… is that all?” one man asked.

“Is something lacking?” I replied.

“No, no! I just meant… can we really go home now? Of course, it’s more than enough!”

I’d expected some last-minute complaint, but it seemed he was just confirming.

“Of course. It’s late, so it would be safer to travel in the morning, but you are free. Your homes might be far, or the journey dangerous, but… that gold should be enough to resolve those issues.”

They weren’t branded or marked, and the slavers were dead. 

There was no reason to detain them. 

As long as they weren’t foolish enough to try and steal the entire hoard, they could hire adventurers or negotiate with merchants to get home.

My confirmation seemed to carry the weight of a legal judgment, as they all sighed in relief.

“The rest is up to your conscience. Having shared this suffering, I hope none of you will steal from each other. Lives are priceless, after all.”

Some tilted their heads, confused by my last statement, but the beastkin, who had been unusually perceptive, seemed to understand.

The variety of beastkin was fascinating. 

Some looked almost entirely animal, some had the convenient anime-style ears and tails, and some had animalistic facial features. 

It was a diverse group.

Their tendency to stick together was likely due to a shared distrust of humans. 

They had flinched and remained wary even as they took the money from me. 

They must have endured much hardship.

“Then, farewell. There are many corpses outside, so those with weak stomachs, be warned.”

“H-human! Wait!”

I couldn’t stay and babysit them all night, especially with my own schedule. 

As I turned to leave, a beastkin called out.

He was a large, muscular, animalistic male – the kind that made you wonder how he was ever captured. 

Perhaps the “boss” had intervened, or they had overwhelmed him with numbers. 

It couldn’t have been easy.

I expected a complaint, but when I turned to face him, he spoke haltingly.

“Me Krul Pitali Bajaso. Friends… call Krul.”

“Despite the unfortunate circumstances, I’m glad we met and could help you regain your freedom, Krul Pitali Bajaso. I am Eldmia Egga. Did you have something to say?”

“No. Me want know human name who save. Me not used human words. Sorry if rude.”

His communication was surprisingly clear, despite his unfamiliarity with the language. 

It was interesting to learn that beastkin were so isolated they weren’t fluent in the common tongue.

Knowledge gained!

“It’s alright. I don’t know any beastkin languages. Your meaning was clear, Krul Pitali Bajaso.”

“Benefactor. Call Krul. Touched by benefactor who ask nothing. Not all beastkin good, not all human bad. Me understand. Will repay debt. Take this.”

Humans rarely offered genuine thanks, even as a formality, yet this beastkin, who could barely speak the language, was insistent on repaying his debt. 

It was touching.

I wondered what gift he would offer, and then he abruptly yanked out one of his fangs!

“Uh.”

I had thought his fangs, neither short nor small, must have been inconvenient for speaking, but I hadn’t imagined he could just… pull them out. 

Who would anticipate that?

He meticulously cleaned the fang on his shirt until it squeaked, then cupped it in his hands and muttered something. 

I watched, and Asirye approached, whispering in my ear.

“This one… not ordinary beastkin.”

Her voice was lower than usual, as if she didn’t want him to hear.

“Then?” I whispered back.

“Shaman. Like… tribe’s magic knight.”

“……Why captured?”

A magic knight shouldn’t be weak. 

Even outnumbered, he should have been able to escape.



“Others held hostage. Shaman magic strong, but takes time. Beastkin, many shapes, but strong bond. Common occurrence. Help even unknown beastkin.”

Their sense of solidarity was remarkable. 

If a magic knight could be captured to protect others, they must be incredibly kind and naive.

I was both impressed and slightly bewildered. 

As I processed this, the scraping sound from Krul’s hands stopped, and he offered me the fang.

“Mark. Beastkin know this. Not treat badly. Beastkin raised human tribe, all help benefactor.”

“Thank… you, Krul. Unexpected gift.”

It was truly unexpected in many ways, but Krul simply nodded, a fang missing from his smile.
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With Krul’s vow to protect the people’s safe passage to the city, a promise made on his tribe’s honor, Asirye and I returned to the capital, the unconscious slave trader slung between us.

My heart yearned to ransack their tents and corpses for some extra spending money, but given that we had already launched a one-sided attack, I had to suppress the urge. 

I couldn’t risk them using the excuse that we were just looters, or that we were dishonorable. 

I had to return empty-handed.

Of course, those who bought and sold people like slaves had no concept of honor, but our opponents were nobles. 

Giving them any excuse would only increase the number of people I needed to kill.

During our return, I learned the incredible fact that beastkin teeth, like fingernails, grew back even if they were pulled out. 

By the time we reached the capital, it was already late. 

The guards, seeing a suspicious figure carrying a bound person in the middle of the night, did their duty and questioned us. 

However, when I confidently stated that we were bringing in a criminal, they let us pass surprisingly smoothly. 

It made me wonder if the city’s security was good or bad.

The Ogatorf mansion, which we reached after that minor checkpoint, was still lit up, even though it was well past the usual bedtime. 

The servants were bustling about.

“What’s going on?”

I was about to feel a little disappointed that no one was paying attention to the gifts I had brought, when I spotted Cheryl with the head butler.

“Ah, Eldmia. You’re just in time. We were about to transfer Yen Tie, whom you brought, to where my father is.”

“Yen Tie? Who’s that… Ah, is Mongsoon’s name Yen Tie?”

“…You really do use the most bizarre and incomprehensible aliases. If you’re talking about the dream worshiper, then yes, her name is Yen Tie. More importantly, who’s that on your shoulder?”

“A slave trader. And this is the evidence.”

I placed the still-unconscious man and the bag of documents on the floor. 

Cheryl and even the head butler stared at us in disbelief.

“Good heavens. How did you manage to kidnap him?”

“I killed everyone else and only kidnapped him. I distributed the money they had collected to the freed slaves and let them go.”

I stated the truth matter-of-factly. 

The head butler was in awe, while Cheryl looked shocked.

“You killed them all?”

“Not a single one was spared… Ah, sis. Did those who ran away at the end die too?”

“Yes.”

“That’s right then. Everyone except him is dead. And he’s the one.”

I expected her to be happy about the new evidence, but Cheryl was strangely calm. 

She looked at the man on the floor and then spoke to me.

“Eldmia, this is a great help, of course, but… you might have to deal with more than you think. Are you okay with that?”

“Deal with what?”

“…You’ll be making a lot of nobles your enemies.”

Did she receive a message from Lord Ekaf while I was gone? 

Cheryl’s reaction was serious and grave, but I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“You’re wrong. I’m not making them my enemies; they’re making me their enemy. And they’re the ones who will have to deal with it, not me.”

Those who had a lot to begin with also had a lot to lose. 

I answered with a smile, but Cheryl knew it wasn’t a lighthearted joke. 

After all, we understood each other well.

As if she understood, she nodded a couple of times and returned to the main topic. 

She nudged the slave trader with her foot.

“…For now, it’s best to transfer him to where my father is. What will you do?”

“Where is that?”

“The royal palace. His Majesty is directly involved in this matter. The trial tomorrow is one thing, but he’s also dealing with many other issues.”

“I’ll pass. I need to sleep early and wake up early to raid other places.”

The moment I heard “royal palace,” I thought of the sly Duke Lesrom. 

He was a person who left a bad taste in my mouth, even after I got a good result.

If I went there, I would only get a headache and lose sleep. The king was already involved, so what could I do there?

“But this is an opportunity to acknowledge your contributions…”

“They’ll give me something if they need to after everything is settled. I’ve been running around all day, and it seems like they’re about to have a festival, pulling out all the snakes in their bellies. I don’t want to get involved. Politics isn’t my area.”

I was too busy making the people who messed with me miserable. 

There was a reason why I avoided formal appointments and didn’t learn swordsmanship directly from Lord Ekaf.

“Tomorrow, I’m going to deal with the bandits who were working with the slave traders. I’ll bring back anything else I find, so leave a way to contact me at the mansion.”

I knew Cheryl would be heading to the royal palace in a carriage, so I said a quick goodbye and headed into the mansion.

“Hehe. You haven’t changed, Eldi.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

Asirye, who had been silently watching Cheryl and me, smiled and spoke.

“You don’t have much desire for power or material things. Most people your age would be greedy for those things.”

“It’s not that I don’t have any desire.”

Money wasn’t everything, but it was most things. 

And the same went for power. 

For my comfortable fantasy life, I had no intention of living like a monk. 

It was just that they were a hindrance right now.

“Really? Have you ever thought about how others see you?”

“Ummm… When I’m quiet, I’m a handsome young man, but when you mess with me, I’m a crazy handsome young man?”

“You really are confident in your looks.”

No, I had three women who liked me. 

It wouldn’t be strange if I became a god with just my confidence. 

Still, it was embarrassing to say that out loud, so I kept my mouth shut. 

Asirye gave me the answer that followed the main point.

“It hasn’t been announced to the public yet, but once this incident is resolved, you’ll be known as a hero. You know that many of the things you’ve done are already at the level of a hero’s tale, right?”

“Honestly, there are so many extraordinary people around me that I think I’m just average.”

Just looking at the members of the abandoned dungeon party, they were all exceptional. 

There was Esmee, the real hero Siegfried, and Cheryl, who was at the top of the academy’s practical rankings. 

Asirye was also not ordinary in terms of knowledge and skill.

Compared to them, I was just an ordinary citizen who liked to smash the heads of those who messed with me. 

But… when I thought about it, unlike those exceptional people, the world was full of people who were worse than me.

“Hmm. I take back what I said. You’re not ordinary.”

“You say that as if it’s a bad thing. Which ordinary person would try to seduce an empress?”

“No, if you call it seduction, I’m a bit wronged…”

Why did she have to bring that up? 

Asirye shrugged, ignoring my minor protest.



“Anyway, all of those things are things that most people would be itching to brag about. But you don’t brag about them, so what else could it be but a lack of desire?”

“That’s because they’re all part of a grand plan.”

“Plan?”

She looked puzzled, but she knew that my plans were related to revenge, so she didn’t press for an answer.

“Hey, I know what I’ve done so far. I’m quite smart for my age, as you know. If I catch Count Bosha and uproot the traitors, I’ll be on the list of people they’ll want to use as a figurehead to calm the public, right?”

With the war dragging on, the news of a possible rebellion would only make the already gloomy world even gloomier. 

In such times, it was common to use a hero to create a positive atmosphere.

I didn’t know how many hero candidates there were, but I had stopped the Pavaera fraud, defeated the demon in the abandoned dungeon, and rescued Esmee. 

I was definitely a candidate.

“The moment I get chosen, I’ll be at the mercy of the kingdom. Why would I brag about what I’ve done and increase my chances of being chosen?”

And the moment I accepted the rewards and power they offered, they would use me to the bone.

If I had no purpose, maybe, but not now.

“Right now, they’re all just obstacles. So, I need to cause more trouble to get off that list. Wealth and power are for after my revenge.”

I would only be swayed by a plan that I had voluntarily set up.

I couldn’t just sit still and let those who bothered me get away with it, so I would cause a big mess to make things chaotic.

It was definitely beneficial, but I would be seen as someone who was hard to praise.

“Then what about Esmee?”

“Huh?”

“Even if the kingdom tries to cover it up, Esmee won’t just let your achievements go unnoticed, right?”

“That’s an unexpected problem in my perfect plan. I guess my future self will have to figure it out.”

“Really… You seem so meticulous, but then you’re so careless.”

I couldn’t say anything to Asirye, who shook her head with a faint smile.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

[Translator Notes]

[THIS IS THE FINAL CHAPTER WITH THE NAME KARMA LETS FUCKING GOOOOOOO]

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord


⚙ System Notification ⚙






› Main Quest [God’s Apprentice] Unlocked!

› You have been granted an opportunity by the Arcane God’s to become a Korean Translator for Arcane Translations.

› Do you accept?

›  YES/ NO








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 133 .｡.:✧ Encounter ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

He was just endlessly tired.

Since losing Delt, there hadn’t been a single peaceful day. 

It felt as if someone was intentionally sabotaging every plan.

Count Envelde da Bosha, deep in fatigue while riding in the carriage to the courthouse, was replaying the numerous issues he had to address. 

He soon realized he needed to correct his own thoughts.

“…Come to think of it, it hasn’t been that way. Things have been going wrong even before then.”

It was a memory from over seven years ago, so he hadn’t felt the connection, but he had experienced even more dismal failures.

He had felt this way for a while when a large slave trading group managed by his close aide was wiped out years ago. 

It was a devastating failure, akin to being swept away by a natural disaster. 

Ironically, recalling the worst failure he had ever experienced in his life made him feel better.

At least this time, there was still a chance.

“I’ll overcome this too. Just like I always have.”

It was such a massive source of funds that even elf hunters could be separately managed. 

The blow was immense, and he couldn’t even figure out who or what had done it. 

And he still hadn’t found the culprit to this day.

Although it didn’t have the same level of usefulness as before due to the inevitable problems that arose as it grew, which caused it to shrink, the slave trading group was operational again. 

It wasn’t comparable to the past, but it was still a sizable source of funds.

He had ultimately overcome that day that felt like an unreasonable natural disaster.

“There’s still… there’s still a chance. The alliance between Lagnis and the Empire isn’t set in stone.”

Margrave Levien. 

A position that would grant him the justification and ability to lead the invasion of the demon territory, and to possess a significant army, if only his territory was restored.

He had the ability, funds, and talent, but what he needed most was an official title beyond that of a mere count.

That was why he secretly dispatched a survey team to Levien, which had become a ruin and fallen into the hands of demons, seeking a glimmer of opportunity. 

Despite receiving an uncertain report that Lagnis might still be alive after considerable losses, he still sent people out to find a girl similar to her.

Although the crucial lead came through a spy he had planted in the Royalist faction, Envelde did not regret the time and effort he had spent.

It was worth it. 

If Delt could have safely brought Lagnis back and used her as a mere puppet, everything could have been solved much more easily.

It should have been that way.

“Count, we’ve arrived.”

“…I see.”

Envelde barely managed to control his anger that flared up again at the disrupted plan and composed his expression.

This trial would be another blow, but it was better than having Lagnis become a bridgehead with the Empire, making her someone unapproachable. 

Better than remaining a mere, nominal margrave. 

The pawn he would use in this trial he was destined to lose was not particularly precious. 

It was more like that pawn was being used much more effectively than its original value.

After controlling his emotions, Envelde knocked on the door, and a servant opened the carriage door.

The area in front of the courthouse, already crowded with people, was extremely noisy. 

Some recognized him and rushed over, while others glared with disfavor, but the only thing Envelde was interested in today was Lagnis.

“What’s the Royal Family’s reaction?”

“They’ve been talking all night, but no specific details have leaked out.”

“Hmm.”

It wasn’t hard to find Lagnis while talking with his servant. 

The very existence of a noble with such flaming red hair was rare.

However, there was another presence that made it easy for Envelde to find Lagnis.

“Is that the one called Eldmia Egga?”

“Yes, it is.”

The one who had defeated a hero from tales. 

The one who saved the first Princess of the Empire. 

Levien’s hidden sword. 

And the boy who some were calling a guillotine after what happened just yesterday.

Frankly, just looking at his size, the word “boy” didn’t quite fit.

“A physique comparable to Sir Radnelbandes. How was such a conspicuous person kept hidden all this time?”

“It seems he had been living with the Ogatorf family for some reason, but considering he often took on adventurer jobs, it doesn’t seem like there was any real intention to conceal him.”

“A person who even defeats a hero… an adventurer?”

He was not expecting an answer but still uttered it. 

The servant understood and remained silent. 

Envelde also didn’t pay any attention to his servant. 

Instead, he naturally started walking towards Lagnis.

He should have been enough to fill Delt’s place. 

How such a card ended up in the hands of a brat like Lagnis was truly lamentable.

But a solution would soon come. 

He had always found a way.

“It’s been a while, Lagnis.”

“…It has been a while, Uncle.”

Come to think of it, this was the first time he had seen her in person since she returned to the capital. 

Even so, Lagnis maintained the same reaction from his memory of her childhood, keeping her distance.

Her eyes were ridiculously similar to his dead brother.

“Your brother must have educated his child well. You still show your dislike for me.”

“You know my father’s personality.”

“Indeed. He looked at the Noble faction like they were vermin.”

His brother, who had despised the Noble faction for only pursuing their own interests. 

His brother, who refused to acknowledge the Royal Family’s incompetence and swore his loyalty till the very end. 

And his brother who ultimately died without being rewarded for that loyalty. 

His incompetent brother who had not even properly utilized half of his position as margrave.

He hadn’t been able to prove his brother wrong while he was alive, but he soon would.

“There’s no need to bring up such things when you’re already having a hard time due to the trial. Ah yes, this must be the attendant who has been making waves recently.”

“…Yes. His name is Eldmia Egga. Eldmia, This is Count Envelde da Bosha. My uncle.”

He was surprisingly friendly. 

Amidst that impression, Envelde was about to offer a greeting when he was inexplicably forced to tilt his head due to the reaction he saw.

Why… was he smiling while tilting his head like that?

“What a small world it is, wouldn’t you say, Count Bosha?”

“Hmm? Have we met before?”

That couldn’t be. 

They had never been in contact. 

Yet, the tall boy was smiling, showing his teeth.

“If you were to nitpick, it’s our first meeting. But we seem to be quite entangled with each other without knowing.”

That was not a smile, but more like the threat of an animal.

“Did you find Delt’s corpse?”

Envelde’s thoughts stopped.
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A middle-aged man with a trimmed beard, his long hair reaching his neck.

That was Count Bosha’s first impression. 

Like with Pavaera, I couldn’t understand why the villains always looked so normal.

“I wonder if you had much trouble finding him since he fell from quite a height. Perhaps his head flew off somewhere else. Considering the height, even if it fell nearby, I doubt there would be anything left of it.”

“You… you…!”

It was amusing to see the calm, indifferent expression from just a moment ago contort. 

Was that anger because his plans had been disrupted or because of the death of his subordinate Delt, whom even Duke Lesrom coveted?

Regardless, this was a very pleasant encounter.

“Why don’t you manage your expression? Even I, who am annoyed by you, am still smiling like this. Smile. They say good fortune comes with a smile.”

It was still too early to make such a face. 

I was putting on an air of nonchalance and even demonstrated a bright smile, but Count Bosha couldn’t even fake a smile.

“You still have a lot to lose, so you shouldn’t let it show so much because of Delt alone.”

“How much… do you know?”

“I’m not an idiot, so why would I tell you that? Send me an estimate for everything you lost later. I’ll be sure to mark what I did.”

I wondered why I couldn’t just leave Lagnis alone, and the answer was family.

Before her coming of age, he could have tried to use Lagnis’ position to his advantage as her representative, but why was he bothering now? 

Should I just ask him directly? 

While he was thinking about that, Count Bosha suddenly shook his head and started laughing.

“…Heh heh heh.”

He was laughing? 

They say if you laugh when things are tough you’re top class. 

He couldn’t tell if this guy was top class or just not having a hard time yet.

“You have a great deal of nerve. And no doubt you have the skill to back it up.”

“You’re looking a bit loopy right now, by the way? I told you to smile but I didn’t expect you to actually smile.”

“I don’t waste talent. How about it? Why don’t you join me, even now?”

At his earnest proposal, his professional smile faded and he burst out laughing. 

Was this old man also reading too many novels?

I had seen a lot of movies, so I decided to respond with a movie reference.

“Hey, how could a wolf pup go under a dog?”

Bosha’s face, which had been wearing a smile, slightly tensed.

“…Money, power, It would be more advantageous to follow me than Lagnis. Are you also the type to waste your life on honor, like the Royalist fools?”

“Even if you say it quietly with a smile, your word choices are direct. But, I’m not interested in that. What’s important is… the message.”

“Message?”

“A message that you should never mess with Eldmia Egga.”

He had messed with my temperament and was now trying to win me over now that I seemed useful?

“You’ve already made an irreversible choice, and it was the wrong one. All that remains is your downfall.”

I presented a universal gesture, number three, towards Count Bosha. 

There wasn’t a better gesture among gestures that were both simple and clearly insulting.



His face contorted again as he stared at the middle finger that stood alone amidst his extended fist.
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He openly treated honor as if it were nothing, yet the sting of being insulted in front of everyone would be a different kind of experience.

Contempt of nobility? 

Such things were inconsequential if one wasn’t caught. 

The simple hand gesture, calculated in angle and gaze, vanished like a fleeting mirage.

“You little whelp… how utterly arrogant!”

“You old codger… how utterly arrogant!”

Mimicry, as always, was a behavior perfectly optimized for provocation. 

Perhaps it was the precise timing, mirroring his words, but Count Bosha, unused to such mockery in the high society of nobles, was bewildered, his eyes widening in confusion.

“You…!”

Why was he getting angry? 

Was it an indication I had hit a nerve? 

Still, he deserved some praise for not raising his voice, considering he was a man accustomed to the tightrope walk of politics.

“Isn’t it you who’s truly arrogant? A blade pierces without regard for status, but a crown is picky about who wears it. If one is unqualified, it snaps their neck.”

Frankly, if I were asked who was more arrogant between a person who believed everyone died when stabbed by a sword and a person who believed they would be king, I would naturally choose the latter.

As if he hadn’t expected me to say such words, his eyes suddenly began to tremble.

“Why do you look so shocked? Are you surprised that a mere brat you thought could barely  wield a blade can see that far ahead? Is that all it takes to surprise you? There are other things you should be surprised about?”

“What…”

“I am the connection to Esmee, not Lagnis.”

Count Bosha’s expression shifted to one of puzzlement again, as if my words were quite confusing. 

I understood that expression. 

It was that ‘Who is Esmee, and why are they talking about a connection?’ feeling. 

But naturally, that bewilderment quickly turned into shock.

“In this trial, you will gain nothing but lose everything.”

Always calling her ‘First Princess,’ ‘Iron-blooded Princess,’ or ‘The White Star of the Empire’ in formal settings, her given name was unfamiliar, wasn’t it?

Pleased with his reaction, I raised one corner of my mouth, forming a sinister grin.

“Are you with me now?”

“Do you think I would… be swayed by such… empty words…!”

Of course, I believed he would be swayed, that’s why I was saying it. 

If he were someone who could just brush aside what someone who had defeated a hero and rescued an empress said, he wouldn’t have tried such a desperate move as soon as Lagnis returned.

“That’s for you to judge. I’m just giving you a heads up so you don’t come back later with regrets, saying you didn’t know anything. Now, be on your way.”

Though I spoke with a smile, I rested my hand on the pommel of the longsword at my hip. 

Of course, I had no intention of drawing it here without justification. 

I merely wanted him to feel the animosity, more emphatically and humiliatingly.

Fortunately, Count Bosha was quite humiliated, as I had intended.

“…You will regret this.”

“You won’t even have time to regret it. Ah, how scary. Your family, which worked so hard to emerge from its home, is about to disappear from the kingdom overnight. Such is the impermanence of life, isn’t it?”

Count Bosha simply glared at me in response. 

Then, casting a cold look at Lagnis, different from his previous one, he spoke again.

“You have picked up a good watchdog, haven’t you?”

“To insult him…”

“Arf arf, woof woof. Grrr, growl, bark, bark.”

Why was he looking at me with those eyes? 

All I wanted to do was leave a source of amusement for the old man’s last moments, who was nearing his end.

Both Lagnis and I were equally bewildered at my antics, but Lagnis chuckled. 

And, turning back to Count Bosha, she bowed politely.

“Farewell, Count Bosha. Though I considered you my uncle, I will be unable to attend your funeral, so I bid you farewell now.”

She really had a ruthless side to her sometimes. 

Lagnis seemed to have no interest in Count Bosha’s reaction, turning away and walking off, and I followed suit. 

It was only a short distance as we would soon be entering the courthouse, but Count Bosha walked in the opposite direction, disappearing among his faction, creating some distance between us.

Once some distance was created, Lagnis looked at me with a peculiar expression and asked,

“…What was that at the end?”

“I wanted to leave a funny memory for someone who’s about to die.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

Lagnis let out a soft laugh, her hand grasping my sleeve. 

Although it was intended to ease the tension through humor, her hand was still trembling slightly.

“Was that what you found out yesterday?”

“It’s just one of the things I found out, to be exact.”

He had appeared at a truly uncanny moment, but had he arrived any later, I would have been the first to tell her that Count Bosha was the one behind the attempts on her life. 

Then, we would have been surprised in a slightly different way.

Even if they were from different factions, it would still be quite shocking to discover that the mastermind behind the attempts on her life was her own father’s brother.

“When I was kidnapped by Delt… his voice sounded familiar somehow. He also acted like he knew me. I couldn’t figure out why, but if he was a subordinate of my uncle, Count Bosha… that makes sense. I must have seen him a few times before.”

Whether she had a lot to say or nothing at all, Lagnis simply wore a troubled expression. 

It wasn’t something I could comment on, so I simply patted her shoulder in response.

“Don’t worry about your safety, above all else. Everything will be fine.”

Lagnis, forcing a smile, already looked worn out. 

Just dealing with the demon race was enough of a headache, but having to deal with such treachery was enough to drain anyone’s energy.

So, before she became more exhausted, I had to smash everything I could while I still had the chance, and just as I was resolving myself, a heavy bell began to toll.

-Dong… Dong…

A preliminary bell, signaling the start of the trial preparations. 

It was unfamiliar to me, but the others here seemed accustomed to it, gathering in groups of three or four and starting to enter the courthouse. 

I knew that the Royalist faction had entered much earlier to make preparations, so I was starting to feel a bit peeved that these people were all from the Noble faction.

Lagnis also seemed a bit daunted, not seeing anyone around her that she could call an ally, so I decided to see her off with the most cheerful voice possible.

“Go on, then. Let’s meet at the Ogatorf mansion today. I’ll tell you a tale of the fun and chaotic adventures of Eldmia.”

“Pfft. Okay, see you later.”

The trial would continue for several days, but Cheryl, who had returned at dawn, had told me it was likely that today’s proceedings alone would be enough to prove her innocence and allow her to be released from custody for her own protection. 

And should that happen, the Ogatorf family would take it upon themselves to protect her from the faction that had framed her.

Telling her the story of how Count Bosha’s financial channels were additionally destroyed should lift her spirits a bit.

After watching everyone enter and the doors close, I turned to find Asirye had already arrived.

“Shall we go now, Eldi?”

“Yeah. But did you really have to step away from that spot?”

“Of course. Even if we agreed, we’re still rivals, for now. It’s better to have just the favored man around in a setting like this.”

It was truly moving to see her taking care of everything, even while calling me a rival. 

It was clear that my luck with women in this life was innate. 

Full of that conviction, Asirye and I began to walk towards the nearby forest.

“Eldi, look over there.”

“Oh, they’re entering now, it seems.”

What we found approaching the city gates were the victims we had rescued yesterday. 

They were wearing the clothes and equipment of the slave hunters who had died yesterday, and not the rags they had been wearing before. 

They were being escorted by the beastkin and were now just entering the city.

And among them, I met the gaze of Krul, who was particularly noticeable due to his missing canine tooth.



There was no conversation. 

He and the others also seemed to remember what I had said yesterday, only smiling and nodding in greeting, without making any attempt to acknowledge me.

“It’s a relief. I’m glad they were able to enter the city without any issues.”

Asirye, smiling while leaving them behind and passing through the city gates, elicited the same smile from me.

“Indeed. It’s rewarding to know those we killed were worth it.”

Even to my ears, what I said sounded psychopathic, but who cared? 

It was enough if I was killing those deserving of it, while saving those who had to live. 

My actions were without shame.

And just as we reached the outskirts of the forest, Asirye, grasping my hand, began to explain.

“Before entering the forest, I must warn you beforehand, no matter what happens, don’t let go of my hand, okay? The spirits of the forest assist the elves, not their allies. There isn’t a concept of helping an elf’s companions or anything of the sort.”

“Are these spirits of yours not able to talk?”

“Mmm. They’re called spirits, but they’re more akin to different beings than normal spirits… I don’t think we’ll be able to communicate. We also don’t exactly ‘talk’ to them; it’s more like conveying our intentions. They’re not even visible, and I don’t feel any particular presence. It’s more like a feeling, something closer to instinct?”

“That’s a shame.”

While talking, we had entered the forest, but I didn’t feel anything different or out of place. 

I didn’t feel anything even after taking ten or so steps, and looking around casually, I almost let go of Asirye’s hand despite the warning when I looked behind me.

“Wow, after just ten steps?”

Where the plains and the city walls should have been visible, there was only forest.

“Eldi, you need to look straight ahead. You’ll suffer if you get lost.”

“You’re amazing, sis! I really don’t feel anything.”

“Hehe. It’s mostly possible in interconnected forests. Of course, it requires a legitimate deal to be made.”

“That business of doing things that are beneficial to the forest?”

“That’s one of them, and sometimes we grant their requests, whatever those might be.”

Divinity was mysterious, magic was mysterious, but this phenomenon, which did not belong to either of those, was even more mysterious. 

It was so interesting, that I wanted to travel around the world just to see more of it.

Despite being in a dense forest, we arrived at our destination with no difficulties, as if we were walking on a flat plain.
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The morning for the bandits was a slow affair.

Contrary to the common prejudice of debauched outlaws living a life of revelry and drinking all night, it was largely due to a lack of desperation in maintaining their livelihood, given the existence of a patron.

A suitable village for easy pickings, an excellent informant who helped with stable pillaging, and even a hefty income. 

Occasionally, they had to go on expeditions a bit further to kidnap people according to their patron’s conditions, but compared to the comfort they usually enjoyed, that was something they could easily endure.

“Haaah, I can’t seem to wake up.”

“Isn’t it because it’s cold and you’re sleepy?”

“Oh, crap. Is that it?”

The bandits acting as guards and lookouts for the hideout were no different.

When there was no work, the number of people idling around increased, and they became increasingly lazy. 

So, it became routine to have four or five guards on duty at a time.

And because they had recently pulled off a big score, they couldn’t easily shake off their languor and drowsiness, even though the sun was well on its way to its zenith. 

Eventually, one of the bandits, unable to bear it any longer, pulled out a pipe, and another bandit frowned, saying:

“Hey, smoke later. The boss will have a fit if he sees.”

“The boss drank like a fish yesterday and passed out. He won’t wake up until after lunch.”

“Really? Then I’ll smoke too.”

“Damn it. I purposely didn’t bring any. Anyone got a cigarette?”

The forest was lush, but their base was a place that had been a fortress in the past, which they had modified appropriately. 

It was safe to say that there were no elements that could cause a forest fire, and the area around the base was impeccably clean.

However, their boss, who had bad memories of a fire from his childhood, was extremely wary and pathologically hated smoking during work or anywhere else.

“Seriously, our boss is something else. Just looking at him, you’d think he’d bathe in a bonfire.”

“Hahaha, who wouldn’t say that?”

“Recently, what was it? He got a prophecy from a fortune teller that death would descend when five signal fires were lit, so he won’t let us light more than five bonfires.”

“Seriously, how can someone so superstitious believe in such nonsense? Does that mean the cigarettes we’re smoking now count as signal fires, and death will descend soon?”

“That’s hilarious.”

It wasn’t that they were dissatisfied with their boss. 

It wasn’t easy to get angry at the person who had played a key role in uniting or eliminating the bandits in the surrounding area.

Still, they could indulge in the deviance of smoking anywhere when they were sure he wouldn’t wake up. 

About ten minutes passed as they chatted boisterously and tried to wake up with the help of tobacco.

“Huh? Hey. Something’s coming.”

Two strangers began to approach from the entrance where they were standing guard. 

The figures, a tall man and what appeared to be a woman, walked towards them as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 

The man even waved his hand cheerfully, so the five bandits couldn’t help but fall into contemplation.

“Did we hear that someone was coming?”

“I didn’t hear anything.”

“The boss isn’t the type to forget something like this…”

He was a man who was meticulous to the point of being overly cautious, even believing in superstitions. 

Their boss, who was so strict that he could be in the military rather than a bandit group, wasn’t the type to forget about visitors and get drunk.

Normally, they would have threatened the unidentified outsiders as soon as that thought crossed their minds, but…

“Wow, look at all that smoke. Are you guys catching raccoons or something?”

The approaching man… was shouting in a very cheerful and friendly voice. 

Even though he was a huge figure who looked threatening at a glance, he was so affable that the bandits couldn’t even think of being aggressive and cautiously asked,

“Who are you?”

“Who else would we be but hunters! Are there other people coming here besides us?”

In an instant, all five of them snapped to attention. 

The people who regularly gave them work. 

They had never come on foot before, and they had never come with only two people, so they hadn’t even considered it.

“N-no, that’s not it! Unlike usual, only two of you came, and you came on foot, so we just thought someone might have gotten the wrong idea!”

“Right? We’ve maintained a good relationship for so long, I almost got annoyed thinking we were being backstabbed! Don’t scare us, friends!”

He laughed, but the bandits could clearly feel that the man had been momentarily displeased.

“Damn it. We almost screwed up. That guy doesn’t seem ordinary.”

“What do we do? Shouldn’t someone go wake up the boss?”

“Damn it, if we run in now, they’ll think it’s weird. Let’s just explain. They came suddenly too, after all.”

It was clear that it wasn’t the regular transaction date, so even if they were in a superior position, they wouldn’t be able to complain about them resting. 

With that conviction, the bandit who was acting as the leader raised his voice.

“B-but what brings you here? I thought you weren’t supposed to come yet.”

“That’s something to discuss with your boss. Is he here?”

“Y-yes, he is… but he drank a lot…”

“So he’s still passed out, huh? Whatever. It’s not like we’re in the military. It’s not my place to complain about your boss resting when he doesn’t have work, right?”

Unlike his threatening size, he was quite reasonable. 

The bandits sighed in relief at his nonchalant reaction, but they began to feel pressured by the man’s increasingly large size as he got closer.

So, when the two people arrived at the fortress, the bandits were completely intimidated by the giant man, who seemed to be a head and a half taller than them, and they didn’t even have time to notice the beauty next to him.

The man, who had an earring on one ear that was the same color as the woman’s hair next to him, looked them over once and then smiled, showing his teeth.

“But it’s not like I can wait until your boss wakes up. Where is he?”

“I-inside…”

“Just like you’re seeing me for the first time, I’m here for the first time too. How would I know where inside is? Can someone guide me?”

“I-I’ll guide you.”

He had always thought of his position as a leader as nothing, but he was going to volunteer like that. 

The bandits looked at their leader with slightly different eyes as they watched the slave hunters follow him inside.

“What the hell do people eat to get that big?”

“Maybe it’s not what they eat, but something else?”

“More importantly, did you see the beauty next to him? She was amazing?”

“You crazy bastard. If she’s that slave hunter’s lover, you might get your eyes gouged out. How did you even have time to look at her?”

The bandit, who had brought up the topic of women for no reason, was treated like a crazy person and began to stand guard, dejected.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

“I can’t believe it. We got in this easily…?”

“I told you, being confident works surprisingly well.”

I whispered to Asirye, who was muttering in disbelief.

The decision I made as soon as I saw the bandits’ hideout, which seemed to have a scale of at least thirty people, worked perfectly.

Even in the modern military, there are often cases where a checkpoint is breached by a ridiculous bluff like, “Oh, I’m the battalion commander.” 

Why would bandits be any different? 

Especially since I had confirmed the general details in the documents, I could confidently bluff my way in without having to go through any trouble.

Asirye and I casually looked around, noting the locations and actions of the bandits we could see.

“Your equipment is pretty good.”

“Y-yes, sir. We always maintain our equipment in top condition to complete our requests.”

The bandit guiding us completely believed that I was a slave hunter and began to emphasize their diligence. 

It wasn’t just empty words either. 

They were definitely large for bandits, and they even had something similar to military discipline.

Just the ones I had seen on the way to the boss were easily over twenty, and it felt like there were more places in their hideout, which seemed to be a modified ruin, that I couldn’t see.



“Didn’t you say there were twenty of you? It seems like there are more.”

“Huh? We always maintain thirty people…”

“Really? I must have misheard. I’m not good with numbers.”

“Oh, that’s understandable. I sometimes miscalculate by a coin or two when I buy things in the village.”

Hah, a bandit bastard who can secretly go to the village and buy things. 

What a messed up world.

The guy, who had no idea what I was thinking, seemed to think that we had formed a bond and laughed with me in a cheerful manner. 

As we continued our exploration disguised as a conversation, the guy stopped in front of a two-story building that was barely holding its shape, which could be called a tower.

“The boss is upstairs. He doesn’t like us being around when he’s talking about business, so I’ll be going now.”

“Thanks for your trouble. See you later.”

I waved at the guy, who bowed and went back to his post, and Asirye looked at me with a subtle expression.

“How can you be so slick?”

“Slick? It’s a civilized warrior’s strategy.”

“Even that is slick.”

Asirye shook her head, but since we had gotten here so easily, there was no need to wait any longer. 

I excitedly climbed the tower and, reaching the second floor, drew my longsword and kicked the only wooden door with all my might.

Bang!

“Ugh?! W-what, what is it? What’s going on?”

“It’s me!”

The wooden door, which wasn’t in very good condition, shattered into pieces, and the guy, startled by the sound, jumped out of bed and looked around with sleepy eyes. 

His gaze quickly turned to me, but he just had a blank expression, as if he was still half-asleep and drunk.

“What? Who are you?”

“Death!”

I swung my longsword with all my might at the guy’s neck.
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The world was a harsh place. 

It wasn’t a fantasy world of dreams and romance, but a reality fantasy, filled with monsters, madmen, and many who struggled to survive under their oppression. 

Considering how many people died young without ever having the chance to even hold a sword, it was perhaps more common than one might think for people to turn to thievery or banditry when faced with a combination of harsh circumstances.

Still. 

Even so.

If you gritted your teeth and searched, you could find a way to make a living. 

After all, a place where people lived was still just that. 

These guys had simply chosen to capture and sell other humans who, unlike them, were living decent lives or trying to do so, out of all the countless ways to survive.

They were the kind of people who deserved no leniency.

“And I’ve decided to kill every last one of them!”

In a world where everything but my salary was rising, being forced into a life of slavery where human rights didn’t exist, after already being a tired and worn-out corporate slave, was just too much. 

If only the slave trade was legal in Itsiel and these guys were operating within the bounds of the law, I might have left them alone, but this was unforgivable.

“Where the hell did that madman come from?!”

“Crossbow! Get the crossbow… Ugh!”

In the distance, I saw one of the bandits, who had turned around shouting for a crossbow, fall in one shot, following his boss, after being struck by an arrow Asirye had fired from the tower. 

The other bandits began to move frantically.

“Damn it, he’s not alone! An arrow came from the tower!”

“Wait, then the boss…”

I understood their urgency, but they shouldn’t have been letting their guard down, even if I was a bit far away. 

I didn’t know what kind of confidence they had, when they were dying one by one with every swing of my sword.

“He’s already dead! He’s probably looking for a place for you to lie down in the afterlife, so hurry up and go help him!”

“Aaaah!”

They had no system, no purpose. 

Those who had been selling others to save their own lives acted according to their nature as soon as their boss disappeared in the sudden attack.

Whether there were thirty or forty of them, they were just annoying, not a threat.

As I was harvesting the heads of the bandits like a farmer reaping rice, five of them gathered together and began to form a battle formation against me. 

The problem was that what they were holding weren’t shields, but just boards that barely resembled them. 

The only real shield was the one in the middle.

“Oh? Did we have some deserters here? You guys managed to form something that looks like a battle formation?”

“Who are you! Who are you to suddenly appear and do this?!”

Scratch that, they weren’t putting up a fight. 

It seemed like they were just struggling to survive.

Was it important who I was here? 

If it was really important, they should have captured me, cut off a few limbs, and then asked. 

Even the actions of the guy in the middle, who was holding the most shield-like shield and speaking, seemed like nothing more than an attempt to escape reality.

“I don’t introduce myself when I’m about to kill everyone. It’s pointless, isn’t it?”

“After suddenly committing a massacre!! You dare say such a thing!! Do you know who we are?! Do you think you’ll be safe after killing us all?! The bandits around here are a union! As soon as the news spreads that we’ve been attacked, dozens of bandits will come after you with fire in their eyes! And the noble who backs us will try to kill you too!”

Huh. 

A union, huh? 

These bandits were really something. 

Still, I decided to answer one of his questions, since he had voluntarily given me information that wasn’t in the documents.

“You’re a friend with a poor learning ability!”

“What…?”

“Did you not learn anything from seeing me kill your boss as soon as I got here?”

The other bandits, except for the one who was talking, just stared at me with questioning expressions, as if they didn’t understand either. 

Seeing that, I suddenly became curious if I could instill fear in them, so I put on the most evil smile I could muster and answered.

“I always take out the head first when dealing with trash. So, before I deal with you trash as a group, who do you think I killed first?”

“…U, uh. N-no way…”

“Of course, it’s possible!”

The guy, who was smart enough to take the lead and had the sense to try and talk his way out of this after seeing my skills, began to turn pale.

“Your patron, the slave trading group, is all dead. Not only the group, but the noble who backed them is also on the verge of political death. Now that your curiosity is satisfied, let’s go!”

“W-where to?”

“To hell, of course!”

There was no way that the flimsy battle formation of untrained bandits could stand against me, who could kick down a steel door.

Wham!

“Ugh!”

I channeled my mana and kicked the guy in the middle of the formation, sending him flying about two meters. 

In the meantime, I swung my fists to prepare for the guys on either side of him, but there was no counterattack, as if I had overestimated them.

Seeing the two guys I had punched die uselessly, the remaining two threw down their boards and began to run away.

“M-monster!”

“Aaaah!”

As always, Asirye’s arrows flew accurately, targeting their vital points, and mercilessly took their lives.

“Huh. Is that it?”

I looked around and saw nothing but corpses.

While I was looking around to see if there was anything else in my line of sight, Asirye, who had come down from the tower, approached me.

“What are you looking for?”

“No, I was just wondering if they were all dead already.”

“They’re either dead or they ran away. Didn’t you see the guys who were on guard when we came running away without looking back?”

“Haaah… Their ability to assess the situation is amazing.”

I walked over to the bandit I had kicked, who was lying a short distance away, and saw that he was staring at me with wide eyes, still breathing heavily while holding his shield with both hands. 

Looking closer, it wasn’t that he hadn’t dropped the shield, but that his arm was broken and his ribs were shattered, so he was unable to move and was being held down by the shield.

“Hey. I think about five guys ran away. Do you think they’ll try to get help from the bandit union you were talking about, or will they just run away without looking back?”

“Damn you… Go to hell…!”

“Really? I was going to give you a potion to fix your broken arm and ribs if you answered. If you don’t want it, then never mind.”

“W-what?! W-wait…!”

Since there was no need to be so extreme as to torture a guy who didn’t want to talk, I didn’t hesitate to cut off his head.

It seemed like there were no more enemies around, so while I was wiping my sword and putting it back in its sheath, Asirye, who had been quietly watching me, tilted her head and said,

“It might not have been a bad idea to keep him alive to get some information.”

“I figured I could just ask the spirits and get a rough idea of where the bandits in the forest are, so I just killed him. It’s unsettling to think that I might have left him alive and he might be selling people somewhere else.”

Low-level adventurers, like the village thugs, still had a chance at redemption, but those who captured and sold people were not up for negotiation in my book.

“And you were going to give him a potion if he answered?”

“I said I’d give him a potion, but I didn’t say I wouldn’t kill him. I was going to heal him and then kill him.”

“That’s… a fitting torture for those who capture and sell people.”

“Of course.”

Still, since we had destroyed one base, we decided to quickly loot the pockets of the dead and the tower where the boss had been.



Honestly, their equipment was in better condition than I had imagined, so I had been worried that they had invested most of the money they had earned from the slave traders into equipment. 

But contrary to my worries, there was a considerable amount of silver coins in the chest I found under the boss’s bed.

“It’s probably about one gold coin’s worth? It’s not that high quality, but there are also three potions.”

“Considering the scale… they might have been quite big shots among the bandits.”

“It’s a relief that we were able to get rid of them and their roots.”

There were also some decent pieces of equipment, but we decided to give up on taking them. 

It would have been great if there was something like an inventory like in games, but bags with storage magic were so ridiculously expensive that we didn’t have any.

It was really tempting to have a full set of equipment fit into a pouch the size of my fist, but the price of 20 gold coins was just too much.

“Ah. I wish a bag with storage magic would just fall from the sky.”

“Pfft.”

“What’s so funny about my pure wish, huh? Teacher?”

“No. It just reminded me of something from the past.”

“Something from the past?”

I wondered if there was some funny story about someone trying to find a bag with storage magic, but what Asirye said was surprisingly a memory we shared.

“The day Eldi and I first met. The bandits were making a fuss about that ordinary sword, calling it a magic sword.”

“Ah, that time. Right, that happened.”

“Back then, when I saw the bandits making a fuss about a magic sword, I couldn’t help but think, ‘What kind of idiot drops a magic sword?'”

“Hehe. Honestly, I thought the same thing.”

Even that tense moment was a funny memory when I looked back on it. 

It was amazing that the day had come when I could feel that way. 

It made me feel proud of my growth and how hard I had been working.

Then, Asirye, suppressing a laugh, said something that completely shattered my pride.

“But now that Eldi suddenly said that, it reminded me of them.”

“……”

It was such a stupid thing to say that I couldn’t even argue, so the smile that had been spreading across my face, fueled by the pride I had gained from reminiscing, disappeared.
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It wasn’t difficult to deal with the bandits within the forest’s reach.

Whether it was because they had a lot to resent about the bandits, or for some other reason, the forest spirits moved us with pinpoint accuracy, like a delivery driver whose motto was speed and precision. 

The battles at the bandit hideouts we arrived at were far from difficult.

After we had smashed about three groups, our pockets were full even though we had only taken little money from each group, the bandits seemed to have vanished without a trace.

Not only could we make Count Bosha miserable, but we could also make money and make the world a slightly better place to live in. 

It was truly the epitome of the creative economy, and I wanted to do it every day.

“But everything that has a beginning has an end.”

It was just a shame that it had to end today. 

After annihilating the last bandit group and neatly collecting their money pouches, we left the hideout. 

Asirye, who had been communicating with the spirits, spoke to me.

“I think they were the last ones. They’re just happy now and aren’t telling me the next location.”

“Then it’s time to go back.”

Chewing on jerky I found in the bandits’ food storage, I took out my pocket watch and checked the time. 

It was just before 1 PM. 

Excluding the travel time, it was amazing to think that we had destroyed a bandit group roughly every 30 minutes.

“Spirits, bless you. Please tell them I’m very grateful, sis.”

“They can’t speak, but the spirits can feel your emotions, so there’s no need to. They already know.”

After having a simple meal while laughing in the corpse-ridden ruins, we returned to the outskirts of the capital with the help of the spirits, about an hour and a half later. 

I didn’t realize it when we were moving so quickly, but the distance had increased considerably since the first bandit camp.

We hadn’t heard specifically when the trial would end, so the first place we visited when we arrived in the capital was the courthouse. 

However, the courthouse we arrived at with anticipation was no different from the last time we saw it, with its tightly closed doors announcing that the trial was still in progress. 

We had to leave the place with a sense of disappointment.

“I thought the trial would end quickly since the outcome is obvious, but I guess that’s not the case.”

“I don’t know much about human trials either, so I can’t say for sure. I imagine it’s complicated since it involves nobles.”

We had filled up on cheap jerky, so we considered eating something hearty before going in, but neither of us was particularly hungry, so we decided to return to the Ogatorf mansion for now.

After experiencing the power of the fantasy version of a moving walkway thanks to the spirits, the distance, which wasn’t even that far, felt endlessly long. 

When we arrived at the mansion, I was greeted by the sight of the wyvern transport carriage, which I had only seen once before while living there.

“What? Why is this here?”

“Ah, Eldmia. You’re back early today?”

As I was surprised by the carriage that was just entering the mansion, a familiar face of a guard greeted me.

“Jebel? Isn’t that a wyvern transport carriage?”

“It is. I didn’t hear the exact details, but the butler said he was an acquaintance of Margrave Levien. I heard he’s helping with this trial.”

Oh my god! 

Then the person in that carriage must be my few dear comrades and a filial son of the century!

“Gies! Hey! You’re in the carriage, right?”

“Huh? Eldmia?”

When I jumped up and down in delight and approached the carriage, a familiar face popped out from the back of the carriage where the tarp was down. 

I was glad to see him, but why was he coming out from there?

“You little rascal, you’ve been doing well!”

It was Gies, whose face looked much better than before. 

He was also very happy to see me and hurriedly jumped out of the still-moving carriage and approached me.

“My goodness, how long has it been! You were still in the capital… Ah, Asirye is here too?”

Gies, whom Lagnis had been hiding outside the capital until the situation was resolved, seemed to have been treated well, as his skin seemed to glow. 

I thought I would have a chance to see his face since he would be a key witness in this trial, but I didn’t expect to see him so soon.

“Haha! There were some troublesome things. It just happened that way. Anyway, look at your shiny skin. Did the wyvern refuse to carry you because you were too heavy?”

“I’m sure this guy gained more weight than me. By the way, it seems like you’ve grown even bigger in just over a year? How much bigger are you planning to get?”

“There’s nothing better than size when it comes to fighting, so the bigger the better.”

“Haha. You haven’t changed.”

While Gies and I were patting each other on the shoulders and greeting each other, the wyvern, following Gies, stuck its head out. 

No, it wasn’t that it had gained weight, but its face seemed to have become more vicious.

“Is it… in its growth period too? Its face looks a bit different.”

“It’s still a young wyvern. You’ve only seen it once, but you have a good eye.”

Of the two wyverns I had seen in my life, I had split the head of one with my own hands, and the other was this one, so it was only natural that it would remain in my memory. 

I didn’t know if wyverns were good at remembering human faces, but from my point of view, it was just as welcome as Gies.

“Now that you’re in the capital, does that mean that loan shark is also going to be dealt with through this trial?”

“I think so. We packed up everything, including the guards who were staying with me in the village where I was hiding.”

“But why did you arrive so early? When did you leave?”

“Us? We left three days ago.”

Unlike Gies, who answered casually with a smile, I couldn’t help but freeze, unable to control my expression.

We were still in the Empire at that time.

“Who told you to come?”

“The royal family contacted us directly.”

Gies tilted his head, noticing something strange in my expression, but I was too emotionally overwhelmed to explain it to him right now, so I kept my mouth shut.

Lagnis’ anxiety and bewilderment were real. 

Lord Ekaf’s too, and Cheryl’s. 

If their reactions were an act to deceive me, it should have been recorded as a performance for the ages.

There was only one conclusion that could be drawn in my head.

The conclusion was that the royal family was currently using the people involved without any prior notice, according to their own taste.

“I see! I didn’t know because I hadn’t heard anything. Anyway, it’s good, man. You can finally live proudly.”

However, there was no reason to plant anxiety by informing the innocent Gies, so I managed my expression and returned to the conversation.

“Honestly, I was treated so well that life there wasn’t bad either, but I guess a wyvern and its pilot belong in the sky. I’m excited to be able to fly without being self-conscious.

Even if it was just a temporary stay, we couldn’t continue the conversation because the wyvern needed to be looked after so it could adjust.

When Gies and I parted ways, promising to meet again in the evening, Asirye, who had been listening to the conversation with a smile, changed her expression to a very serious one.

“Eldi. You’re not thinking of making a rash decision and acting on it, are you?”

“I don’t make rash decisions, but I almost acted on one.”

To deceive your enemies, you must first deceive your allies.

I thought it was a very reasonable and valid theory, and a very cautious and desirable attitude.

But f*ck, thinking about it and accepting it were always different things.

“It pisses me off to think that they left the anxious girl in the dark without a single word, while they were probably happy that everything was going according to plan.”



There was no consideration whatsoever. 

It was just a plan that only considered the gains and losses on the chessboard and moved the pieces accordingly. 

The fact that the person who established the plan had no penalty for moving the pieces was a very blatant act. 

If the royal family had given Lagnis even a single assurance that they were on her side, I wouldn’t have felt this way.

The fact that they were preparing for the trial until dawn by gathering people was, to be honest, a feeling of moving in a hurry. 

Far from the feeling of staying up all night for perfection, you know?

“Just pissed off?”

“…For now. It’s something I’ll have to decide based on what they do later.”

Apologizing after the fact might not be the best, but if there’s a valid reason for the action to ensure that the enemy is surely dealt with, and if the apology is accompanied by reasonable compensation, it could even be seen in a positive light.

This was a reality fantasy world. 

Not everything went as planned.

Still, I couldn’t let go of my displeasure, and my expression remained sullen. 

Asirye, smiling, wrapped her arm around mine.

“Yes. Eldi should try to remain calm even in emotional situations.”

“You are absolutely right. But it’s also true that I was momentarily enraged, and now I’m hungry.”

“Is that how it works…?”

“I guess so.” 

I didn’t know that’s how I worked either. 

Anyway, the fact that I was hungry was true, so before going up to my room, I went to the kitchen first to get some leftover food.

But the chef didn’t just give me leftovers, he prepared a whole meal for me. 

As I ate the delicious food, my mood improved, and I couldn’t help but show Asirye my simpleton side.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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After we slowly finished our meal, Asirye and I first did a simple equipment check, then left the mansion and headed out to the streets. 

Having dealt with the nearest slave traders, it was time to find our next target. 

We decided to use the remaining time until evening to visit Zikmel.

“To have a shop in the capital, he must have worked really hard, right? And it didn’t even sound like he had wrapped things up in his original city before coming here.”

“I kind of brushed it off back then, but it is pretty impressive. I bet no one would object if he went around saying he made it on his own.”

I had planned to go alone this time as well, but Asirye insisted on coming along, arguing that it’s always better to have more sources of information.

As we walked towards the shop, Asirye compared the current capital to the one she last remembered, and we chatted along the way, so the journey wasn’t boring at all. 

It seemed she had quite a few memories here, as she had more stories to share than I expected. 

Then, she suddenly whispered to me.

“Hmm, it’s confirmed. We’ve had a tail since we left the mansion.”

“Already? I expected it, but this is faster than I thought.”

Unlike me, who hadn’t noticed anything, Asirye seemed to have sensed something as soon as we left the mansion. 

With a level of skill that made it impossible to tell when she had confirmed it, Asirye finished her discreet investigation, linked her arm with mine, and explained the situation.

“They’re quite skilled. It seems the provocation you used on Count Bosha this morning worked perfectly.”

“Are they only watching us?”

“Who knows? The only thing I’m sure of is that this person followed us without any hesitation.”

I had thrown that provocation out there hoping to attract this kind of attention, but I hadn’t expected them to issue orders and act on them in the short time it took for us to enter the courthouse. 

I was a little surprised.

“Well, I guess you need this kind of initiative to plot a rebellion.”

“You say such outrageous things so casually.”

“What’s the point? It’s going to fail anyway.”

They were already done for the moment they got involved with me. 

Even if I couldn’t stop his rebellion, I would personally cut off the head of the guy who would be rejoicing at his success.

Still feeling the effects of the spirit’s moving walkway, we arrived at Zikmel’s jewelry shop after what felt like a long walk. 

As we opened the door, a shop assistant greeted us.

“Welcome… Oh! Customer! What can I help you with?”

Perhaps he remembered my face, because the employee, who had greeted us, froze for a brief moment before quickly regaining his composure. 

If he remembered me, things would be much easier.

“I was quite pleased with the jewelry I bought last time. I was wondering if you had anything similar.”

“Ah, I see! The manager happens to be in, so I’ll guide you to him right away!”

Had Zikmel given him specific instructions on how to deal with me? 

The employee, despite Asirye being with me, unhesitatingly led me to the room where Zikmel was.

And Zikmel greeted me just as boldly.

“Welcome, Eldmia-nim! I was expecting you, so I’ve been waiting!”

As always, Zikmel bowed deeply, his back bent at a 90-degree angle, but today, with Asirye here, I felt a bit embarrassed.

“You expected me? Why?”

“I heard the news this morning. They said you completely destroyed a slave trading group?”

For a moment, I wondered how he had identified me, even considering the possibility that Krul or the others had sold me out. 

But I quickly realized it was a simple conclusion, not even requiring any deduction.

“Well, if you heard that a trading group was destroyed right after you bought information from me, it’s natural to assume it was me.”

“Hahaha. That’s right. Honestly, it was so sudden that I even wondered if it was just a coincidence.”

Naturally offering me a seat and even bringing out prepared teacups and tea, Zikmel didn’t ask any questions about Asirye, as if her presence here was the most natural thing in the world.

It was a bit funny how he seemed to be emphasizing that no information about me would leak out through him, but I decided to play along for now.

“Since you already know everything, there’s no need for a long explanation. Where’s the closest one?”

“Actually, the word ‘close’ is a bit of a misnomer now. Unlike the slave traders, they’re more skilled in combat.”

It seemed his words about waiting for me weren’t an exaggeration. 

Unlike last time, Zikmel immediately took out a document and showed it to me.

“Correctional Facility for Newly Recruited Mercenaries…?”

A very suspicious-sounding presentation title was clearly written on it.

“Officially, it’s a makeshift facility built to provide educational benefits to mercenaries hired by nobles… a training ground, if you will. With skilled individuals constantly being pulled to the front lines in the ongoing war, and with the kingdom split into several factions even among humans, it was created under the pretext of needing to watch their backs, so to speak.”

“It sounds very legitimate.”

“On the surface, it is. The important part is the list of people who gave up halfway, written on the next page.”

Following Zikmel’s gesture to turn the page, I saw a list of names written quite densely.

“These are all the ones who gave up?”

“Yes. That’s a summarized version with just their names and approximate grades. The original document had much more detailed personal information.”

I lightly skimmed through the names and grades, which were categorized like a report card, and turned to the next page. 

This time, it showed a list of successful candidates and their grades.

“…What the hell?”

But the grades of the successful candidates were worse than those of the dropouts. 

Moreover, about 10 to 20 percent of them consistently gave up each quarter, as if it were prearranged.

Only those who had owed the top 10 percent of grades gave up.

“You showed me this because the lists of successful candidates and dropouts aren’t reversed, right?”

Zikmel, seeing me look up from the document, answered with a confident smile and a nod.

“You’re spot on. Coincidentally, those on the dropout list formed a mercenary group and are working together. They make money by resolving disputes between nobles… and it turns out they mostly fight among the Noble faction. Sometimes they participate in disputes involving the Royalist faction or unaffiliated nobles, but it’s interesting that they always participate as members of the Noble faction.”

“They’ve got it all figured out. I told you, you shouldn’t get involved with politicians.”

Ignoring Asirye, who was staring at me with an unusually distrustful look in her half-lidded eyes, I quickly addressed Zikmel, who was starting to look puzzled by Asirye’s reaction.

“What’s their level and numbers?”

“There are individuals who can be called executives, and there are rumors that they are Aura users. I couldn’t get specific information on their exact level. The mercenary group averages around 40 people. About 15 of them have been with the group for several years, while the rest are constantly being replaced.”

“And those who are replaced are hired as private soldiers by the Noble faction?”

“You caught on quickly. That’s correct.”

They were probably being absorbed into the ranks of the so-called new Noble faction. 

The fact that they were all relatively young suggested that Count Bosha’s rebellion was a very long-term plan. 

He wouldn’t want to spend a lot of money raising them only to find them too old to be of use.

“Do you know when the most recent replacement was?”

“Roughly a year ago. Since then, they’ve been hired for three small disputes.”

The numbers were large, but it wasn’t an entirely unfavorable situation. 

It meant that not all 40 of them were seasoned veterans.

I also liked that they were mercenaries. 

If they had been working as adventurers, I would have had no choice but to leave them alone.

“Does the royal family know about this?”

“Well… it’s the kind of thing that could be overlooked if you weren’t paying attention. Even a kingdom can’t keep track of every single mercenary group. Besides, it’s a small group, not even a hundred strong.”

The minimum size of a kingdom’s army unit was 60 men. 

If it fell below that, it was considered to have lost its ability to function in war and was treated as having no military strength. 

If the royal family had viewed them with the same mindset as Zikmel, they could have easily missed them.

Even if I caused a ruckus, I could only destroy the mercenary group. 

Public authority was needed to crush Count Bosha’s boot camp.



“Ha, I really don’t want to see that old man again. He gives me the creeps.”

“Excuse me? Who are you talking about?”

“Duke Lesrom.”

Waiting until the trial was over and seeking advice from Lord Ekaf was also an option… but my trust in the royal family wasn’t very high due to the incident with Gies.

To put it bluntly, it was about the same as Duke Lesrom. 

In this case, it was probably best to examine the cards I could get my hands on right now.

“No, why would you… Never mind. I guess it’s better not to know this time either.”

He’s really gotten smarter. 

His ability to know when to butt in and when to stay out was truly artistic.

“Anyway, where are they now?”

“The last confirmed information was that they exited through the south gate of the western gateway city, Riviel. I don’t know where they’re headed, but based on the fact that they exited through the south gate, I was able to narrow down a few possible locations.”

Saying so, Zikmel unfolded a map that, while lacking in detail, accurately marked the locations of cities. 

He pointed to the areas marked in red ink.

“But as I mentioned at the beginning, it’s quite a distance. It would take three days even on horseback.”

Naturally, Asirye and I looked for forests first, but unfortunately, there were no connected forests. 

Since this was the closest option, it seemed like this would be the last ruckus unless something else came up, but three days was a bit far.

As I was pondering a way to overcome this, Gies flashed through my mind.

“…Wyverns?”

“Yes?”

“How long would it take on a wyvern?”

At my nonchalant question, Zikmel scratched his cheek with a dumbfounded expression and replied.

“A wyvern? It would probably take half a day.”

I couldn’t even say, “He was here, f*cker,” anymore.

God existed. 

For real.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Once a course of action was decided, it was imperative to act immediately. 

After paying Zikmel for the information, we hurriedly left the shop and headed straight for the noble’s quarter. 

However, since it didn’t feel right to go with a tail on us, Asirye decided to take care of it this time.

“Be careful, sis.”

“Don’t worry. I’m good at this.”

With a confident look, Asirye separated from me, pulled up her hood, and quickly disappeared into the crowd. 

It went without saying that the dignity and skill of an elf who had lived for over a hundred years were not to be underestimated.

After parting ways with Asirye, I strolled through the streets, pondering once again whether I could truly receive help from Duke Lesrom.

All wyverns in the kingdom were supposed to be under the management of the royal family. 

However, that only meant that wyverns could only be managed at designated wyvern stations and breeding centers designated by royal decree.

Most people could use them if they paid the corresponding price. 

After all, wyverns were just another form of transportation. 

Among them, some high-ranking nobles had the right to rent wyverns to any location they desired, even outside the designated wyvern stations in case of emergencies.

Of course, this wasn’t possible without putting their family name on the line or having a valid reason recognized by a permit stamped with the royal seal, but it was possible. 

Naturally, a duke would have enough pull to rent a wyvern under his name. 

He just couldn’t use it like a personal vehicle.

That was why I was seeking out Duke Lesrom, even though I wasn’t thrilled about it. 

If his words were true, and he intended to serve the kingdom and prevent rebellion, it would be possible to entrust him with renting a wyvern and handling Count Bosha’s rebel boot camp.

Of course, I couldn’t openly tell the wyvern pilot at the station that I was going to kill a mercenary group, so the rental would be for Gies and his wyvern. 

Since wyvern pilots and wyverns were under the jurisdiction and property of the royal family within the kingdom, even if they had been missing for nearly two years on the surface, they were still included in the aforementioned story.

…They should be included. 

It would be a hassle if they weren’t.

“Halt. This is the noble’s quarter, which is not open to ordinary citizens. Please state your business.”

While I was experiencing a mix of admiration and embarrassment, I arrived at the entrance of the noble’s quarter, where I was greeted by a guard displaying disciplined movements. 

The halberds, crossed in an X-shape from both sides as if they were in sync, reminded me of the precise sword movements of an honor guard, proving that these were not just some haphazardly trained private soldiers.

“I have come to see His Excellency, Duke Lesrom.”

“Do you have a prior appointment?”

“No.”

A shadow of doubt began to fall over his stern face. 

Of course, that would be the case. 

If I, who looked like nothing more than an adventurer, suddenly said I wanted to meet the duke, I would look like a madman.

However, the guard, without showing any sign of disapproval, uttered an extremely reasonable statement without losing his courtesy, which made me admire him.

“I apologize, but without a scheduled appointment, it is difficult to even convey your message unless there are special circumstances regarding your business or status.”

I’ve been seeing so many abnormal things that I got moved by a normal reaction. 

Still, judging by his reaction, it seemed Duke Lesrom was indeed inside.

“Could you please inform him that I have urgent matters to discuss regarding the boar hunt? If it is difficult to speak directly to His Excellency, please inform his representative, Sir Ruserik, that Eldmia Egga has come with a request.”

At that moment, the guard standing silently next to him flinched. 

He moved so obviously that I couldn’t help but shift my gaze, but he didn’t seem to have any other intentions and was just staring into space.

His gaze seemed a bit unstable, though… Maybe it was just my imagination?

“…I understand. Please wait here for a moment.”

Unlike him, the guard I was talking to simply nodded and approached another guard inside to relay the message. 

If only the guards at the temporary detention center had been so formal, no one would have died.

As I stood there idly watching, Ruserik soon appeared, looking just as composed as last time.

“Welcome, Sir Eldmia Egga. We welcome your visit.”

“Thank you for your hospitality despite my sudden visit, Sir Ruserik…?”

I greeted him according to etiquette and raised my head, only to find Ruserik, whose composure was nowhere to be seen, looking like he had just witnessed something that defied the natural order of the world.

Why are you making that face?

“Ahem, ahem. This way, please. His Excellency, Duke Lesrom, is waiting for you.”

What a reaction to someone who was just acting according to etiquette. 

Anyone would think a barbarian had just greeted him according to court etiquette.

Perhaps realizing that he had failed to manage his expression, Ruserik turned around a bit hastily and guided me inside.

“That person was the guillotine?”

“I wondered what kind of monster he was, but his size is extraordinary.”

That was all well and good, but unlike last time, I couldn’t help but feel quite flustered by the stares I was receiving from all around. 

Why were they treating a person like an execution device?

Reading my confusion, Ruserik cleared his throat lightly and quietly explained.

“The reactions around you may be different from your last visit, but please understand. The incident at the temporary detention center spread by word of mouth faster than expected…”

It was unfair that he was using facts to argue, so I had nothing to say. 

Ruserik quickened his pace a bit more than usual, as if to help me escape the stares.

Upon entering the office under his guidance, Duke Lesrom greeted me with a friendly demeanor that didn’t match his appearance, as usual.

“You’ve come sooner than I expected. Did you enjoy our conversation that much?”

It was awkward at first, but when I thought about it, this was actually a normal reaction.

I was, after all, a talent who had saved an empress and defeated a hero. 

Wasn’t it a very short-sighted attitude to openly antagonize him just because he was under a royalist noble, or to immediately try to recruit him despite not even knowing him?

It would be a perfectly normal and sensible action to try and build a good rapport with me first, like Duke Lesrom was doing. 

It just seemed like there were more abnormal people in the world.

“Honestly, I didn’t want to see you twice, but things turned out this way again.”

Of course, I didn’t want to go along with that, so I acted rudely, but Duke Lesrom was formidable.

“Hahaha. That’s understandable. Things don’t always go as planned. However, it’s a very good thing to be able to act according to necessity at such a young age. Please, sit. I hope you can enjoy your tea in peace this time.”

He always treated me with such courtesy that it made me, who considered him an adversary, feel particularly uncomfortable. 

Moreover, seeing him skillfully preparing to serve tea, I couldn’t even refuse this time.

Why was this old man always trying to serve me tea so annoyingly? 

Just how much did he love tea?

“So, you said you had something to discuss regarding the boar hunt? If you deal with it in the same manner as two days ago, no one will question your actions… but since you came here today, I assume it’s not about that.”

The moment I sat down, the sofa felt like a bed of nails.

“You’re… very well-informed.”

“Of course. I have to be. Otherwise, I won’t be able to deal with the parasites that are eating away at the kingdom. It’s tiring work, and it costs a lot of money.”

Was he employing someone so skilled that neither Asirye nor I could detect them to follow me around? 

Did he know everything I had done, from dealing with Baron Rubila to the slave traders?

My doubts didn’t last long.

“You handled the matter with Baron Rubila very well. Young people your age often lack prudence, but you finished it cleanly. Did you know that he was secretly raising wyverns for the kingdom?”

“…No. That’s news to me.”

“Tomorrow, based on the testimony of the wyvern pilot, we plan to raid him under the guise of tracking his rebellious activities. Originally, he would have gone into hiding under his initiative, but… now he can’t do anything but be impounded.”

“Isn’t that good news for the Royalists? You seem… very pleased.”

Carrying the tea and teacups with a flawless appearance, Duke Lesrom sat across from me with a dignified motion and spoke firmly.

“It’s not good news for the Royalists, but good news for the kingdom.”

These were two different things. 

With a smile, Duke Lesrom stroked his chin and continued.

“The same goes for the slaves. It might seem like I don’t care unless they’re citizens of the kingdom, but our country has had a long-standing maritime trade relationship with the Kingdom of Ladan, where slavery is deeply involved in the national foundation. We can’t openly deny their system, so we maintain a form of acknowledging foreign slaves. It’s a matter of the higher-ups, you see.”

Damn it. 

He knew everything. 

I unconsciously made a face like I had chewed on something unpleasant.

“Of course, from the kingdom’s perspective, those who falsely sell our citizens as slaves must be severely punished. But if we take a hard line, we might unintentionally offend the slave traders of the Kingdom of Ladan. On the other hand, if we start an investigation half-heartedly, they’ll slip away easily. It’s much more convenient for someone like you, with no connections, to sweep them away cleanly and bring back the evidence. ‘It wasn’t our intention, but it turned out this way, so just accept it. We have the evidence, don’t we?'”

Even for a duke, how could he obtain such accurate information so thoroughly? 

If a duke had this much, what level was the royal family’s intelligence network? 

It didn’t feel like it could be explained just by saying Duke Lesrom is competent.

“Have you put a tail on me?”

“Of course not. Didn’t I say so during your last visit? Whatever happens after you leave the noble’s quarter has nothing to do with the will of the noble’s quarter.”

“Yet you’re aware of everything I’ve done.”



“I know as much as His Majesty the King knows.”

Shrugging his shoulders and answering casually while pouring the tea, Duke Lesrom’s words made me momentarily repeat them in my mind without thinking, and then a sudden realization struck me.

“Do you have people in the royal intelligence agency?”

Wasn’t that treason…?

While I was frozen, unsure of how to react, Duke Lesrom, for the first time, flinched and waved his hands frantically.

“My young friend, you have such a terrifying imagination. I simply asked His Majesty to provide me with information directly.”

“Ah, directly… Wait, directly?”

What did I just hear? 

The head of the Noble faction was receiving information directly from His Majesty the King?

As I stared at him with a dumbfounded expression, Duke Lesrom took a sip of his tea and nodded lightly in affirmation.

“I told you, didn’t I? As long as you are a Royalist, we can maintain a good relationship.”

With an awfully calm demeanor for someone who had just dropped a bombshell, Duke Lesrom smiled.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Was I the strange one?

The person who had just dropped a bombshell was so incredibly calm that I felt a sense of dissonance. 

As I watched Duke Lesrom chuckle at my reaction, my hand reached for the teacup in front of me without thinking.

Well, he did brew a good cup of tea.

“Oh. Drinking it this time?” 

He asked.

“After hearing such a thirst-inducing story, my hand moved on its own.” 

I replied.

“There’s no need to be so tense. I don’t make a habit of forcing people onto the same boat after dropping a bomb on them.”

“If it were any other story, I might have believed you, but frankly, this is hard to swallow.”

It was strange that he was so calm after revealing something that could shake the very foundation of the kingdom’s political landscape. 

I glared at Duke Lesrom, my distrust evident, but he remained unfazed, maintaining his relaxed demeanor.

“You can address that directly to His Majesty later. I only spoke because he gave me permission.”

“Passing the buck? That’s rather irresponsible for someone of your stature, Your Excellency.”

“It’s a royal decree. As a subject, I must obey.”

Duke Lesrom chuckled as if we were exchanging pleasantries, then set down his teacup and continued.

“In any case, there’s no harm in you knowing this. It also explains why I’m helping you with the boar hunt. Tell me what you need.”

“Your Excellency…”

“If you’re about to suggest that I’m deceiving you by pretending to help His Majesty, he did tell me to show you a personal letter he wrote. Would you like to see it?”

“I don’t think you have any reason to deceive me, so I’ll politely decline.”

A royal letter? 

That was something best avoided. 

I already had enough headaches. 

Before he could even take out the letter, I quickly presented the document I had received from Zikmel, changing the subject.

“As you may already know, it seems the boar is secretly raising private troops and expanding his forces. The training ground seems to be operating legally, so it’s not my place to interfere, but the mercenary group he’s running with those troops doesn’t seem to be following the rules.”

“Hmm? That’s new information. Let me take a look.”

He read the document without even flinching, suggesting his eyesight was still sharp despite his age. 

I sipped my tea and waited, and after a moment, Duke Lesrom nodded slowly.

“We’ve overlooked the mercenary group. It was originally a training ground established a few years ago to supplement the declining quality of troops due to the prolonged war… but I had no idea they were being siphoned off like this. We’ll need to do some house cleaning.”

He seemed to have used the word “house cleaning” as a euphemism for “purge”, but that wasn’t my concern.

“It seems you need help dealing with this mercenary problem. What kind of assistance do you require?”

“I’d like to borrow Gies, the wyvern pilot who testified as a witness, and his wyvern.”

“So you’ve already pinpointed their location.”

“Not exactly, but close enough.”

I had hoped that offering the document would be enough to secure the wyvern, but it seemed Duke Lesrom would have agreed even without it. 

Either way, I didn’t care as long as I got the wyvern. 

Just as I was about to get up, thinking the conversation was over, Duke Lesrom gestured for me to stay.

“Your business seems to be concluded, so now it’s my turn.”

I had no idea what business he could possibly have with me after I had barged in unannounced. 

But I couldn’t just walk out, so I sat back down.

“Did you have something to say, Your Excellency?”

“Not so much to say, but rather to give you a heads-up about what will happen after this matter is resolved.”

“What will happen…?”

Was it not enough that Count Bosha would be beaten to a pulp and Lagnis acquitted and compensated? 

Even if there was more to it, I didn’t see why I needed to be involved.

“Surely you don’t think everything will be neatly wrapped up once the Margrave of Levien is acquitted and compensated, do you?”

“Come to think of it, the abandoned dungeon incident was a royal commission.”

“I hadn’t expected you to be involved in that either. The royal family wants to compensate you appropriately and declare you a hero.”

“I’d like to politely refuse.”

It was strange. 

Even after all the excessive… retaliations… I had committed, I was still being considered for hero status? 

Did Itsiel have such a shortage of talent?

“I anticipated that to some extent. And I’ve acted accordingly to avoid it. Am I still on the list of potential puppet heroes?”

“Killing a few people in the capital for honor isn’t something that can be easily swept under the rug.”

“It’s true that my retaliation was a bit… excessive.”

“Subduing such rumors and manipulating public perception is also part of politics.”

I needed a refill. 

I poured myself more tea and sighed inwardly.

I briefly considered asking Esmee for asylum in the Empire. 

I didn’t want to be a pawn in the political games of the royal family. 

I was already in too deep, helping Lagnis. 

The way they were treating her, even after everything she had lost, made it hard to trust them.

My plan had been to earn the wandering knight title in a few months and leave the capital for the front lines. 

Once I was gone, it would be difficult for them to recall me without a very good reason, due to the customs and conventions of this world. I thought it was a perfect plan. 

Now, not so much.

If I got further entangled with the royal family, there was no telling how far their interference would reach.

Duke Lesrom seemed to sense my distrust and continued his explanation.

“This offer isn’t about using you for the royal family’s benefit. If necessary, we can put that in writing. Try not to be so negative.”

“I’ve been taught to be wary of goodwill without compensation. This situation feels exactly like that.”



“It’s not without compensation. Having someone like you under the royal family’s protection brings secondary benefits. It would be far more troublesome if we tried to suppress you and you ended up being poached by another country.”

Of course, I had considered that. 

That was why I wanted to avoid them.

“I don’t know what impression you have of the royal family, but judging by the fact that they’ve maintained the kingdom and their power through a seven-year war against the demon army, they’re not incompetent. They know how to make rational decisions and contracts. I’m not asking you to decide right now. Just consider it seriously when you have a moment to breathe.”

It was an unpleasant proposition, but it was difficult to outright refuse someone who had been nothing but courteous and had even granted my request. 

Especially after I had accepted his tea and his help.

“I’ll… consider it,” I said.

“That’s enough for now. We can discuss it properly once this matter is resolved.”

Duke Lesrom smiled, seemingly satisfied with my noncommittal answer.

I would honestly prefer facing hundreds of sword-wielding enemies.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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After Eldmia left, Duke Lesrom placed the received document on his desk, sat down, and sighed deeply. 

The relaxed demeanor he had maintained in the boy’s presence vanished, replaced by an expression of profound fatigue.

Perhaps he had misjudged from the start.

His instincts, honed over years in the viper’s nest of politics, told him so. 

Eldmia’s hesitant, noncommittal response, delivered with a look of displeasure, had conveyed only the barest minimum of respect. 

His initial decision to treat the boy favorably had been a stroke of luck.

“To think I’d live to see the day…” 

He muttered.

No fear of the royal family, no concern for the nobles’ political games. 

Throughout their conversation, the only emotions Eldmia had displayed were irritation and annoyance.

If it were mere youthful arrogance and ignorance, he could have laughed it off…

“The only thing they have in common is their youth.” 

He mused.

Fifteen years old? 

Aside from a lingering boyishness in his features, there was nothing about Eldmia that suggested his age. It felt like having tea with a caged predator.

Pushing aside the thought that this was unbecoming of his age, Duke Lesrom retrieved his communication crystal and infused it with mana.

Finished sooner than expected. How did it go?

As if waiting, the face of the man who had put him in this situation appeared in the crystal. 

He had been waiting. 

He’d contacted the king the moment he’d heard of Eldmia’s arrival, received his instructions, and promised to report back.

Offering a cursory bow to his liege, King Itsiel VII, Duke Lesrom began his report.

“I’ve secured a reprieve, a chance to observe. But don’t expect this to be resolved with a simple compensation.”

Their relationship wasn’t so formal that he needed to kneel before the crystal. 

Though unacknowledged publicly, their bond was strong, bordering on friendship. 

It was this bond that had allowed them to endure seven years of war and internal strife.

Ironically, those seven years of hardship had only strengthened their connection, but that was irrelevant now.

Is he someone you need to be this wary of?

“The initial approach may have been flawed. His thought process is… different.”

Different how?

“Let’s say someone subtly manipulated me, using my position and abilities for their own gain. I would naturally investigate, identify their motives, and determine if they were friend or foe. If they then offered an apology and compensation exceeding my initial loss, I would be inclined to view them favorably. If our goals aligned, we could maintain a positive relationship.”

Perfectly logical. 

A matter of simple cost-benefit analysis. 

But this fifteen-year-old boy, seemingly sprung from nowhere, saw things differently.

“Eldmia Egga doesn’t think that way. If you cause him a loss of ten and offer a gain of twenty, he doesn’t see a net gain of ten. He sees an enemy who tried to use him, regardless of the final outcome.”

He didn’t care about the resulting profit. 

He saw it as bait offered by an enemy. 

Perhaps he operated under the rather domineering assumption that he could acquire what he wanted on his own.

Therefore, he would retaliate ruthlessly, ensuring they wouldn’t dare try to use him again. 

It appeared impulsive and reckless, but it was a calculated decision, which was the truly troubling part.

The only consolation was that, not being driven by emotion, he likely wouldn’t hold a grudge. 

If they could maintain a positive relationship after that initial… outburst… Eldmia Egga could become a valuable ally.

Provided they didn’t pay with their lives for the mistake of provoking him unknowingly.

“This conversation confirmed my suspicions. He will hold us accountable for using the Margrave of Levien to eliminate Count Bosha and his faction.”

Even if it was the King?

“He would do the same to the Emperor of the Empire.”

Then his current silence is…

“He’s calculating the cost.” 

Lesrom stated.

Determining the extent of their manipulation and the appropriate level of retribution. 

Whether it warranted tolerance or outright hostility.

It was audacious. 

How could one person challenge a nation?

But his past actions suggested it was possible.

“He’s not unreasonable. His calculations might seem absurd from a conventional perspective, but they’re logically sound. And he’s capable of… sentimentality. He’s not the type to resort to unprovoked violence.”

Sentimentality… The key to controlling the most unpredictable individual is the most unpredictable emotional element.

King Itsiel VII chuckled and stroked his beard, mirroring Lesrom’s own unease.

“The daughter of House Ogatorf maintains a perfectly amicable relationship with him, despite being assaulted in their first encounter. He seems surprisingly reasonable, as long as there’s no overt hostility or attempts at manipulation.”

He’s not tolerating it for the benefits offered by House Ogatorf?

“If that were the case, he wouldn’t have refused their considerable offers and chosen to work as a mere butler.”

Lord Ekaf was a loyal subject, but politically naive. 

The regular reports never failed to mention Eldmia, the promising talent who had played a crucial role in portraying Lagnis as the tragic hero of Levien. 

They also expressed the hope that the king would officially reward Eldmia for his service, given his tendency to refuse Lord Ekaf’s offers.

“If we can connect with him on a personal level, I believe we can steer this relationship in a positive direction.”

Personal. 

A concept that felt increasingly foreign to Duke Lesrom.

There was no guarantee of complete absolution, but it was certainly preferable to someone dying.

After hearing all this, I’m starting to think it might be better to eliminate him now.

“You don’t mean that.”

Hahaha, true. But he does possess a dangerous potential that warrants such consideration.

Eliminating someone simply because they were difficult to control would have left humanity unable to use magic. 

Such an approach only led to stagnation. 

Both Itsiel VII and Duke Lesrom understood this.

“Who knows? Perhaps he’ll uncover the identity of the demon commander before this is all over. If he shares that information, he might overlook this incident.”

…I’ll make sure to interrogate any captured demons about who initiated the war.

The suggestion had been made lightly, but the king’s response was sincere.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Leaving the Noble Quarter, I prayed I wouldn’t have to face that wily old fox a third time.

I never considered myself particularly intelligent, in this life or the last, but constantly dealing with people like him was exhausting.

Making sure I was justified in drawing my sword meant I couldn’t act without certainty. 

The more these brilliant minds schemed and plotted, the fewer problems I could solve with a simple swing of my blade. 

I hadn’t neglected my studies, but politics was a different beast altogether.

I honestly thought I’d never have to deal with it.

But now, two of the three women who cared for me were right in the thick of it.

“How did this happen…?” I muttered.

Lost in thought, I’d taken about twenty steps when Asirye emerged from the crowd.



Her serene expression was a welcome sight.

“That was quick” 

She observed.

“Things… aligned, I suppose. He agreed to help.”

“You seem troubled.”

“I am…”

This wasn’t the place for such a conversation, so we agreed to discuss it back at the mansion. 

First, we had to deal with the tail.

“What did you do with our shadow?”

“It wasn’t a shadow. It was Yen Tie.”

“Huh? Why her?”

Surprised by the unexpected answer, I blurted out the question. 

Asirye removed her hood, smoothed her hair, and explained.

“She had a similar idea, I think. She anticipated you’d be followed, and planned to track them back to their source. She approached me first.”

So her promise to repay me wasn’t empty words. 

Was this what it felt like to be a boss with a self-motivated intern…?

Never having been a boss, I found it unsettling.

“She seems quite competent.”

“She is. I suppose anyone who serves the Dream would be.”

Unlike me, who had found the Dream Worshippers unfamiliar, Asirye seemed to have heard of them. 

What struck me, however, wasn’t Yen Tie’s competence, but Asirye’s ability to detect her, even in the city.

It made me wonder what kind of elf hunters could capture someone as skilled as Asirye in a city, no less. 

I figured I’d encounter them eventually, given my habit of slaughtering every slave trader I came across, so I didn’t ask. 

It wouldn’t be a pleasant memory anyway.

With my concerns allayed, we returned to the mansion, feeling considerably lighter.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Ah, is that so? Then please let me know whenever you need me. I’ll be ready.”

Back at the mansion, after we’d settled in, I explained the earlier events to Gies, who was playing with his wyvern in the training grounds. 

His reply was surprisingly succinct.

“You answer without a moment’s hesitation?”

“There’s no reason to hesitate. Of course, if you were asking me to charge into battle, that would be impossible, so I would have refused. But as you said, it’s not illegal, and it doesn’t go against the royal family’s wishes. There’s no reason not to help.”

Though he hadn’t explicitly stated it, Gies seemed to believe he owed a lifelong debt to Lagnis and I.

Not only because of the debt issue, but also because if he had remained entangled as he was, he would have been unwillingly involved in the rebellion.

“The rebellion? That would have been a disaster for my family. I still shudder at the thought. Even if they had succeeded, I doubt I would have fared well. I’m already willing to help you, Eldmia, even if you asked me to do something against the royal family, assuming it wouldn’t be discovered.”

“I realized this time that the royal family’s intelligence network is not to be underestimated. They’d probably know even if we asked discreetly.”

“In that case, please just consider it a sentiment and don’t actually ask. Hahaha.”

Gies, who could even crack jokes, was truly dependable.

Thanks to his willing response, the only thing left on my schedule for the day was to welcome Lagnis back after the trial.

With the sun almost setting, I figured we’d all have dinner together soon, laughing and chatting about the story of how we crushed Bosha’s lackeys. 

I relaxed in Asirye’s room, reviewing my future plans.

However, my expectations were completely off. 

Even as dinner time approached, those who had participated in the trial remained trapped in the courthouse.

“Just how long is this trial going to last…?”

“It’s a treason charge. They’ll both have prepared a lot, so it could go until dawn.”

Judging by Asirye’s matter-of-fact tone, it seemed my common sense was lacking.

“They don’t even eat?”

“That’s why they usually bring tons of food and drinks when they expect a long trial. I had to attend one once, long ago… It was dreadful.”

“It sounds dreadful just hearing about it. I can’t imagine actually experiencing it.”

I gave up trying to comprehend when I heard that some people even gave up, unable to prove their innocence or the other party’s guilt due to sheer exhaustion.

Perhaps I was the only one who experienced this culture shock. 

The mansion staff began preparing dinner as if it were the most natural thing in the world, and we eventually joined them, eating and chatting with Gies.

Those who had participated in the trial returned much later, around midnight.

As soon as I stepped out after hearing from a maid, I saw their faces, haggard with fatigue, but clearly satisfied with a positive outcome.

“Ah, Eldmia. It feels like I haven’t seen you in three days.”

Lagnis, who received congratulations from Cheryl and the others, spotted me and waved. There was no energy in her gesture, and dark circles had formed under her eyes, which had been fine that morning.

“What kind of battle did you fight in there…?”

“A battle that made me pray I never have to enter a courthouse again. Gies, you’ve worked hard hiding for so long. After tomorrow’s trial, you’ll be able to return to your normal life. I apologize for not being able to greet you properly.”

Perhaps out of consideration for Lagnis, who was forcing a bright smile despite her exhaustion, Gies kept his greeting brief.

I also decided not to mention that she would have to return to the courthouse soon.

I was curious about what had transpired inside, but since most people were at their limit, those remaining at the mansion focused on providing them with a place to rest. 

Most of them would have to return to the courthouse after a short rest.

However, Lagnis hesitated, as if she wanted to say something more, and was eventually ushered towards the mansion to rest.

“Father and the royal officials went straight to the palace. I think it will be like this until the trial is over.”

Cheryl, relatively energetic as a warrior, stayed behind to give me a brief explanation.

It wasn’t anything particularly new. 

I had already pieced together how the trial was progressing from bits and pieces of overheard conversations. 

The Noble faction had brought up this and that, but the Royalist faction’s defense had turned it into a counterattack.

Still, the news that Count Bosha seemed to have lost his composure was more than welcome.

“Keep up the good work for the remaining days. Keep an eye on Bosha and make sure he continues to suffer.”

“Just what have you been doing?”

“I’ve been taking down Bosha’s illegal businesses. I plan to deal with his hidden troops in the next couple of days.”

“That’s comforting to hear, but it feels like you’re saving all the fun yourself.”

Cheryl looked a bit sullen, as if she regretted not being able to join in my destructive activities.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

With the late return of the trial participants, the mansion finally quieted down as morning arrived. 

As expected, nothing significant had happened overnight.

The only changes were that Lagnis was now staying at the Ogatorf mansion temporarily, and Renisa was attending to her every need. 

The other servants had been sent back to the Levien estate, but Renisa seemed determined not to leave Lagnis’s side.

Hoping that today’s trial would end early, I saw them off and finished breakfast. 

Asirye and I, with Mongsoon, presumably, tailing us, set out to take care of some miscellaneous tasks.

Most of them were personal errands. 

I had some free time, so I visited the Adventurer’s Guild to inquire about the reward for resolving the abandoned dungeon incident. 

I also went to the Dwarven District to leave a letter with Balkun for Shadowfoot, expressing my gratitude once again.

In the meantime, with Asirye’s help, I restocked my herb and tool pouch, which I had neglected recently, and prepared for the upcoming battle.

It wasn’t much different from what I had been doing for the past few days, but perhaps because it felt like we were on a mission together, Asirye seemed more cheerful than usual.

Since we didn’t have that much to do, we returned to the mansion around lunchtime.

“Eldmia-nim, I have something to tell you.”



Just as we were about to enjoy the comfort of the mansion and have lunch, Mongsoon approached us.

Having followed us all day yesterday without saying a word, her visit clearly signaled something.

“Did something happen?”

“Yes. I’m being followed, but it doesn’t seem to be Count Bosha or his associates.”

“Who else would be tailing me?”

“I suspect another information broker.”

I recalled Zikmel mentioning a couple of other information brokers who catered to nobles.

“Do you think Count Bosha hired them?”

The problem was that there was no way to know immediately whether they were following us on Bosha’s orders or simply out of curiosity. 

Fortunately, Mongsoon answered that question.

“The Count distrusts information brokers. He cautions his subordinates against using them. I believe they are investigating independently.”

Since I hadn’t done anything particularly noteworthy outside, it didn’t really matter if Bosha was involved or not. 

They would likely back off on their own once they learned what I had been up to recently.

“It doesn’t really matter, but it wouldn’t hurt to know another information broker. Can you follow them?”

“Yes. It won’t be difficult.”

Mongsoon replied with a calm yet confident tone. 

As Asirye had said, she seemed to possess a professional’s pride.

“I don’t plan on going out again today, so I’ll ask you tomorrow or the day after. Get some rest until then.”

“Understood.”

Having said her piece, Mongsoon changed her expression back to her usual indifferent one and left the room. 

It felt strange, almost like I had acquired a loyal subordinate.

“It feels like I’ve gained a subordinate.”

“A Dream Worshipper willingly cooperating? You’ve become quite the big shot, Eldmia.”

I would have simply laughed at Asirye’s playful remark, but considering Mongsoon’s self-proclaimed worth of 100 gold coins, I couldn’t help but feel a bit uneasy.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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About an hour after Mongsoon’s departure, I was informed of a visitor. 

Curious, I went to greet them, only to be met by a complete stranger.

He wasn’t dressed like an adventurer, nor did he resemble a servant or noble attendant. 

Yet, despite our first encounter, he reacted as if he knew me.

“Greetings, Sir Egga. I have the item you requested,” he announced, reaching inside his coat.

Reflexively, I channeled mana, anticipating an ambush. 

An unknown individual presenting an unrequested item was cause for alarm, especially given my recent activities.

However, when his hand reemerged, holding a scroll, understanding dawned. 

I forced a bright smile, dispelling the guards’ rising suspicion, and opened my arms in greeting.

“Prepared sooner than expected. I thought it would take until tomorrow”

I said.

Unfazed by my sudden, almost theatrical welcome, the man smiled and handed me the scroll.

“We were fortunate. It’s a relief to deliver it on schedule.”

The scroll, clearly made of high-quality parchment, lacked any seal. 

It was the flight permit promised by Duke Lesrom. 

Understandable, given his inability to openly send a representative or attach his name.

I couldn’t help but feel a flicker of gratitude for his attention to discretion, even amidst my lingering distrust.

“It’s good to have it” 

I acknowledged, dismissing the man with a brief farewell.

Back inside the mansion, I examined the scroll. 

 Densely written in official script, it certainly looked the part, but having never seen a genuine flight permit, I couldn’t verify its authenticity. 

That was Gies’s task anyway.

I held it up to the light, scrutinized the handwriting, killing time until Lagnis and the others returned from the courthouse, looking considerably less drained than the previous night. 

A successful trial, it seemed.

The atmosphere was light, and we enjoyed a rare, relaxed dinner together.

“A noble trial… utterly draining. I felt my life force ebbing away”

Gies admitted, dark circles under his eyes despite the celebratory mood. 

Fortunately, his role as a witness was complete.

“You should have seen the Noble faction’s faces when Gies appeared as a witness” 

Cheryl said, a mischievous glint in her eyes. 

“Especially Baron Etabil. The look on his face will sustain me through any future hardship.”

Baron Etabil, one of Bosha’s close associates, had apparently orchestrated Gies’s predicament, posing as a sympathetic creditor in the trial, only to be exposed by Gies’s testimony.

“That bastard has ruined countless lives with his predatory lending practices. Even some adventurers have fallen prey to his schemes” 

Gies added.

“Makes me want to stab him” 

I muttered.

“Eldmia, please don’t say such things so casually. You’ll frighten me” 

Cheryl pleaded, her tone deadly serious.

“I’m not a madman. I wouldn’t just…”

“You wouldn’t, would you?”

Why did no one trust me? 

Even Gies looked skeptical. 

I glared at him, feeling betrayed, until he coughed, changing the subject.

“Ahem! Regardless, today was incredibly satisfying. So, Eldmia, you mentioned having somewhere to go tomorrow? How far must we fly?”

“Not too far. Oh, and could you verify this? It’s supposed to be a flight permit.”

I handed him the scroll, smoothly transitioning the conversation. 

Lagnis, however, looked puzzled.

“Somewhere to go? A flight permit?”

“I was planning to share this delightful tale with everyone later” 

I announced.

Good deeds deserved recognition, especially when they involved dismantling Bosha’s operations. 

I recounted the events of the past few days, emphasizing the more entertaining aspects, while sparing them the tedious details.

Lagnis, perhaps accustomed to my… unconventional methods, simply massaged her temples, muttering.

“How do you manage to cram a week’s worth of chaos into a few days? It’s baffling.”

Even Cheryl looked dumbfounded, while Gies seemed to doubt his own sanity.

“What kind of life are you living?” 

He asked, bewildered.

“A life true to myself?” 

I offered.

“If you’re true to yourself twice more, the kingdom might collapse.”

“Oh, I doubt that.”

After all, this was my second life, and the kingdom was still intact.

Gies, understandably, remained confused. 

He simply confirmed the flight permit’s authenticity.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Riding a horse at dawn was arduous.

With winter’s approach, the cold was biting, a constant reminder of mortality. 

Flying on a wyvern in this weather, without proper preparation, was a recipe for hypothermia.

“I’ve noticed this before… but you seem strangely accustomed to flying, Eldmia” 

Gies observed, eyeing my attire.

Bundled in layers of clothing and a thick cloak, I was impervious to the cold. 

Asirye, similarly attired, looked surprised by my preparedness.

“It’s only your second time on a wyvern, isn’t it?” 

She asked.

“It’s common sense. Even riding a horse in this weather is freezing. I figured a wyvern would be worse” 

I explained.

“Most people underestimate the temperature drop at higher altitudes. Considering your… aerial acrobatics last time, perhaps you’re a natural wyvern rider?” 

Gies suggested.

“Even if I were, what good would it do? I can’t fly without royal permission, and feeding this beast is expensive.”

Wyverns were undeniably appealing, but the restrictions on their use dampened my enthusiasm. 

If I could own one without bureaucratic hurdles, I’d gladly adopt one as a pet and mode of transport.



“Anyway, our target is a mercenary group on the move. Their exact location is unknown, which complicates things. However, they reportedly don’t use horses.”

I unfolded the crude map obtained from Zikmel and handed it to Gies. 

He scanned it briefly, then nodded confidently.

“They’re heading towards Riviel. The roads in that region are well-maintained, so without horses, they’ll be spending most of their time on the main thoroughfares. The marked locations are likely their predicted campsites.”

“You can tell all that from that rudimentary map? Do you have the entire kingdom’s topography memorized?”

“Occupational hazard. I spend more time in the air than on the ground. I might get lost in a city, but I can navigate terrain with ease.”

His matter-of-fact tone left me with little to argue with. 

I simply accepted his expertise.

“You remember how to ride with two people, right?” 

He asked.

“Of course.”

The wyvern saddle, designed for two, required a specific arrangement for three riders. 

The pilot needed maximum freedom of movement, while the passengers huddled together in the back. 

Wyvern piloting involved full-body maneuvering, and any imbalance could send a passenger plummeting.

We mounted the wyvern, assuming our positions. 

Asirye, seated in front of me, spoke with a hint of excitement.

“This is… rather thrilling.”

“Riding a wyvern?”

“No. Riding with you. When we were younger, I always sat behind you. I’ve always wanted to ride like this, side-by-side, perhaps on horseback. I never imagined it would be on a wyvern.”

Her innocent enthusiasm was disarming. 

I briefly entertained the notion of obtaining a wyvern piloting license, just to fulfill her childhood fantasy.

“We’re off!” 

Gies announced, his voice echoing across the deserted Ogatorf training grounds.

The wyvern spread its wings, and we ascended into the pre-dawn sky.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“I smell blood.”

Yekaterina frowned at the unpleasant sensation, adjusting her grip on her warhammer. 

It wasn’t that the scent of blood itself bothered her, having spilled and sprayed more than her fair share. 

It was the unwelcome intrusion of the scent at this particular moment.

Rellie, noticing her reaction, asked tentatively, “Is something wrong with Gaendal?”

“I doubt it. It’s not a sudden rush of blood-scent, more like we’re approaching its source.”

Rellie face darkened visibly, even in the pre-dawn gloom. 

Yekaterina mirrored her expression.

“We should hurry. If he’s crossed paths with the mercenary group, Gaendal could be in danger.”

Ginh’s voice cut through their apprehension. 

As skilled a scout as Gaendal was, they were dealing with a band of forty seasoned mercenaries. 

He’d already been scouting for days without relief, pushing himself to the limit. 

If things went south, his escape would be far from guaranteed.

“I wish Eldmia were here.”

“Yekaterina, do you realize you’ve said that at least thirty times since we took this request?”

“Have I? I didn’t think it was that often.”

“…Frankly, it was.”

Yekaterina flushed, taken aback by Ginh’s polite confirmation of Rellie’s claim. 

Thirty times? 

In just three days? 

She had been thinking about him a lot.

“Well, he was exceptionally capable.”

“…I’m worried.”

“About what?”

“Nothing. Let’s just find Gaendal.”

Since the abandoned dungeon incident, they had discovered a remarkable synergy, working together with surprising efficiency. 

They’d started taking requests as a party, intending to invite Eldmia to join them permanently. 

They’d spent time at the guild hoping to run into him, but he’d been unavailable, so the four of them had continued on their own.

Their skills and personalities meshed perfectly. 

Despite completing only four requests together, their satisfaction remained high. 

They’d agreed to take on a longer-term request, hoping to solidify their partnership.

The request was simple: act as temporary guards for a recently established refugee settlement.

Fleeing the demon army, the refugees had sought sanctuary near the capital, intending to establish themselves legally and obtain the city’s protection. 

The city welcomed them, but the process took time. 

The adventurers were hired to provide security while the city finalized the necessary arrangements.

The four of them alone were insufficient for such a task. 

Initially, they’d been part of a larger group of ten adventurers.

However, none of them had anticipated arriving at a scene of utter devastation.

Someone had said it was the work of the Hawk’s Talon mercenary group.

A band notorious for preying on vulnerable, unprotected settlements, enslaving and pillaging without remorse. 

They were skilled and targeted those who existed in the gray area between bandits and villagers, which made them difficult to prosecute.

Since this was a blatant violation of the law, the other adventurers had departed, claiming they would report the mercenaries’ actions to the guild.

It was a flimsy excuse. 

They were afraid of reprisals and wanted to distance themselves from the carnage.

The four of them, however, were enraged. 

They couldn’t stand the thought of these murderers escaping justice and potentially repeating their atrocities. 

They’d broken off from the group and begun tracking the mercenaries.

“…Damn it.”

Two days ago, they’d confirmed the mercenaries’ next target, a small farming village, through an informant. 

Unsure of how far behind they were, they’d pushed themselves relentlessly.

But they’d arrived too late. 

The farming village had already been ravaged.

“This is…”

“Gaendal! Are you alright?!”

Gaendal emerged from the village, his face etched with exhaustion. 

He walked towards them, his steps heavy.

“A day. We were just one day short.”

His words were barely a whisper, choked with grief. 

Even without his explanation, the scene spoke volumes. 

Smoldering ruins. 

A meticulously organized mercenary encampment, untouched by the destruction. 

Guards patrolling even at this early hour.

“They were so nonchalant. They claimed they were simply eliminating bandits who’d been terrorizing the village.”

“What about the children? The women, the elderly…!”

Gaendal simply pointed towards a relatively intact wooden structure. 

The most carefully constructed building in the village, built with obvious care and attention. 

They all understood what it was, what his gesture meant.

The village shrine, built by the refugees as a place of sanctuary.

The survivors were trapped inside, awaiting their fate as slaves.

“Before the gods… how could they…”

Excuses were readily available. 

The refugees, unprotected by law, had no recourse. 

There would be no evidence.

The bandits had already attacked the villagers. 

The mercenaries had no involvement. 

They’d simply apprehended the bandits who’d surrendered without resistance. 

They hadn’t harmed the refugees. 

Such flimsy arguments would be enough to secure their acquittal.

“They should be dragged before the Truth Crystal and have their skulls split open…”

No one contradicted Rellie’s furious words, knowing they were all thinking the same thing. 

Such a punishment was a pipe dream.

“They’re more organized and better equipped than I imagined. They look like a proper army, not a mercenary group. It’s infuriating, but all we can do is report this to the guild.”

They were adventurers. 

While their work sometimes brought them into conflict with other people, their primary adversaries were monsters.

These mercenaries, however, were trained to fight people. 

Challenging a group of forty armed mercenaries was suicidal, even for seasoned adventurers.

Even if they somehow managed to win, they wouldn’t escape unscathed.

Yekaterina stared at the mercenaries occupying the ruined village as if it were their own, her face a mixture of frustration and resignation. 

She forced a smile, attempting to lighten the mood.

“I wonder what Eldmia would have done.”

It was over. 

This wasn’t the first time they’d encountered such injustice in their work. 

Sometimes, all they could do was make a joke and move on. 

Gaendal, understanding her intent, managed a weak smile.

“…He’d probably stroll in, smiling, and kill ten of them before anyone realized what was happening.”

“If anyone else did that, we’d call them insane. But with Egga, it’s terrifyingly plausible.”

There was nothing more they could do. 

They reached a silent consensus and turned to leave.

“Hmm? Is that… a wyvern?”

Ginh, still scanning the sky with a sigh, tilted his head. 

His words drew their attention upwards.

“It does look like one. Do wyverns usually fly that low?”

“It’s getting lower… I hope nothing’s wrong.”

Wyvern crashes weren’t common, but they weren’t unheard of either. 

Having witnessed the earlier tragedy, they hoped this wasn’t another disaster unfolding before their eyes. 

They watched, transfixed.

But their hopes were dashed. 

The wyvern continued its descent, skimming the treetops.

“Isn’t that dangerous?”

“Damn it, I don’t know anything about wyvern piloting. I can barely see…”

“The pilot doesn’t seem panicked. I think they’re intentionally flying low.”

Ginh’s sharp eyes brought a collective sigh of relief. 

Witnessing another tragedy so soon would have been unbearable.

“…Eldmia?”

“What?”

Yekaterina had noticed something else.

“The person behind the pilot… is that Eldmia?”

“Kasha, you…!”

Rellie was horrified. 

Yekaterina had been unusually nostalgic for Eldmia lately, and Rellie had begun to suspect a severe case of unrequited affection. 

She’d been unusually close to him during their last drinking session, and Rellie had wondered if…

“Huh? It is Eldmia.”

“Really?!”

Ginh’s confirmation interrupted Rellie’s spiraling thoughts.



Rellie, snapping back to reality, focused on the descending wyvern, but the pre-dawn light and her poor eyesight made it impossible to distinguish the figures on its back.

Gaendal, facing the same difficulty, chose to trust Ginh’s judgment.

“What a coincidence! But where are they going, flying so low…?”

Could it be…?

A silent understanding passed between them. 

Their gazes shifted to the mercenary encampment nestled within the ruins.

“…That’s too much of a coincidence. Surely he doesn’t have business with those mercenaries?”

“Ha… ha. Of course not. Even with all these coincidences…”

The wyvern flew overhead, momentarily blocking their view.

But what if…?

A flicker of hope, unacknowledged yet shared, ignited within them. 

They watched as the figure resembling Eldmia rose from his seat behind the pilot.

“Greetings, you bastards!!”

The booming voice, filled with unmistakable animosity, was Eldmia’s. 

His tone confirmed their suspicions. 

He did have business with the mercenaries, and it was far from friendly.

But the wyvern’s speed didn’t decrease. 

It was going to fly right past the encampment.

What was he planning?

The question echoed in their minds.

“I am! Eldmia Egga!”

Eldmia drew his sword and leaped from the wyvern.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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I didn’t bother revealing my name to those I’m about to kill. 

There was no one to warn, so why bother? 

If their souls could linger and warn the living, I would gladly introduce myself, but reality wasn’t so accommodating. 

I wasn’t planning to this time either, not until I saw the armor worn by the mercenaries through Gies’s telescope, and the burning village.

“That’s the same armor Delt was wearing.”

There was no need for debate. 

The same drab, almost uniform armor Delt had worn was there. 

Even the cloak design was identical. 

I’d seen plenty of armor since then, but nothing similar, so these were undoubtedly Count Bosha’s privately trained mercenaries.

And, most infuriatingly, they were brazenly camped before the village shrine, having razed the rest to the ground.

Just like the demon army that had attacked our village.

I returned the telescope to Gies and asked.

“Gies, how low can you fly?”

I could feel Asirye, nestled in my arms, looking at me with a strange expression, but time was of the essence. 

I squeezed her hand reassuringly. 

I wasn’t suicidal, nor did I have a penchant for leaping from wyverns.

I only attempted what was feasible. 

With a bit of nerve, it wasn’t difficult.

“For a brief moment near the ruins, about the height of a two-story building.”

“How brief?”

“Well… like skipping a stone across water…?”

“Understood. I’ll time the jump. After I’m off, drop Asirye somewhere suitable in the direction we came from.”

I’d been worried she might try to hold me back, but thankfully, she seemed to trust me.

As I stood, preparing to jump, Asirye asked, “Are you sure this is safe, Eldi?”

“Completely safe!”

Her anxiety remained, and I couldn’t alleviate it entirely, but my words were factual.

I knew precisely how much my mana-enhanced body could withstand and achieve. 

From that height, I could land and move forward without delay.

Ready, I roared towards the burning ruins. 

“Greetings, bastards!!”

My words were sincere.

They were welcome in the sense that they were Count Bosha’s mercenaries, precisely who I was looking for. 

Bastards for burning and pillaging a peaceful village, right down to its shrine.

And, unintentionally, they had triggered my most volatile memories.

Because they had recreated, however inadvertently, the scene of my past powerlessness and loss.

So, even if unintentional, I had to declare: 

“I am! Eldmia Egga!”

May they remember my name in hell.

I leaped from the diving wyvern.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

No one was caught off guard.

The approaching wyvern had been reported by the lookouts, and the mercenaries were armed and ready.

So, when the insults echoed down, they laughed.

The hero, a mere passenger behind the pilot, seemed agitated. 

They watched the wyvern’s descent without concern. 

Without a wyvern knight, he posed no threat.

Just empty bluster.

He’d even foolishly revealed himself, forfeiting the advantage of surprise. 

At most, two others could be on board, hardly a match for them.

Their ‘logical’ assessment proved costly. 

The foremost mercenary was suddenly crushed, torn apart before their eyes. 

They couldn’t react.

Only after three more heads flew did they realize the attacker was human.

“Knight!”

No one had seriously considered a knight. 

Knights didn’t announce their arrival with insults. 

But the shout’s meaning was clear.

An Aura user. 

A knight-level threat. 

The earlier outburst was a concise summary.

“Form up around the squad leaders! Don’t try to capture him! He’s not someone you can underestimate!”

Eldmia Egga?

The commander racked his brain, trying to place the name, but it eluded him.

An adventurer? A knight? He couldn’t recall anyone by that name. 

A dangerous luxury in this situation.

How could he not know a swordsman capable of leaping from a three-story height and instantly killing four, with precise decapitations after the first? 

He wasn’t inconspicuous either.

They were sensitive to information. 

Operating in secrecy against the royal family demanded it. 

So, he wondered,

“The second unit, fall back! Bring the bows! You… damn it!”

The cost of pointless contemplation was steep. 

The enemy exploited their slow movements, decapitating three more before they could form a proper defense.

“M-monster!”

“That’s you!”

Having performed a feat any swordsman would admire, the attacker closed the distance again, cutting down another group. 

A painful loss, but the commander focused on survival, not denial.

Yet, the enemy’s skill was undeniable.

This wasn’t simply enhanced strength. 

It was the result of relentless training, thousands, no, tens of thousands of repetitions, etching the act of ‘cutting’ into muscle memory.

Just a swing, honed to perfection. 

If he weren’t the enemy, the commander would have applauded.

Having witnessed and understood this, the mercenaries, skilled but not yet Aura users, were terrified.

No tricks, no special techniques. 

They could predict his next move, whether he feinted or attacked first.

But that was all.

If they waited, they’d be cut down before they could block. 

If they attacked, they’d be countered and cut down.

Knowing, yet powerless.

“Where did this…!”

Those who had awakened their Aura, the veterans, reacted differently. 

They sensed the attacker’s Aura was faint.

No matter how skilled, such a faint Aura couldn’t explain his movements. 

A single person couldn’t lift a boulder ten could barely budge. 

He was fundamentally different.



Like the enemy before them.

The commander understood the veteran’s suggestion was for the safety of the less experienced mercenaries, not himself.

“Commander, order the second unit to retreat…”

“I know what you’re thinking, but it’s reckless.”

“He’s strong, but just one. We’ll exploit his distraction with the second unit and strike together.”

Whether this attacker had a connection to the villagers or knew their true purpose was a question for later. 

Someone among their noble backers would know the name Eldmia Egga… no, with that skill, they couldn’t not know.

“This concerns ‘us’.”

The commander had faced the King’s Ten Swords. 

This attacker was nothing compared to them. 

He lacked their overwhelming Aura.

His skill was undeniable, but he was weaker.

“Let’s go!”

Trusting their training and experience, they charged, forming a tight formation. 

They would cut down this arrogant attacker, caught off guard, and regain control of this unplanned chaos.

“Second unit! Form…”

As he ordered the remaining mercenaries to stay back, the attacker, seemingly unconcerned with them, suddenly turned, meeting the commander’s gaze.

“Found you.”

He hadn’t heard the words. 

His heightened senses had read the attacker’s lips in the flickering torchlight. 

Yet, he felt he’d heard them.

He understood, a chill running down his spine, sensing the imminent danger, but it was too late.

The attacker, moving twice as fast as before, had reached him, the center of the veteran’s encirclement. 

He felt the sword at his throat.

“You’re the leader.”

Whether he felt the cut or heard the words first, he didn’t know. 

His head soared skyward.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Leadeeeer!!”

The bandit’s cry was always pleasant to hear.

“You’ll be joining him soon enough, no need to call so desperately!”

Honestly, it wasn’t pleasant at all. 

It was so obnoxiously loud, it made me want to beat him to death. 

As if dying quietly wasn’t enough, what did these bastards have to be so aggrieved and pathetic about?

Still, it confirmed that the one I’d cut down was the leader, which was satisfying. 

Ten down, including the leader? 

Despite channeling mana like I was scattering seeds, I felt fine.

At this rate, assuming I wasn’t surrounded, with Asirye’s support, I could win this without a problem.

“Eldmiaaa!”

“Yes! That’s me… Yekaterina?”

From the forest path we’d flown over, a familiar, massive woman with flowing blonde hair emerged.

What was she doing there?

“We’re here to help!”

Mana flowed into her as she spoke. 

Looking closer, I saw not only Rellie, but Ginh and Gaendal running towards us as well. 

Yekaterina, I couldn’t even tell when she’d started running, was already close, swinging her massive warhammer. 

With a deafening roar, she literally pulverized two bandits.

As the surrounding officers gaped in shock at the horrifying sight, I, slightly calmer now, cut down another nearby bandit.

“Seeing friendly faces calms me down. This is a problem.”

It wasn’t a joke. 

The rage that had filled me had instantly dissipated. 

If it had been any other adventurers, I wouldn’t have cared, but seeing my ultimate dream team, my anger vanished.

“Damn it! He wasn’t alone! Retreat! Retre…”

He wasn’t wrong about not being alone, but there weren’t that many of us. 

He seemed to have enough sense to give orders, so I quickly rushed him and ended him.

Surprise attacks and decapitations were always effective. 

They had the potential to turn forty soldiers into forty scattered individuals. 

And this time, it worked like a charm.

Well, now that there were fewer than thirty left, they were less than thirty scattered individuals.

“You really have a knack for surprising people, Eldmia!”

Gaendal, with the fastest movements among the three, cut through the enemy ranks, preventing them from completely surrounding me. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at his exclamation.

“Who can deny it? What a coincidence!”

Comrades I could trust with my back. 

It was amazing how much faith I had in them after just one request together. 

Fighting alongside them felt different from fighting with Asirye or Cheryl. 

It was unfamiliar, yet exhilarating.

More importantly, their decision to join me despite the obvious numerical disadvantage meant they were already dissatisfied with the mercenaries’ actions here. 

Good people always lifted my spirits.

“We’ll talk later. They have the villagers held captive in the shrine. We need to be careful not to endanger them!”

“Excellent information!”

I knew exactly how to deal with such despicable tactics.

“Asirye!! Shoot anyone heading for the shrine! There are hostages!!”

While Gaendal stared at me, dumbfounded, Asirye, without a word, fired an arrow.

Only I could see the mana-infused arrow streak through the still-dark pre-dawn sky. 

However, Gaendal, reacting to the sound, quickly glanced towards the shrine. 

He witnessed the arrow strike the back of a bandit’s head as he ran towards the shrine, helmet discarded.

“He wasn’t alone, was he?”

“I brought backup for my stroll.”

Fortunately, none of them were fully armored in plate, so Asirye could handle those heading for the shrine. 

I cut and kicked my way through the remaining enemies, joining Yekaterina and Ginh. 

Covered in blood, but grinning, Yekaterina clapped me heartily on the back.

“Hahaha! We were just talking about you! Can you use magic or something?”

“Ugh. Can’t… breathe… ease… up!”

While I received a welcome so enthusiastic I wondered if I’d be dented if I’d been wearing plate armor, Ginh split a bandit’s skull with his axe and shouted.

“Rellie will finish her spell soon! Just hold out until then!”

“A spell in this chaos?”

“Haha! You’ll see! It’s limited, so we couldn’t use it when it was just us, but it’s perfect for this situation!”

I wasn’t sure what spell she was casting, but their confidence was reassuring. 

I pulled back slightly, giving them space after my initial assault. 

I turned to look at Rellie, and witnessed the most magical sight of my life in this world.

Mana surged around Rellie, her eyes glowing blue, connected to the swirling energy. 

Even having seen mages duel at the Imperial Academy, this felt like real magic.

As the light in Rellie’s eyes intensified, the world around us brightened.

“Wh-what is that…?”

The fear in the bandits’ whispers was understandable. 

If I’d suddenly seen a second sun appear mid-battle, I’d immediately target anyone who looked like a mage.

The difference was that the mage was on our side, and the bandits would have to get through me to reach her.

“A mage! A ma…”

How thoughtful of him to try and rally his men nearby. 

I didn’t need to rest, so I charged towards him.

Despite their attempts to block, they were slow, clumsy, and ineffective. 

The battle was already over in my mind.

My only thought was that the standards of strength inland were strangely skewed.



Like the demons I’d faced in the Empire, the disparity in skill was vast. 

Were all the truly strong warriors deployed at the border, leaving only second-rate fighters behind? 

Or were some first-rate fighters remaining, seeking to profit from this situation?

The answer was clear. 

That damned wandering knight title.

Once I had that, I’d head straight for the border and experience the world firsthand.

Lost in thought, I cut down a few more bandits when Yekaterina’s booming voice warned me.

“Eldmia! Don’t engage them!”

The warning was strange. 

Don’t engage? Was that all? Whatever it meant, it was a warning, so I disengaged. 

As soon as I created some distance, Rellie’s mana-amplified voice echoed.

“Burn!”

Before I could even question her words, the two bandits I’d been facing burst into flames. 

And then, one by one, every remaining mercenary began to burn.

“Aaaaagh!!”

“Noooo!!”

Holy shit.

Oh my god.

Holy fucking shit.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Gwens, the deputy commander of the Hawk’s Talon mercenary group, had excellent instincts.

He hadn’t told anyone specifically, but his instincts were so sharp they were almost magical. 

He’d relied on them his entire life, surviving countless dangerous situations. 

The reason he’d remained with the rebel group, despite his instincts, was because he hadn’t considered it truly dangerous.

It seemed plausible, and even if it became dangerous, he was confident he could escape.

He now realized that had been arrogance, but Gwens still struggled to survive. 

Suppressing the urge to vomit from the unprecedented sense of danger, he desperately searched for a way out. 

As he watched a miniature sun appear above the ruins, he recalled a past battlefield.

He’d been born the son of a prostitute who followed the mercenary group. 

By chance, he’d witnessed a battle involving a mage from afar. 

A similar ball of fire had appeared in the sky then.

And people had started to burn. 

Specifically, the soldiers on the mage’s opposing side. 

The mercenaries on the other side had been unharmed, but the sight had been terrifying.

He now understood the principle behind that magic, which he hadn’t grasped then. 

Gwens threw down his sword, ripped off his cloak, and frantically tried to remove his armor.

He didn’t know the specifics, but the magic targeted those sharing equipment recognized by the caster. 

He had to remove everything the mercenaries shared. 

He couldn’t warn the others. 

If he did, that death incarnate swordsman would surely come for him.

Frantically discarding his equipment, he finally managed to remove his greaves just as a mana-infused voice echoed.

“Burn!”

A chill ran down his spine, and he instinctively closed his eyes. 

But he survived. 

His former comrades writhed in agony all around him, engulfed in flames, but he had survived.

Relieved, he tried to move, to escape, but froze.

“Our friend is quick-witted, isn’t he?”

His instincts, which had been screaming moments before, fell silent.

As if they were now pointless.

“I had a friend named Gadwery. Chatty Wery, I called him. Our conversations were very helpful. I don’t know about now, but back then, they helped me escape many dangerous situations.”

Unable to move, he slowly turned his head and eyes upwards to see the source of the voice.

“I wonder if our quick-witted friend shares Wery’s… inclinations?”

Death incarnate, having approached unnoticed, looked down at him with a terrifying smile.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The man, frantically stripping off his equipment, received a swift kick to the face, rendering him unconscious. 

I surveyed the carnage. 

The fiery orb in the sky dwindled, losing its form, but the thirty or so burning corpses showed no sign of extinguishing.

“I need to study theoretical magic once this is over.”

It wasn’t about using magic, but understanding it, countering it. 

I hadn’t anticipated such swift, inescapable magic. 

It was unsettling.

I could see the mana flow, grasp the principle. 

The fiery orb, a giant eye conjured by magic. 

Threads of mana, emanating from it, latching onto the mercenaries’ armor, igniting them. 

Like dousing them in gasoline and striking a match, but with magic. 

Terrifying.

It must have consumed a tremendous amount of mana and required immense mental focus. 

A single pebble, disrupting the caster’s concentration, could cause unimaginable chaos. 

Rellie had positioned herself in the open, suggesting a limited range.

Still, the speed was alarming. 

If a more skilled mage used a similar, more subtle method, it would be inescapable.

“For now, I should appreciate this victory.”

Dragging the unconscious Wery Mk.2, I headed towards the village square. 

Gaendal and the others gathered, including Asirye, who had emerged from the forest. 

Gies, seeing the situation resolved, circled overhead, searching for a landing spot.

“Eldi? Who are these people?”

Ah, I hadn’t written about the dungeon incident. 

The others seemed to understand Asirye’s elven features and her use of my nickname. 

I introduced them.

“These are the adventurers I worked with on the last request. Gaendal, Ginh, Yekaterina, and… Rellie, struggling to catch up.”

Rellie was indeed struggling. 

No one offered assistance, suggesting a reason. 

Perhaps the scale of the magic had taken a toll.

She wasn’t too far behind, though. 

Hearing my voice, she waved weakly.

“This is Asirye. My benefactor and guardian. And circling above us is Gies, a certified wyvern pilot.”

“Hee hee. Guardian might be a bit of a stretch now.”

“So you’re the elf she mentioned!”

Yekaterina clapped, while Gaendal stared in surprise. 

Ginh, however, tilted his head, stroking his beard, as if recalling something. 

I glanced at Asirye, but she simply bowed politely.

“Pleasure to meet you, Asirye. I imagined someone like a Northern Elf, considering you raised Eldmia.”

“Hee hee. It’s a pleasure. Eldi has grown quite a bit.”

Northern Elves, I’d heard, weren’t the typical slender, elegant type. 

They were muscular brutes, capable of crushing skulls with a single blow. 

Their height also far exceeded the average elf. Perhaps I resembled them in build.

Of course, standing next to one would make me look like a lanky squid, so I had no desire to meet them.

“The immediate threat is neutralized. Let’s help the survivors. Eldmia, are you alright with that?”

“Of course. My objective is complete. I’m happy to help.”

I shook Wery Mk.2’s collar, and Gaendal, chuckling, assigned tasks. 

I trusted his judgment implicitly and followed his instructions, heading towards the shrine with Yekaterina.

I signaled Gies to join the others in the square. 

The shrine’s door was secured with a heavy latch.

“It’s quiet.”

“They’re probably terrified. I’ll open it.”

“Whoa, whoa. Hold on, Eldmia.”

Yekaterina stopped me from lifting the latch. 

I raised my hands in acquiescence, and she took a deep breath, shouting,

“People inside! We’re adventurers here to help! Can anyone hear me?!”

“Y-you’re here to help?!”

The shrine erupted in commotion. 

Voices pleaded for help. 

Yekaterina shrugged.

“There are three types in these situations. They either cling to any hope of rescue, attack the moment the door opens, or… give up completely. The last type react like living corpses.”

This wasn’t the last type. 

Yekaterina seemed concerned about the second. 

I hadn’t considered that. 

Experienced adventurers were different.

The voices inside gradually subsided as we remained silent. 

Yekaterina spoke again.

“The mercenaries who attacked you are all dealt with! We’ll help you reach the nearest city! Please, don’t panic and do anything rash!”

“A-alright!”

Yekaterina was a true warrior of civilization.

Her vocabulary in casual conversation was surprisingly limited.

The commotion inside settled. 

I removed the latch and opened the door. 

The survivors stared at us with a mixture of fear and hope.

We exchanged glances, understanding our roles. 

Yekaterina rested her massive warhammer on her shoulder. 

I sheathed my sword, speaking softly,

“Come out. You’re safe now.”

It was time to play the hero they needed.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Silence, distrust, surprise, joy, sorrow. 

The survivors’ emotions shifted dramatically. 

But there were no men or elderly among them.

Only women and children. 

Male slaves weren’t worthless, so the men must have fought to protect them, dying in the process.

They were refugees from the border, fleeing the demon army.



They’d reached the relative safety of the inland, joining other refugees, seeking protection from the city while establishing a village.

“Humans are worse than demons.”

Disgust overwhelmed me. 

I stepped away, seeking solitude. 

Asirye approached, silently embracing me from behind. 

My expression must have been worse than I thought. 

Yekaterina glanced at me, concerned. I waved, reassuring her.

“Gaendal isn’t back yet?”

“No.”

I hadn’t hidden my reasons for being here. 

I hadn’t elaborated, but I’d mentioned the mercenaries’ connection to the rebels. 

Gaendal had taken the survivor into the forest to extract information. 

Twenty minutes had passed.

No screams yet. 

Either they’d traveled far, or the survivor was cooperating. 

He hadn’t seemed the stoic, torture-resistant type, frantically discarding his equipment to survive.

“Could there be another slave trading group we don’t know about?”

“Not according to Zikmel’s information. I hope not.”

Ginh explained that another village had suffered the same fate. 

Some of the survivors here were from that village. 

It seemed the Hawk’s Talon mercenaries were responsible.

Likely, the slave traders we’d dealt with were supposed to transport the captives. 

Forty mercenaries couldn’t escort twenty prisoners on a cross-country trek without proper transport.

The survivor’s cooperation was crucial. 

I stared at the rising sun, lost in thought. 

Ten minutes passed.

Footsteps. 

Gaendal returned with the survivor.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The mercenary, Gwens, was identified.

Gaendal explained that Gwens had been so eager to cooperate that any attempts at interrogation would have felt pointless. 

He’d simply brought him back as he was.

“He’s willing to discuss the rebellion with you. Our objective was to stop the mercenaries, so his fate is your decision.”

Gaendal shoved Gwens towards me. 

Maintaining a carefully neutral expression, Gwens walked forward, knelt, and bowed his head.

“My name is Gwens. I’ll tell you anything, if you spare my life.”

He was cooperative, a useful witness, a survivor by chance. 

The situation was unfolding favorably, or so I wanted to believe.

But looking at him, I just wanted to kill him.

It had been a while since such a personal feeling had surfaced, but being associated with those who had burned down the village… it was unsettling.

“Your name is Gwens, is it?”

“Yes.”

“I’m starting to doubt you have any information worth sparing your life. What do you think?”

He flinched, clearly tense, but kept his head bowed. 

He was likely scrambling for a way to survive.

It was a simple choice, really. 

The royal family had been preparing to take down Count Bosha for a long time. 

Whether their preparations were thorough or not, I intended to crush him with everything I had.

Keeping Gwens alive might yield useful information, further weakening Bosha, but it might also be a waste of time.

“I always spare those who cooperate. When I caught you, I intended to bring you back to the capital, regardless of your actions, as long as you cooperated. But seeing this… this reminds me of some unpleasant memories. I’m starting to reconsider my initial plan.”

I had spared that mercenary, Fabiera or whatever his name was, the one hired to slaughter adventurers, simply because he cooperated. 

My current animosity towards Gwens was purely personal.

Asirye, still embracing me from behind, remained silent. 

She wasn’t necessarily respecting my decision, but rather waiting to see what I would do.

If I hesitated, it would be better for my sanity to simply kill him and honor the dead.

“I’m the deputy commander of Hawk’s Talon. I handled all the important tasks. I can testify about everything, from documents to communication with the rebels. You won’t regret sparing me.”

He was too valuable a witness to simply discard.

“Deputy commander? You’re lying. They’re all dead, aren’t they?”

“No, sir. Why would I lie about something so easily disproven?”

From Mongsoon to this, things were falling into my lap too easily. 

I couldn’t shake my suspicion. 

I leaned closer, lowering my voice so only he could hear.

“The rebel’s name. Tell me.”

“Count Envelde da Bosha.”

Damn it, he was telling the truth.

I tested him with a few more questions about things I already knew, and he answered correctly every time.

An unexpected windfall. 

All signs pointed to keeping him alive. 

I had to make the best of it.

Once I’d made my decision, I acted quickly. 

I hoisted him over my shoulder and carried him to Gies, who had landed the wyvern.

“Gies, can you deliver this to the Ogatorf mansion?”

“Excuse me? What… you’re not suggesting I treat a person like cargo, are you?”

Despite his words, Gies understood. 

He adjusted the wyvern’s saddle.

“I’ll tie him up like cargo.”

“I appreciate your understanding.”

It wouldn’t take long to fly there, so there was no need for courtesy. 

Gwens, seemingly resigned to his fate, didn’t complain as he was tied up.

“Will you be helping the others reach the gate city, Eldmia?”

“For now, yes. I don’t want to leave them and risk further complications.”

Besides dealing with the mercenaries, my only other plan was to find some magic books and study. 

Given the choice between a time-sensitive task and one I could do anytime, the former took priority.

As Gies took off with Gwens bundled like a sack against the rising sun, Asirye crossed her arms.

“I’m impressed, Eldi. Not everyone can make rational decisions when emotions run high.”

“Your praise makes it worthwhile.”

“Sure it does.”

She didn’t seem entirely convinced, but she simply smiled and leaned against me.

Everything that followed went smoothly. 

The survivors, despite their grief, quickly prepared to leave for the city under our guidance.

They had fled the demon army, seeking refuge, only to lose their families to humans. 

Yet, most of them remained resolute, their eyes clear. 

It was remarkable.

“They’re strong.”

“They’re warriors, even without weapons.”

Yekaterina and Gaendal shared their impressions of the survivors, but I couldn’t fully agree. 

I sensed something else driving them, not just courage and resilience.

It was madness. 

The kind of madness I would have felt if I hadn’t lived a second life.

The madness of revenge.

“Can you offer them any guidance?”

Asirye’s question startled me. 

It was as if she had read my thoughts.

“Me?”

“I think you can offer them something unique.”

“…I don’t know. It seems presumptuous for a fifteen-year-old to offer life advice, especially after what they’ve been through. I can’t do this every time I encounter something like this.”

“If that’s how you feel.”

She seemed surprisingly unconcerned, simply leaning against me as we waited to depart.

“Is that all?”

“Yes. I respect your decision. You’ve thought it through.”

She seemed genuinely curious, not manipulative. 

Her casualness left me with a lingering unease as we followed Gaendal’s lead.

As we walked through the forest towards the gate city, I continued to ponder the situation. 

Even during our rest stops, my mind raced.

I was leaning towards saying nothing, simply escorting them, when a group of women approached me during a break.

“Thank you for saving us.”

It began with gratitude, but I immediately understood their true intention. 

Most of them were the ones whose eyes held that familiar madness.

Our break was only fifteen minutes, so I got straight to the point.

“You can’t have him.”

Their carefully constructed composure shattered. 

Their eyes flashed with malice.

“…Why?”

“I caught him.”

The woman at the front scowled.

Several others had joined them, creating a tense atmosphere. 

Gaendal started to approach, but I raised a hand, stopping him.

“Let’s be clear. You can have your revenge. The one responsible will be dead soon.”

Their madness turned to hostility. 

It wasn’t threatening, but it was unpleasant. 

I frowned.

“And the one I sent away on the wyvern will testify. He’ll face justice, and go to prison. If you want to kill him when he’s released, I won’t stop you. But that would be a crime. Until then, there’s nothing you can do.”

“What… what right do you have?”

It seemed they had skipped my explanation and assumed I was preventing their revenge.

“What right do you have to deny us our revenge?!”

I wondered if that was a normal thought process, but perhaps grief and madness could warp one’s perception. 

I decided to humor them.

“The right of someone who fought and killed forty mercenaries and claimed a witness as a spoil of war.”

It sounded like a joke, but it was true. 

Even if the spoil of war was a person, it was still a spoil of war.



Selling captured bandits to slavers was common practice in this world.

“We lost our families to them.”

“I know. I lost everything to the demons, and I’m preparing my revenge. But that doesn’t mean the lives of the demons who burned my village belong to me. If someone else kills them, I have no recourse.”

I spoke as calmly as I could. 

Their hostility seemed to waver. 

I wasn’t sure why. 

Did they believe me when I said I was also a victim of war?

I had expected them to accuse me of lying, but they weren’t that unreasonable.

“And you’re still going to stop us?”

“No. I’m not stopping you. I’m simply informing you that you can’t have your revenge.”

“That’s the same…!”

“It’s not. The ones you want revenge on will all be dead soon. How can you have revenge when there’s no one left to take revenge on? I’m just stating a fact.”

“And you expect us to believe you?”

“You don’t have to. It won’t change the outcome. They were part of a rebellion, and the Itsiel royal family won’t take this lightly.”

The word “rebellion,” spoken in front of everyone, had a significant impact. 

Even the women who had been directing their anger at me seemed taken aback. 

Everyone else, except Gaendal and Asirye, looked even more surprised.

I had only told Gaendal. 

Seeing Ginh’s wide-eyed surprise, I felt a pang of guilt.

“…So, it’s over? We can’t do anything…?”

“It’s less about doing nothing, and more about having it done for you. But yes, it’s over. Unless, of course, that mercenary avoids execution. Then you’ll have your chance to kill him. But that would make you criminals. I don’t recommend it.”

I calmly, indifferently, crushed their hope for revenge.

The women who had approached me sank to the ground, their faces etched with despair. 

Other women moved to comfort them, but they seemed unresponsive, lost in their grief. 

It seemed our break would have to be extended.
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Birds chirped, though flowers weren’t blooming. 

Autumn, with winter fast approaching, was unusually mild and clear that day, making their journey comfortable. 

It felt more like perfect picnic weather.

Still, after the brief commotion, they continued their march in tense silence, like treading on thin ice. 

It wasn’t out of consideration for the rescued villagers, but rather vigilance against any further, improbable attacks.

“Improbable attacks,” in this context, referred to the possibility of bandits, or equally irrational individuals, attempting to rob them despite their obvious lack of valuables.

“I’ve felt something following us for a while” 

Asirye said, her ears twitching, attuned to the approaching presence. 

The presence wasn’t particularly well-concealed; in fact, everyone except the villagers had noticed it. 

But there was a clear reason why no one seemed concerned.

“They’re probably just testing the waters. Anyone with sense would realize we have nothing worth stealing” 

Eldmia replied.

Itsiel, after all, was officially a slave-free nation. 

Eldmia’s recent encounters with slave traders were an anomaly; under normal circumstances, encountering illegal slavers in Itsiel was a once-in-a-lifetime event. 

The environment wasn’t conducive to the illegal trade of slaves. 

There was a reason why slave traders had to establish connections with bandits and operate in secrecy.

Conversely, this meant that ordinary bandits, even if they managed to capture people, would be turned away by slave traders. 

In some cases, the bandits themselves would be killed or captured and handed over to the city along with their captives, bolstering the city’s reputation for upholding the law and dealing only in legal slaves. 

It was a far more profitable venture than risking exposure by dealing with unvetted, low-value captives.

So, even if bandits successfully ambushed them, their gains would be meager: a few necessities, some adventurer’s gear, and a handful of women and children. 

At least, on the surface.

To deliberately target them under these circumstances? 

That would be the act of a complete idiot…

“Hee hee. Where are you adventurers headed with all those women?” 

A voice called out.

“Fucking idiot” 

Eldmia muttered.

“What? What was that?”

“Fucking idiot” 

He repeated, louder this time.

The idiot’s face crumpled. 

He’d emerged from the forest path, leading a group of over twenty bandits.

“I’m the one who should be annoyed. Why are you making that face?” 

Eldmia thought, his patience wearing thin. 

He’d sensed their presence but dismissed it as them simply scouting for prey. 

Now, his generosity felt trampled upon. 

He was already itching to draw his sword, and this oversized idiot was brandishing an axe, oblivious to Eldmia’s simmering rage.

“What the hell? If you just left the elf, I was going to let you go…” 

The bandit started.

“Rule number one of engagement, which someone among you pathetic excuses for bandits should remember for the rest of your miserable lives” 

Eldmia interrupted.

“What? What’s this guy babbling about…?”

“Never, ever, mention a beautiful platinum-haired elf in the presence of a large, dark-haired man.”

Without even drawing his sword, Eldmia lunged forward, connecting a full-powered straight hook to the bandit’s face. 

The bandit crumpled, lifeless. 

There was no reaction from the others; they were too stunned. 

As Eldmia calmly unwrapped his wrist, the bandits behind their fallen leader stared in horrified disbelief.

“Rule number two of engagement” 

Eldmia continued.

“Sh-shit! Attack! Atta…” 

Another bandit yelled, before being cut short.

“Never touch Eldmia Egga.”

What was the value of an elf slave to these criminals? 

Asirye, for instance, was incredibly skilled. 

How she’d been captured by professional elf hunters and ended up a slave was a mystery. 

Elves were not easy targets. 

In a fantasy world where barely twenty-year-old humans could summon meteorites, capturing an elf who had lived for decades, even centuries, was no simple feat. 

They weren’t helpless hermits either.

The chances of capturing a young, inexperienced elf? 

One might as well hope to stumble upon a legendary sword.

Yet, despite this reality, such delusional idiots were surprisingly common. 

It was almost as if someone was deliberately misleading them.

And, as if on cue, it happened again. 

Someone really needed to explain this phenomenon.

“Die, you bastard!” 

Eldmia roared.

The quicker-witted bandits had already recognized Eldmia’s solo act and kept their distance. 

But there were always the slow ones. 

Eldmia slipped inside a clumsy swing, jabbing the bandit in the face. 

The bandit collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. 

He repeated this process about ten times, each bandit falling individually, unable to coordinate an attack. 

Finally, the remaining bandits, gripped by terror, turned and fled. 

His companions, trusting in his abilities, hadn’t even moved, simply watching the spectacle unfold. 

It was almost anticlimactic.

“Huh… Asirye is an elf, but… I can’t understand the minds of bandits these days” 

Gaendal said, stroking his chin, bewildered.

“Even goblins have more sense. Do they… really not understand?” 

Eldmia asked.

“Those who have tasted power, yet remain weak, are often the most reckless. They were at that level” 

Ginh explained, offering Eldmia a waterskin taken from one of the fallen bandits.

“Here. Wash up.”

“I’m fine… Actually, I’m not. Thank you, Ginh” 

Eldmia accepted, examining his gauntlets. 

The bandits, with their caved-in faces, shattered skulls, and broken necks, hadn’t bled much. 

But his gauntlets were a gruesome sight.

“It was wise to use your fists. The result is the same, but less… stimulating for them,” Asirye observed.

“I wonder if beating them to death with bare hands would have been more stimulating,” Eldmia mused.

“That’s only true if you’re brutally beating them. A blend of reality and the unreal often inspires awe and admiration, rather than fear” 

Asirye explained.

Honestly, he’d used his fists because drawing his sword felt like overkill. 

But hearing Asirye’s explanation, he realized it hadn’t been a bad choice. 

The villagers, after all, seemed more relieved than horrified.

“This close to the capital, and we have rogue mercenary groups and bandits running rampant. Is this normal?” 

Eldmia asked.

“War erodes a nation. It’s surprising it’s only this bad. There are countries far worse off, even without war” 

Ginh replied, his gaze fixed on the villagers preparing to move. 

His eyes held a depth that hinted at years of experience, likely witnessing far worse than this.

They adjusted their formation, Yekaterina taking the lead, while Eldmia and Asirye moved to the rear. 

Their march resumed.

Beside him, Asirye tilted her head, deep in thought.

“It seems like trouble follows you wherever you go, Eldi” 

She said.

“I do tend to seek out trouble, given my circumstances, but I wouldn’t say I attract it” 

Eldmia replied.

“It’s quite a coincidence that the mercenary group we were targeting was actively raiding, and that we were then ambushed by bandits while escorting the survivors” 

Asirye pointed out.

It was a valid point, but compared to being reborn, a series of coincidences felt insignificant. 

The sheer idiocy of the bandits, however, was genuinely infuriating.

“I think I can handle this level of coincidence” 

Eldmia said calmly.

“…You’re strangely calm and detached in these situations, Eldi” 

Asirye observed.

After being reborn, getting worked up over a string of incidents felt excessive. 

The instinctive irritation at witnessing such profound stupidity, however, was unavoidable.

He couldn’t exactly explain his reincarnation, so he simply shrugged.
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“What?! Fled?!”

Fleeing, or desertion. 

Running away to protect oneself from a threat. 

And that was the word the guild receptionist had just spat at Yekaterina and the others. 

Hence, Yekaterina’s rather loud outburst.

Fortunately, aside from one attack, they had arrived safely at the gate city. 

But their welcome was far from pleasant, filled with unfair treatment.

The female receptionist, with a face seemingly crafted from pure grumpiness, maintained a strictly business-like demeanor as she continued.

“That is correct. Gaendal, along with the other two, are being penalized for fleeing during the…”

“Ha! It seems the adventurers who arrived before us lied, took the reward, and ran off. We explained the situation to them and set off on a separate pursuit. We even dealt with the mercenary group responsible for the incident and rescued the villagers. How can you immediately talk about penalties?”

Even after receiving such an unfair, one-sided assessment, they maintained their composure, a testament to their good character and common sense. 

Any ordinary adventurer would have started by smashing something, which wouldn’t have been surprising at all.

It was definitely not because I had done something similar in the capital, starting by flipping the table. 

Definitely not.

“…The adventurers who returned to the city first have already concluded their discussion with the guild and received their reward. Unless you submit detailed circumstances and evidence, nothing will change.”

The receptionist, on the other hand, frowned, seemingly annoyed that Gaendal had interrupted her. 

She looked overwhelmed with work, but her attitude wasn’t exactly helpful.

“That’s why I’ve been asking to see the Guild Master since we arrived! Even just considering these victims here, to protect them, we need to meet with the Guild Master, who issued the request, and the officials from Riviel. These people are victims related to the request! Are you saying you’ll just leave them like this?”

Gaendal calmly explained. 

But the reply was far from kind.

“Currently, the Guild Master is busy with other matters…”

The same answer, repeated like a parrot. 

It was an official guild request, so what could be more important than dealing with its aftermath? 

This wasn’t even the capital. 

Even as a formality, if such a problem arose, they should postpone other matters and come to investigate.

At her attitude, Gaendal sighed, Yekaterina and Rellie wore dumbfounded expressions, and Ginh offered a troubled chuckle. 

The refugees began to fidget nervously, and Asirye simply observed the receptionist with a displeased look.

And I – I kicked the reception desk.

Crash!

The desk, which had been a reception desk moments before, exploded into splinters.

“Kyaaa!”

“Damn it! You’re going in circles! Are you in cahoots with those mercenaries?”

Common sense dictated that people possessed a variety of personalities. 

And to achieve a desired outcome, one must employ different approaches for different personalities. 

This saved time and effort.

Here, the intelligent thug approach was the answer.

I could feel everyone in the lobby staring at me in shock after my sudden action. 

And amidst the chaos, the flustered receptionist shrieked.

“W-what do you think you’re doing?! I’ll call the guards!”

“Guards? Guards? Call them! Call them all and let the whole world know that the Adventurer’s Guild is screwing over adventurers! Is this a country or what?!”

The vast majority of adventurers held no nationality.

Countries had borders, and ordinary citizens without connections couldn’t cross them freely. 

Those who operated within a single nation didn’t need to renounce their citizenship, like Cheryl. 

But true adventurers, those who roamed the world, often relinquished their nationality altogether.

However, this meant that in countries that prioritized their own citizens, adventurers without backing were often unfairly treated. 

This was the reality of fantasy life.

Since the world was overflowing with chaos and destruction, the drastic reduction of adventurers due to such unscrupulous practices was a serious problem. 

Thus, the continents had united and proposed a solution: the Adventurer Protection Act.

“Negligence in request management and inadequate post-incident handling! An atrocious attempt to compensate for the guild’s financial losses by unfairly burdening innocent individuals! And delayed response despite us resolving the root cause of the incident! This makes me suspect you were involved in illegal slave trading with those mercenaries by selling them information! Adventurers are the easiest targets, aren’t they? Fine, let’s do this by the book! Bring in a circuit judge! Now!”

The free informational booklet, printed on expensive paper and distributed during adventurer registration, often met the same fate as instruction manuals: “I’ll read it later.” Then, it would be lost or forgotten, a tragic end for such an important document.

Honestly, it contained crucial information, like the legal rights and protections I had just invoked, and it deserved a short quiz.

“Th-that’s absurd! Don’t make such baseless accusations…”

“Absurd? Why are you the one judging that? From now on, the laws of Itsiel and the Continental Adventurer Protection Act will do the judging! Why are you still here? Call the guards!”

I had heard that some ignorant people, unable to make a living without adventurer work, still looked down on adventurers. 

But I never imagined I’d encounter such prejudice in the city closest to the capital.

That ignorant receptionist would learn a lifelong lesson about what happens when you’re challenged legally. 

I made eye contact with Gaendal, who was staring at me with a dumbfounded expression, and winked. 

He burst out laughing and quietly stepped back, leaving the situation to me.

“What’s all the commotion?”

“The receptionist was involved in illegal business?”

“The guild ripped off an adventurer, they say?”

The advantage of a loud voice was the ability to start with one-sided slander. 

Even if it was just an ordinary problem, the accusation of unfair treatment against an adventurer, regardless of its truth, naturally drew attention, especially in a place filled with adventurers.

Finally grasping the situation, the other receptionists approached me nervously.

“If you continue to disrupt business with such baseless accusations…”

“Call the guards! And the judge!”

“Kyaaa!”

Asirye might have been right. 

I seemed to attract trouble wherever I went.

Finally, my righteous cries, combined with the receptionists’ pleas, brought forth the Guild Master.

“W-what is all this commotion? Let’s talk this over.”

His plump figure was a stark contrast to the capital’s Guild Master. 

He appeared strangely submissive, prioritizing appeasement over authority, suggesting a life closer to violence than law.

“You talk funny, Guild Master. I’ve been trying to talk this over.”

“B-but the reception desk…”

“That’s just me casually kicking it. Before and after that, we were just talking.”

Destroying a wooden reception desk with a single kick was certainly an intimidating performance. 

I spoke in a deliberately flippant manner, adopting a typical thug persona, and the Guild Master’s eyes darted nervously. 

The crowd, realizing this was more than a simple disturbance, grew larger as the Guild Master appeared.

“What’s… Damn it! Why is the Mad Dog here?”

“What? He’s the Mad Dog from the capital?”

Unexpected support began to pour in.

“Doesn’t that bastard flip out before even settling down?”



“Wow, so the guild really did rip off an adventurer?”

“And what about the illegal slave trading accusations?”

This was why one should live a consistent and honest life. 

I had only been active for a little over a year, yet people who knew my infamy had appeared near the capital. 

The murmurs turned into a buzz, and the Guild Master, realizing the situation, began to tremble, cautiously reaching out to lead me away.

“L-let’s forget about the desk. Why don’t we go upstairs and discuss what happened…”

His actions were suspicious. 

Was he deliberately ignoring us because he had something to hide? 

Why insist on going upstairs when this could be resolved here?

Of course, I wouldn’t fall for such a trick. 

This was my home turf; I wasn’t about to walk into enemy territory.

“No, Gaendal and his companions, for the sake of the guild’s request and the kingdom’s prestige, worked tirelessly, even through the night, to find the refugee village and eliminate the heinous mercenaries who were killing innocent citizens of the kingdom and selling them into slavery! And not only that, but they even escorted the victims to the city for their safety! And then, what do you know? They’re labeled as deserters and dishonored! How can this be, unless the laws of the kingdom are upside down and justice has vanished?! Isn’t that right, Guild Master?”

I subtly dodged his attempt to lead me away with exaggerated gestures, raising my voice. 

The surrounding noise subsided as people focused on my words.

“Those cowards, who fled after witnessing the atrocities committed by the forty mercenaries in the first village, claiming it was outside the request and that they would report it to the city! Those true cowards not only tarnished the honor of Gaendal and his companions but also ran off with the reward! And even after calmly explaining this with the vast generosity of the ocean, that receptionist, she keeps calling them deserters, saying the decision has already been made! How can we tolerate this?! Isn’t that right, everyone?!”

“P-please, sir, let’s go inside…”

He was even calling me “sir,” despite being twice my age. 

People were the same everywhere.

“Is this something to discuss inside?! What are you trying to hide by going inside?! Only those with something to hide whisper in secret!”

But I was a resourceful man, capable of utilizing even this situation.

As the gathered crowd stared at the Guild Master with suspicion, sweat poured down his pale face.

Good. 

Let’s take this as far as it goes.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Ah, I understand! If you insist, Teacher, I won’t cause any further trouble!”

My voice rose, fueled by the Guild Master’s belated realization of the gravity of the situation and his hasty agreement. 

I pressed my advantage.

“Exactly! This wasn’t some secret mission. Mission reports should be handled at the reception desk!”

“O-of course. You are absolutely right.”

I conveniently glossed over the fact that I had been the one to demolish said reception desk.

“Now then, Guild Master, let me ask you properly. What exactly did those scoundrels, those swindlers who arrived yesterday, report?”

“Well… they reported that there were signs of an attack on the village by an unidentified group, and that during their further investigation, your party… fled.”

“You believed them when they said they fled after simply observing the situation, without any actual combat?”

“W-well, people can panic under extreme fear and stress.”

“Ah, panic.”

I mimed putting an arm around the Guild Master’s shoulders in a friendly gesture. 

With an exaggerated expression of astonishment, I pointed at Ginh with my free hand.

“A dwarf… panicking…?”

Then, slowly shifting my gesture towards Yekaterina, I asked again,

“The great warrior of Riviel, who wields a warhammer the size of a siege ram with ease, a weapon that even an Aura-awakened warrior would struggle to lift… panicking…?”

This being a diverse world, prejudices and discriminatory remarks varied between races, as did the resulting insults. 

Among the most dangerous was to dismiss the mental fortitude of dwarves and Riviel warriors. 

Such remarks could lead to a variety of skull-splitting repercussions.

With all eyes on us, a slip of the tongue could have dire consequences. 

Even in his flustered state, the Guild Master should have known better than to insult the party standing right behind me.

Of course, Yekaterina wasn’t a great warrior of Riviel, but if the opponent was going to resort to blatant slander, it was only polite to respond in kind.

I confirmed that people’s attention had successfully shifted to Yekaterina, who was trying to suppress a grin while crossing her arms. 

I tightened my grip on the Guild Master’s shoulder and muttered,

“Bullshit. That’s ridiculous. They’d go berserk before they’d panic. Ah, I wasn’t talking to you, Guild Master. I was referring to those swindlers who should be rotting in jail. Isn’t that right?”

“O-of course. Y-you’re absolutely right. There must have been a huge misunderstanding.”

I could sense it. 

This guy was hiding something.

On our way here, while switching positions, Gaendal had filled me in. 

Those swindlers had correctly guessed the identity of the Hawk’s Talon mercenary group and fled. 

Yet, they reported it as an “unidentified group”? They should have been exaggerating the threat, not downplaying it.

“We sincerely apologize for our inadequate handling of this situation…”

“…And you’ll offer appropriate compensation, right? Of course, I never doubted that for a moment!”

I stepped back from the stammering Guild Master, spread my arms wide to recapture the crowd’s attention, and said cheerfully,

“Trying to brush off such a serious mistake with empty apologies is something only bandits would do! You almost tarnished the reputations of highly skilled adventurers, adventurers on the verge of becoming self-sufficient! And it was all due to the guild’s negligence! Isn’t that right?!”

“O-of course… We will compensate… compensate you for the… the inconvenience.”

Trying to smooth things over with a simple apology? Think again.

I patted the Guild Master’s back with feigned enthusiasm, and his already pale face turned ashen. 

He seemed to think my rant was over, however, and subtly shifted the conversation.

“About that mercenary group you mentioned… you said you eliminated them…?”

The question was laced with a strange hope. 

It was too late to be optimistic about the mercenaries being gone. 

His reaction didn’t match his earlier attitude.

“Of course. The victims here are witnesses. And since we couldn’t exactly dispose of the bodies, they’re still there. You can go check for yourself.”

“Every last one of them?”

See? He should be asking what mercenary group it was, not whether they were all dead. He even seemed strangely hopeful. He must be involved somehow.

“No. I spared one. We need a witness, right?”

“R-right? Of course, a witness is essential. The guild will work with the city to handle the matter! So, where is this witness…?”

“Hahaha. It’s good to see such a sense of duty. But don’t worry. He’s already been sent to the capital via wyvern.”

Smiling brightly, I delivered the final blow.

“There’s evidence linking them to a conspiracy against the crown. That’s why I had to rush here from the capital myself. I sent him back on the same wyvern I arrived on, so he should have arrived by now.”

The life drained from the Guild Master’s face as his eyes widened in shock. 

The conspiracy was one thing, but the casual mention of personal wyvern travel seemed to have broken him.

Judging by the reactions around us, people were struggling to reconcile the image of a common adventurer with private wyvern transport. 

He was probably already concocting elaborate theories about my powerful backers.

Too bad for him, Eldmia Egga’s only backer was Eldmia Egga. 

A Matryoshka doll of self-reliance.

“C-conspiracy against the crown?”

“Yes. Treason. Rebellion.”

The royal family probably wanted to handle this quietly, showcasing their competence after the fact. 

But I didn’t care. 

They tried to use me without a word, so we were already on bad terms.

I would use them right back.



I spoke loudly, and as expected, murmurs spread through the crowd of adventurers like a plague.

“He surrendered and cooperated, so I spared him. The deputy commander of Hawk’s Talon… what was his name again? Something that sounded like a card game… Gwens? Anyway, after a brief chat, I don’t think he was lying to save his skin. He should lead you to the other conspirators.”

I patted the Guild Master’s shoulder “reassuringly,” but he flinched, his eyes still shaking.

“Your request, Guild Master, and the one from the Riviel officials, inadvertently provided a great opportunity to expose these traitors. You should be proud of your contribution to the kingdom!”

Most adventurers, despite their lack of national loyalty, enjoyed a good story about villains getting their comeuppance. 

This was a classic tale of good versus evil.

As expected, the adventurers cheered, celebrating the downfall of the bad guys.

“Wow! The Guild Master actually did something good for once!”

“Talk about a lucky break! Good job!”

“Damn rebels! Good riddance!”

Their genuine reactions were heartwarming, but the Guild Master remained frozen in despair. 

He was shielded from most of the crowd by my bulk, but anyone who saw his face would know he was guilty of something.

He looked guilty, but whatever his crime was, it had nothing to do with me.

I leaned in and whispered in his ear,

“So, you can either fix this mess right now and go upstairs to do some damage control, or get shipped back to the capital on my wyvern. Your choice.”

I simply offered him the best options available to a guilty man, but the Guild Master reacted as if I were a secret royal agent. 

He snapped out of his stupor and hastily processed our request.

With the situation resolved in a flash, we collected our reward and escorted the refugees out of the guild, basking in the admiring gazes of the other adventurers.

Once outside, we turned to each other and burst into laughter.

“The Guild Master’s face! Priceless!”

“Eldmia! Where’s the script you were reading from?! That was some impressive improvisation!”

“Ha ha ha! That was the best show I’ve seen in ages. You’ll never starve, even if you quit adventuring.”

We roared with laughter, and Yekaterina clapped me on the back so hard I choked.

“That was a great performance, but that thug routine was embarrassing!”

Asirye, her face flushed, seemed genuinely mortified. 

Everyone else, however, was thoroughly entertained.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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While we shared the amusement of having thoroughly outwitted the guild master of Riviel, the meal that arrived was modest. 

Unlike myself and Asirye, who had flown in that morning, the four of them had been up all night, leaving them with little appetite. 

They ate more out of a sense of professional duty, forcing down sustenance to replenish their energy. 

Despite this, the earlier events allowed them to maintain a cheerful atmosphere.

“I couldn’t pull it off myself, but it was quite the experience. Like Asirye said, it was like a thug shaking down a merchant, but the logic was sound. Some people only respond to that kind of approach.”

“Best to avoid those kinds of people altogether, though.”

Rellie and Yekaterina nodded, understanding why I had acted as I did. 

While Asirye, still embarrassed by my behavior, nudged me in the ribs, Gaendal, having finished his soup, spoke in a serious tone.

“By the way, what do you make of the guild master? Do you think he’s connected to… your reason for attacking the mercenaries?”

As expected of a seasoned adventurer, he was perceptive. 

He had clearly recognized that my earlier mention of the rebellion had been purely situational and was choosing his words carefully.

I had been considering this myself, so I shook my head immediately.

“I’m skeptical. I think it’s more likely that some Riviel official wanted to reap benefits without fulfilling their duties.”

Finding unauthorized refugee settlements and taxing them was one thing, but for the city, processing villages that voluntarily sought recognition and offered to pay taxes was another.

This was near the capital, after all, and most taxes went to the royal family. 

Even if the city diligently supported, built, and helped settle these villages, they would barely break even. 

In wartime, they might even lose money.

While the city wasn’t entirely without its cut, it was a high-risk, low-return task.

“Perhaps they accepted bribes to expedite the process. Then, to erase the evidence of their corruption, they sold the information to those connected to slave traders, allowing them to wipe out the villages. Of course, I can’t be certain.”

“But finding those settlements wouldn’t have been easy…”

“That’s where the capital nobles’ connections come into play. It wouldn’t have been that difficult if they set their minds to it.”

From Count Bosha’s perspective, gaining influence over the cities around the capital would have been beneficial. 

He would have certainly made some attempts. 

Even if he couldn’t sway the city lords, a few high-ranking officials might have been tempted by his offers.

At this point, Yekaterina asked, surprised. 

“You were gone for over a week. Seems like you were involved in something big.”

“Uh… you could say that. But what about you? Did something happen? You sounded like you were looking for me.”

Explaining my adventures in the Empire, the dizzying whirlwind of events, felt premature. 

I smoothly changed the subject, and Rellie answered, easily diverting the conversation.

“We realized we worked well together during the abandoned dungeon incident. It felt like a waste to just part ways after one job, so we talked about forming a party.”

“Oh…”

“We couldn’t find you, so we started without you. We were hoping to invite you on this request as well.”

I hadn’t realized these discussions had taken place while I was in the Empire. 

We had worked well together; it was a textbook example of a successful party.

Asirye, unaware of these events, tilted her head and asked. 

“Abandoned dungeon?”

“Uh… there was a request I handled before I helped Levi. I formed a party with these adventurers, and it went very smoothly.”

“Aha.”

Asirye, having picked up on the fact that I had referred to Lagnis as Levi, seemed to understand what I was and wasn’t saying. 

She simply gave a short exclamation and didn’t press further. 

Her years of experience showed in her ability to avoid potential missteps.

However, the peaceful atmosphere was shattered by an unexpected, well-meaning question.

“By the way, are you alright? Concussions can be problematic later on. You were caught in quite a large explosion.”

Ginh’s casual concern sent a shiver down my spine.

“…Explosion?”

“Oh, Asirye hasn’t heard yet. This friend of ours acted quite heroically.”

“Ha, ha ha. Ginh, really… I didn’t do anything…”

I tried to subtly steer the conversation away from the topic, but everyone except Ginh seemed to notice my discomfort.

“Don’t be ridiculous! It was no exaggeration. Later, we heard he followed a mage through a gate without hesitation and was caught in a massive explosion. He went flying! He bounced three times before he stopped! It was that big!”

“Ha ha! Ginh, you’re exaggerating!”

“…Hee hee. Eldi, really… Dwarves don’t exaggerate. I haven’t heard this story either. What happened?”

Oh no. 

Asirye was going to collapse again…!

“Exaggeration? Nonsense! Apparently, he discovered a magical bomb that was being created on the other side of the gate and detonated it on the spot. He was caught in the blast. It could have been dangerous for everyone around, but he saved the day!”

Ginh winked at me confidently, as if saying, “I’m being discreet. It was a confidential request, so I’m just omitting the details!”

I wanted to cry.

“Sis? You said you’d respect my decisions…”

Asirye responded by hitting me hard on the back.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

Fortunately, I wasn’t subjected to a continuous barrage of back-smacks throughout the meal, but her glare made it clear she was only holding back because of the others. 

I imagined she was mentally beating me black and blue.

I, too, couldn’t explain about the mana circuit I had gained, and could only promise to tell her later. 

I should have explained it properly earlier, but recent events had kept me busy, leading to this unfortunate situation.

I couldn’t exactly say, “I can see the lines now,” either. 

Asirye would definitely be concerned. 

I had to explain it to her properly later.

Finally, after receiving an awkward look from Ginh, who had finally grasped the situation, I promised to explain everything later and managed to appease Asirye.

“Ahem, ahem. My apologies. I was thinking like a dwarf.”

Of course, if a dwarf’s family member risked their life for a great achievement, they wouldn’t smack them; they’d throw a celebratory feast. 

It was an understandable cultural difference, so I smiled and replied.

“It’s alright. It’s my fault for not telling you sooner. I’ve been busy.”



“By the way! What have you been up to for the past week? You seem to have been quite busy.”

It was a well-intentioned attempt to change the subject, but it was the very topic I was trying to avoid. 

Was there something wrong with my life if every attempt at consideration put me in a difficult position?

“I was helping an acquaintance. I had to travel quite far, even through a gate. It wasn’t that busy, just away from the capital.”

I carefully chose my words to avoid any slip-ups and finished my explanation.

Yekaterina then joined the conversation.

“Well, we’re together now, so it doesn’t matter. Anyway, what do you think about Rellie’s suggestion, Eldmia?”

“About forming a party? Unfortunately, I’ll be leaving the capital soon, so it won’t be possible.”

“Leaving?”

“Yes. I’ll have everything I need soon. I’m going to the battlefield.”

No one asked which battlefield. 

They simply looked at Asirye, surprised.

It was an understandable reaction. 

How could I casually mention going to war with the demons right after being scolded for risking my life? 

Asirye, as expected, remained silent, and the others exchanged confused glances.

“I have some personal matters to settle.”

“…The revenge you mentioned to the refugees?”

“Yes.”

I smiled, but their expressions remained grim.

It seemed like I was going to my death.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Though it was good to see familiar faces, I couldn’t impose on their exhaustion. 

After our meal, we made plans to meet again and headed towards the Riviel wyvern station. 

We had initially intended to part ways at the inn, but their insistence on escorting me to the station, grateful for my assistance, was too much to refuse.

Asirye, watching them walk beside us with cheerful smiles despite their fatigue, nudged me and spoke.

“You’re remarkably trusted for someone they’ve only traveled with once.”

“Naturally. Who do you think taught me?”

I was now certain that it took a Rank 4, “Adversary” level adventurer to even begin to approach our level. 

With a little more effort, reaching the next level, “Expert,” wouldn’t be difficult. 

Of course, that wasn’t solely about brute combat strength, so it would take some time.

“So, you can see the flow of mana? I’ve never heard of such a thing. Is it like a magic eye? Should we call it mana sight?”

Asirye’s reaction, after I quickly explained what I hadn’t been able to earlier while Gaendal and the others went to their rooms to store their gear, was unexpectedly subdued. 

She herself had said she’d never heard of it, and considering everyone’s astonishment, Lagnis included, every time I used it to disrupt magic, I had expected more surprise.

“You’re taking this remarkably well.”

“Naturally. Who do you think I’ve been living with?”

I grimaced, suddenly feeling like a collection of unexplainable phenomena to this elf who had lived for over 120 years.

“You make me sound like some incomprehensible enigma. There are plenty of others who are more… extraordinary than me.”

“That may be true, but how many fifteen-year-olds can do what you do? Even the youngest Aura Master on record was twenty-five. And right now, Eldi, even without using mana, your movements suggest you could fight an Aura Expert without much difficulty.”

“What? Aura Master? Expert? Those are things?”

My eyes widened at the fantastical terms I’d never heard before, despite working for the Ogatorf family. 

Everyone who saw me use Aura just called me an “Aura user.”

“Magic has ranks, so naturally, Aura does too.”

“But everyone who’s seen me just says, ‘Aura user!’”

“Perhaps they only sense that much from you.”

So, to those who used Aura, mine was insignificant, and to those who didn’t, my level was simply unfathomable, hence the blanket term “Aura user.”

It was a sound and reasonable deduction.

So, after fifteen years in this world, I finally learned that Aura users were categorized into Beginner, Expert, and Master. 

And that they were collectively referred to as “Aura users.”

“The distinctions are rather simple.”

“It’s not a scholarly pursuit like magic. It’s based mostly on intuition. The criteria aren’t ‘if you can do this, you’re this rank,’ but rather, ‘if you can do this, you’re probably around this rank.’”

As I suspected, it was a very warrior-like system.

We continued to chat, catching up on the week’s events, and arrived at the wyvern station to find Gies feeding and watering a wyvern.

Yekaterina, the most surprised by his early arrival, spoke first.

“What? You’re already here?”

“Ah, everyone. Did everything go well?”

“It went reasonably well. But how did you get here so early?”

Judging by the gleaming wyvern, now free of dust, and Gies’ rolled-up sleeves, he had clearly arrived much earlier than when we had flown in. 

We hadn’t spent that much time grilling the Guild Master, so it was puzzling.

Our shared question was answered rather anticlimactically.

“There was no need to regulate speed without passengers. I flew at top speed.”

Gies smiled, effectively confirming that he hadn’t treated Gwens like a person at all.

He then casually produced an ornate letter from his coat and handed it to me.

“When I arrived at the mansion, the guards informed me there was a letter for you, Eldmia.”

“A letter? No one at the Ogatorf mansion would send me a letter.”

“It’s a rather… elaborate envelope and seal. And there’s something inside.”

Duke Lesrom, who had sent even the flight permit discreetly, wouldn’t suddenly send a letter, and Zikmel wouldn’t have access to expensive envelopes and seals. 

Who could it be? 

There was nothing particularly secret about it, so I prepared to open it in front of everyone, and they gathered around, curious.

In this world, even reading a letter was entertainment if it wasn’t confidential. 

I was used to it by now, so I didn’t bother trying to create distance. 

I even knelt so Ginh could see better.

“Oh, the envelope looks expensive.”

I nodded reflexively at Rellie’s comment. 

She wasn’t wrong. 

But when I opened the slightly oversized envelope, we were all surprised again.

“Blank paper?!”

“Wait. I think I’m getting dizzy.”

Like a Matryoshka doll, another envelope, made of the plain white paper so common in my previous life, emerged.

In this world, it was an extravagant luxury. 

Even truly valuable books rarely used such high-quality paper.

Using it for an envelope was practically throwing money away, from a normal perspective. 

Naturally, everyone stared at the envelope in my hand as if it were a treasure.

After a moment of bewildered silence, I pulled out the inner envelope and examined the seal. 

It was an unusual, pure white wax, stamped with a starburst pattern.

White… star…?

“White paper and a white seal… I’d believe it was an Imperial missive.”

Gaendal reacted this time. 

Were seals expensive too? 

I had no idea. 

His reaction, like the others, was a mixture of surprise and bewilderment.

From an adventurer’s perspective, receiving a letter from high-ranking nobility out of the blue would be unsettling. 

Especially when the sender was unknown and clearly wealthy enough to indulge in such extravagance. 

It was an alarming anomaly.

Of course, I wasn’t normal, so my reaction was different.

“Esmee?”

I muttered the name involuntarily as I carefully broke the seal and examined the contents. 

Two equally luxurious letters and a thin ring.

But before I could even glance at the letters, my eyes were drawn to the crest imprinted at the top of the first letter.

“The dragon entwined with a sword… and the star crest…!”

“I-it’s really from the Empire! The First Princess?!”

Those peering over my shoulder gasped, their voices hushed with awe. 

They quickly covered their mouths, worried someone might overhear.

“Egga? Is this really an Imperial missive? Really? From the Iron-Blooded Princess herself?”

Rellie, in particular, seemed torn between excitement and the fear of even looking at the letter. 

I, equally surprised by the unexpected development, couldn’t offer any reassurance.

The first letter, a formal document disguised as a personal missive, expressed deep regret over the recent events surrounding Lagnis, and assured me that the Empire would do everything in its power to prove her innocence. 

I tilted my head, puzzled.

“Why send this to me?”

There was no reason for me to personally deliver this to the royal family.

“It’s likely… a form of pressure, or a warning to the royal family” 

Asirye offered after a moment of thought.

“The very fact that this incident occurred means the royal family isn’t worthy of receiving a formal Imperial missive… it’s a strong expression of displeasure. Whether you deliver it directly, or through Sir Ekaf, it will cause quite a stir.”

“Is this common?”



“Not at all. Ordinarily, this would be considered a blatant display of disrespect from the Empire, but this time… it’s different.”

Asirye didn’t need to elaborate. 

I understood why this time was different. 

The letter ended there, but there was no mention of the ring, so I unfolded the second letter. 

I assumed it would explain the ring’s purpose, perhaps as a form of identification or guarantee.

I immediately regretted my assumption.

“The White Star… to my beloved Black Star…?”

I hadn’t had time to hide the opening line, and everyone’s attention shifted from the letter to me.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Hee hee. Judging by this unexpected development, even your letters are as unpredictable as a hamster.”

I wanted to retort with, “Use your turn signal next time,” but honestly, this was largely my fault.

“This seems like a personal letter. I’ll read it later…” 

I began, attempting a smooth escape.

“No way, Egga! This isn’t something you can just brush aside!”

“Did I really just read that? Are you sure?”

“I feel like I’ve witnessed something I shouldn’t have.”

It seemed this confusion was my burden to bear. 

Thoroughness was essential; one small misstep could lead to chaos, as evidenced by the current situation.

Even Ginh, when I stood, wore an expression of disappointment, as if he’d missed out on something entertaining. 

Yet, to their credit, they maintained a respectful distance while I read.

I glanced at Asirye, considering sharing the letter, but she shook her head with a gentle smile, a silent gesture of respect for Esmee.

With their tacit consent, I began reading the letter, which was undeniably Esmee.








I never imagined I would pen such words, but as I eagerly anticipate our reunion, it feels as though a month has passed. Though the moments we shared are but a fleeting instant in the grand scheme of life, they have profoundly impacted me. Do not forget the weight of this responsibility.




…Perhaps distance had emboldened her.








News of the incidents you encountered upon entering the kingdom reached me immediately. However, a diplomatic solution required patience. By the time this letter arrives, the trial should be underway, and Lagnis, following the royal family’s plan, should be nearing freedom. This letter will serve to hasten those sluggish royals. Had you acted rashly, as I fully expected, matters might have progressed more swiftly.




So very Esmee, I thought. 

She was already well-informed. 

Perhaps returning through the gate and appealing to her directly would have been more efficient.

As I continued reading, the next sentence surprised me.








Foreseeing the possibility of this letter being read publicly, I embedded my true feelings in the opening lines. Even the most inconsiderate person wouldn’t expect a love letter to be read aloud. I trust you have, with this subtle cue, secured a private moment. Now, let us discuss the individuals behind this incident.




Just how far ahead did she think?

My face warmed at the mention of her “true feelings,” but I also admired her ingenuity in concealing crucial information within a seemingly personal letter.

The following content detailed information I was already partially aware of: Count Bosha’s relationship with Lagnis, the royal family and aristocracy’s exploitation of this relationship, and Bosha’s motivation for taking such a risk.








Envelde habitually seeks scapegoats. He intended to use Lagnis for this purpose. Without your intervention, she would have been forced to make significant concessions, bound by their blood ties. While circumstances have changed, Envelde, still harboring ambitions regarding Lagnis, could not permit her to solidify her position as a vital connection to the Empire.




A scapegoat must be weaker and less influential to be easily manipulated.

He prolonged the trial, despite its futility, to stall and hinder Lagnis’s growing power because he still considered her a valuable asset.

She could, for instance, be framed for his treason, buying him time to complete his rebellion.








Had this been a typical aristocratic power play, Envelde’s plan would have succeeded. Of course, with those two cunning foxes guarding Itsiel’s throne, it wouldn’t have been a complete victory, but he would have successfully prevented her from becoming a bridge to the Empire.




Two cunning foxes. 

Undoubtedly Duke Lesrom and the King.








However, we are not typical, and his schemes failed. Frankly, had he anticipated this, he would have been better suited as a prophet than a nobleman. I hesitate to criticize his abilities too harshly based on this.




He was, at least, capable of plotting treason.

He could disrupt the status quo, even if he couldn’t maintain control afterward.








In any case, I will now actively support Lagnis. Should Itsiel’s royal family prove unexpectedly incompetent, resulting in an unfavorable outcome for the trial, rest assured, I will intervene.




Had the letter been tangible, it would have radiated warmth.

The remaining content consisted of Esmee’s personal thoughts, expressing a slightly guilty satisfaction at having gained a reason to hasten Lagnis’s return to the Empire.

The postscript finally explained the ring.








Your physical abilities are exceptional, and the gauntlets offer some magical protection. This ring safeguards against curses. Though hastily acquired and not particularly potent, it should deflect a few curses. Wear it always.




A curse-repelling ring! 

I was almost moved to tears.

The ring’s simple elegance had me worried it might be an engagement ring, and I’d been agonizing over how to react. 

This was a relief.

…But how did she know my ring size? 

It fit perfectly.

With a mixture of relief and bewilderment, I folded the letter and turned to find Asirye watching me.

“Finished?”

“Yes, sis. The beginning was written that way to ensure I’d read the rest in private. She’s already aware of what’s happening here.”

“Typical of the Empire, and of the Princess… What about the ring?”

“A curse-repelling ring.”



“Ah, she mentioned that before.”

She must be referring to the incident after I defeated the demon. 

It must have come up in their conversation.

“Egga? Care to explain now?”

Rellie, as always, was incredibly eager. 

Haha, but thanks to Esmee’s foresight, I was prepared.

“She wrote it that way intentionally. To make it seem personal so I’d read the important parts alone.”

“…Liar.”

“It’s true.”

If Rellie pressed further, I’d be forced to lie, but thankfully, they simply expressed disappointment without suspicion.

Esmee was brilliant!

“So, what’s the ring?”

“A curse-repelling ring, she said. A precaution.”

“Hmm… You live quite the life.”

“It just… happened.”

“That such a life ‘just happened’ is rather unbelievable…”

This conversation felt strangely familiar.

“Well, since that’s settled, shall we depart, Eldmia? I’m ready.”

Gies, feigning indifference despite his earlier interest, urged us to leave. 

I couldn’t help but eye him suspiciously.

If he hadn’t brought the letter, I wouldn’t have had that heart-stopping moment.

“Why, why are you looking at me like that?”

“Nothing. Let’s go. I have things to do, so we should hurry.”

Letter aside, I had to deliver the missive. 

After a brief farewell to the others, Asirye and I mounted the wyvern.

“We’ll return to the capital once we’ve finished here. We should have a proper drink then. We didn’t get the chance today.”

“Haha, alright. I’ll see you at the guild.”

With a warm smile and a wave to Gaendal, the wyvern ascended.

I was curious about the trial’s outcome, but I was even more curious about Count Bosha’s reaction to the news.
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“Time is precious.” 

That was Count Bosha’s sole thought as the trial dragged on. 

It was a trial he was destined to lose, a pawn he was prepared to sacrifice. 

But the anticipated gains from that sacrifice had been shattered by the unexpected appearance of a certain individual. 

Now, it was all a waste of time.

“In fact, I’m starting to incur unexpected losses.”

The wyvern pilot, presumed dead, had returned alive. 

The incidents orchestrated to frame Lagnis had been mysteriously resolved, as if someone had anticipated his moves. 

Not to mention the sheer frustration he felt when Eldmia’s name surfaced during his testimony against Baron Favaera. 

The boy had even brought guild officials and presented irrefutable evidence, turning the tables and putting Bosha at risk of exposure. 

Thanks to that, he now had a mess to clean up as soon as the trial concluded.

“I need to deal with that arrogant brat quickly, before he causes any more damage.”

He had to erase any connection to Pabaira. 

If he wasn’t careful, his ties to the demons might be revealed. 

And now, he also had to deal with Eldmia Egga.

“I don’t know how much he knows, or how much of it is true… but he could know too much.”

He had momentarily panicked when the boy mentioned the Iron-Blooded Princess, but a moment’s reflection revealed the absurdity of the claim. 

Mixing truth and lies was a fundamental tactic. 

It was embarrassing to be played by a child, but the shock of Delt’s demise had clouded his judgment.

“Such a waste. Such a tremendous waste.”

The boy was only fifteen. 

He had supposedly slain Delt at fourteen. 

What fourteen-year-old could kill a knight at the Expert level? 

If he hadn’t witnessed it himself, he would have dismissed it as a childish fantasy, a tale from a knightly novel. 

But it was reality, and a hostile one. 

He had to crush that talent, no matter how regrettable.

“…And with that, today’s proceedings are adjourned. Tomorrow’s session will…”

The moment the predictable trial ended, Bosha bolted from his seat. 

He had no time for the royal family’s sudden display of affection towards Lagnis, nor for her polite responses. 

He ignored Viscount Etabil’s desperate pleas, his impending execution a direct result of Bosha’s failing schemes. 

He had intended to dispose of the Viscount anyway. 

With the wyvern pilot’s unexpected survival, there was no reason to keep him around.

Bosha was pressed for time, focused on moving forward, on overcoming the immediate obstacles.

“I should have skipped the trial altogether.”

Issuing orders within the confines of the courthouse meant a significant delay in receiving reports. 

Even with his carefully chosen subordinates, he would lose half a day at best. 

He didn’t doubt their competence; it was the wasted time that frustrated him.

Determined to reclaim every lost second, he strode from the courthouse, his eyes immediately falling upon his aide and coachman.

“My Lord…!”

But something was wrong. 

Before he could process the man’s bewildered expression, his gaze was drawn elsewhere. 

At the end of his line of sight stood an unusually tall young man with short, military-style black hair. 

Recognizing Bosha’s gaze, the youth waved, his face impassive. 

Today, he wore the Levien family uniform instead of his usual adventurer’s garb, but it made little difference.

It was only their second face-to-face encounter, yet the boy had an uncanny ability to provoke. 

But more than the boy’s demeanor, it was the white object in his hand that captured Bosha’s attention. 

His Aura-enhanced vision focused, revealing a white envelope. 

A chilling premonition gripped him.

“No. It can’t be.”

It was more likely that the boy possessed an innate talent for psychological warfare than that his suspicion was correct. 

The timing was perfect. 

After flaunting his connection to the Empire’s White Star, the boy now brandished a white envelope. 

It was a blatant, yet effective, display of psychological manipulation. 

Even Bosha had to admit, it was unsettling.

Maintaining a facade of indifference, he turned back to his aide.

“What is it? Why are you so flustered?”

The man stammered, clearly at a loss for words. 

This was unusual. 

He valued the man’s composure; that was why he kept him close. 

This level of distress meant something was seriously wrong. 

He had a suspicion. 

Two days prior, after his encounter with Eldmia, he had ordered his men to conduct a thorough inspection and report back. 

Something must have gone wrong.

“Calm yourself. We have an audience. Just explain the situation.”

These matters demanded discretion. 

No matter how urgent, he had to maintain composure. 

He waited patiently, and finally, his aide regained his composure.

“Baron Rubilla and the Dreamer assigned to him are out of contact.”

“…He occasionally disappears for unknown reasons. He submitted his regular report, so we can afford to wait for the next one.”

“That’s… this time is different, My Lord. There’s chaos at his residence. I’ve heard that even when he disappears, he always leaves a message. This time, there’s nothing.”

Ignorance breeds recklessness. 

Baron Rubilla was the only fool brazen enough to defy royal decree and breed wyverns. 

He was indispensable, for now. 

That was why he had assigned a Dreamer to monitor him closely. 

And now, he had vanished?

A thousand thoughts raced through his mind, but Bosha dismissed them, focusing on the immediate issue.

“…Wait for the Dreamer’s report. He would have reported anything unusual. Is that all?”

“No, My Lord. The… merchant group has been eliminated.”

“…Merchant group? Eliminated?”

“…Yes.”

The news was so absurd, so devastating, that Bosha couldn’t even muster anger. 

He felt a wave of nausea, the world spinning around him. 

He desperately hoped it wasn’t true. 

But his aide wouldn’t report such news without confirming it, especially regarding a merchant group so close to the capital. 

He gritted his teeth, forcing the words out.

“When… when did this happen?”

He had just heard rumors among the nobles about a successful visit to the night market a few days prior. 

How could this have happened?

“The Capital Patrol discovered their ravaged encampment during a routine patrol. According to their assessment, it happened two or three days ago. Most of them were decapitated…”

“They slaughtered that many without a sound? Merza the Hunter uses Aura!”

“He… apparently offered no resistance…”

Bosha felt his carefully constructed composure crumble. 

He fought back the urge to vomit, the world tilting around him.



But his aide wasn’t finished.

“And…”

“There’s more…?”

“An official missive from the Empire arrived at the royal palace while you were at the trial.”

Suppressing the overwhelming urge to collapse, Bosha let out a long sigh. 

Finally, a glimmer of hope amidst the relentless barrage of bad news. 

And the thought that Eldmia had been waving around an empty envelope, oblivious to this development, brought a bitter chuckle to his lips, despite the gravity of the situation.

Children will be children. 

This was an information war…

“The Empire… states that they will not take the slander against Margrave Levien lightly… and that they will offer their full support in identifying those who insulted a friend of the Empire and a loyal subject of the kingdom…”

“What?”

Bosha’s carefully maintained mask shattered.

What had he just heard?

“The Empire… defended Lagnis?”

“Yes. And the missive wasn’t delivered by an Imperial messenger.”

His aide’s gaze shifted towards the direction Bosha had been looking moments before.

Please, please let it not be true. 

His body stiffening, Bosha slowly turned his head.

Eldmia stood there.

Still waving the white envelope, a mocking smirk on his face.

“Eldmia…!”

He extended his middle finger, a vulgar gesture, towards Bosha.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“That bastard. The look on his face is priceless.”

Watching Count Bosha’s expression shift with every word exchanged with his… well, whoever he was, was incredibly satisfying. 

The fact that he finally glanced in Eldmia’s direction suggested he was starting to connect the dots.

Perhaps it was the letter delivered to the royal palace during the trial. 

Knowing Bosha, he likely had someone planted there. 

The man was meticulous, aware of his own crimes, yet careful. 

He probably already suspected something was amiss, thanks to his regular “status checks.”

“Doesn’t matter. My course is set.”

Eldmia tucked Esmee’s letter back into his coat. 

Moments later, Lagnis emerged from the courthouse, her expression bright in stark contrast to Bosha’s. 

She spotted Eldmia and hurried over.

“Eldmia? How did you know to wait here? And why are you in uniform?”

“I wasn’t just waiting; I was prepared to wait all day to deliver the good news, Teacher. The uniform is related to that.”

There was no point in delaying or hiding anything. 

Eldmia recounted the day’s events, and Lagnis stared at him, stunned.

“I didn’t expect Esmee to go that far.”

“I didn’t expect to be able to intervene like this.”

“You’re not usually interested in politics.”

“I’m not smart enough for politics.”

Mediocre people could manipulate with words, but those who lived by their words were easy prey for the truly cunning. 

Duke Lesrom, for instance. Eldmia had no desire to tangle with him.

Lagnis gave him a strange look, but Eldmia simply shrugged. 

It was the truth.

“But delivering it personally to the royal palace? I thought you’d go through the Ogatorf family.”

Initially, that had been the plan. 

But both Asirye and Mongsoon had argued that any document expressing the Empire’s will, regardless of its form, could be misused politically if entrusted to others. 

So, Eldmia had delivered it himself. 

He’d even tossed it at some unnamed official after being told no unscheduled visitors were allowed. 

That, however, promised future amusement.

The royal palace rejecting an Imperial envoy because they weren’t on the schedule? 

The look on their faces next time would be priceless.

Eldmia hadn’t lied. 

He’d explicitly stated that the missive had to be delivered directly to the King, and that he wouldn’t be responsible for any consequences otherwise. 

Someone, whose rank he hadn’t bothered to ascertain, had scoffed.

He’d even used the envelope Esmee had provided as a disguise, a little surprise inside.

“Eldmia, you didn’t cause any more trouble at the palace, did you?”

“What do you take me for? I followed instructions perfectly. That’s why I’m here, relaxed and waiting for you.”

“I wish I could have seen your face…”

Damn. 

He’d thought he’d maintained a neutral expression, but his true feelings must have shown.

Still, accusations required proof. 

He’d maintain a facade of nonchalance.

“Anyway, the trial ended early, so I’ll take care of some other business. You go on ahead.”

“What? Aren’t you coming back with me? Cheryl will be out soon…”

“I need to use my time wisely. It’s not like the way back is dangerous.”

Lagnis had approached him directly, but three Ogatorf knights had been escorting her from the moment she left the courthouse.

Eldmia exchanged nods with the knights and patted Lagnis’s shoulder.

“Never put off what you can do today. See you later.”

“…Don’t be late.”

“I’ll be back before dinner.”

Probably.

Lagnis frowned at his uncertain reply, but Eldmia couldn’t help it. 

He had no idea what the future held.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

The clear sky darkened, and rain began to fall. 

A sudden autumn shower. 

Merchants scrambled to close their stalls, and the man watching them sighed.

“Lucky bastards. They get to go home because of the rain.”

“Damn it. I should have worn something warmer.”

He’d thought he was prepared, despite the sudden orders, but the weather had thrown a wrench in his plans.

The rain showed no sign of stopping, growing heavier as the sky darkened. 

But they couldn’t leave. 

Their target was still out and about, oblivious to the downpour that chilled them to the bone.

Their orders were simple: follow him, and kill him if the opportunity arose.

These orders took precedence over everything else. 

They had no choice. 

They were stuck in the rain until their target either returned to that damned dog house or wandered somewhere secluded enough to die. 

They’d been tailing him for nearly two hours, and they might have had to continue for half a day more.

The fact that their target had only visited a used jewelry store during that time added to their frustration. 

If they couldn’t kill him, they needed something to report. 

He was just strolling around.

On the other hand, the rain might have been a good omen. 

The streets were quickly emptying.

The man tried to recall any suitable hiding spots nearby when he saw a signal from one of his companions.

Intentional detection. 

A coordinated ambush.

“Anywhere suitable around here?”

“They’re thinking the sewers.”

“Ah, the back alley underpass.”

Perfect. 

Easy to hide a body, and plenty of vagrants to… dispose of, if necessary, to stage the scene.

But ideal scenarios rarely unfolded as planned. 

The man agreed with his companions’ assessment, but remained skeptical.

“The location is good, but anyone with a brain wouldn’t go there willingly.”

It was a place even ordinary citizens avoided. 

The atmosphere alone was enough to deter anyone with a shred of common sense. 

Filthy, dark, and reeking of decay.

Every capital had its share of thugs and beggars, and that place was their domain. 

Why would anyone dressed in noble family uniform venture into such a place?

But, as it turned out, their target was an idiot.

Not an idiot being led into a trap, but an idiot walking in willingly. 

He practically exuded an arrogant confidence, as if he was looking for a fight.

“Stupid, but helpful. If we’d had to keep following him in the rain, I might have just stabbed him in the street.”

“Who knows? Maybe he’s an Aura user capable of taking down six Expert-level knights single-handedly.”

His companion scoffed, unconcerned.

The Aura emanating from their target was barely perceptible. 

Any trainee from a mercenary company could probably take him down blindfolded.

They were taking this seriously because of the orders, but any one of them could easily overpower him.

That was why they remained relaxed, even as they herded him into a corner. 

They noticed his pace quicken, as if he’d finally sensed their presence, but it was too late. 

He was trapped.

That was why they were so surprised when they reached the designated spot and found him gone.

“He… vanished?”



“Did you lose him?”

“Bullshit. I know this area better than you.”

“Then where the hell is he? Did he sprout wings?”

“Yes. He did.”

They turned as one, and there he was, standing above them.

“Parkour isn’t easy. But fantasy is great, isn’t it? Magic solves almost everything. It’s quite convenient sometimes.”

He drew his sword casually, as if it were an afterthought.

“I know who sent you, and there’s nothing left to discuss… which means I have no reason to let you live. Unfortunate, but you chose to work for a traitor. And I don’t exchange names with those I kill.”

“You should have ran when you had the chance.”

The alley wasn’t that narrow. 

Even with the buildings towering on either side, there was enough room for four of them to attack simultaneously.

“You’re dying today because you overestimated yourself, Eldmia Egga.”

Six knights drew their swords, releasing their Aura. 

Even a faint Aura revealed a significant disparity in power. 

Anyone with a brain would have turned and fled.

They should have.

“I said I don’t exchange names, you rude bastard.”

But, defying all expectations, Eldmia charged.

They realized their mistake only after the first knight’s head flew through the air.

“Your cause of death is complacency, assholes.”

The realization that something had gone terribly wrong, followed by Eldmia’s chilling whisper, was the last thing they heard as his blade danced through the rain.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Twenty guards lay dead in the temporary detention center, slain by Eldmia’s blade. 

It was nothing remarkable. 

Reaching Expert level made such feats easy. 

A mob might pose a challenge, but individual soldiers stood no chance against an Aura user. 

Besides, such power was trivial to those who had witnessed soldiers swept away like leaves before the might of demons on the battlefield.

Had they known that every guard had fallen with a single strike, their heads severed cleanly, they might have reconsidered their approach. 

But they hadn’t.

He had defeated the Hero. 

He was just a boy, coddled by the Empire. 

Divine Mandate and the title of “Hero” meant little; he was still just flesh and blood. 

Rumors painted him as a reckless youth, just another boy playing at war. 

If he had truly been a world-shattering force, the Empire wouldn’t have let him go so easily.

Had they abandoned their complacent view of the Hero as a mere symbol and exercised caution, they might have reconsidered. 

But they hadn’t.

He had saved the First Princess in the academy incident. 

He had simply pushed her aside and stepped through the gate in her place. 

A noble act, but not necessarily proof of exceptional skill. 

The demon that appeared had been swiftly dispatched by the Princess’s guards, suggesting it wasn’t a formidable foe.

Everyone believed the rumors, the exaggerated tales of Eldmia’s prowess. 

He was skilled, yes, but ultimately, just a boy caught up in the hype.

Had they known that the First Princess had personally traveled to the kingdom to find him, and that she was aware of the circumstances surrounding the demon’s appearance, they wouldn’t have underestimated him so readily. 

But, lacking crucial information, they hadn’t.

The priority kill order, the deployment of six Expert-level knights, demon-war veterans – it was all meant to ensure a swift and decisive resolution.

These veterans understood the realities of war, the limitations of humans. 

Even the extraordinary heroes emerging across the land radiated immense Aura and mana, easily distinguishable from afar.

Synthesizing their information and experience, they had concluded that Eldmia Egga posed no significant threat.

And now, they were paying the price for their misjudgment.

“How?!”

The question echoed in the minds of the remaining five, but none voiced it. 

There was no time for words, only for swift assessment.

Unforeseen speed, a technique occasionally witnessed on the battlefield. 

Someone recognized it – the double acceleration employed by skilled combatants.

“Double acceleration! Close in!”

“I’ll engage! Cover me!”

Double acceleration was a clever trick, but useless at close range. 

It was a maneuver born of skill disparity, not a higher-level technique. 

They adjusted their grips, preparing for a proper encirclement.

The initial surprise was a costly mistake, but it wouldn’t happen again. 

Their plan was simple: engage, create an opening, and strike. 

A coordinated attack they could execute flawlessly, even without words.

But as they lunged, they saw only the afterimage of Eldmia’s blade and a comrade’s head soaring through the air.

“Gah…!”

Retreat was impossible. 

They pressed forward, witnessing their dying comrade and Eldmia’s impassive face as he retrieved his sword. 

They scrambled to understand what had just happened.

The answer was clear: precise, deadly swordsmanship. 

There had been no mistake on their comrade’s part. 

Eldmia had simply been too fast.

The exchange had been so swift that their instinctive counterattacks were met by Eldmia’s blade, coiling like a serpent around their necks. 

A textbook counter, so perfect it could be in a training manual. 

They gritted their teeth. 

Something was terribly wrong. 

Either their information was flawed, or this boy was not human.

“That’s no fifteen-year-old!”

“Seven years of relentless training, even in your sleep, and you might achieve this. Too late now.”

Swordsmanship was a skill, and skills could be learned. 

Geniuses sometimes emerged, but their brilliance lay in application, not fundamentals. 

True prodigies, those with superior physical and mental abilities, didn’t employ ordinary techniques.

They recognized it now – Eldmia was a master, his skill surpassing even seasoned knights. 

The realization was chilling.

“Left!”

“…Right!”

Had they been overconfident? 

Or had they simply underestimated him? 

It didn’t matter now. 

He was a master who offered no openings. 

With two already dead, they had only one option.

A suicide attack, creating an opening for their comrades. 

They were Experts; their Aura-enhanced bodies would force Eldmia to react. 

Even if they died, their comrades would finish him.

They had already accepted death. 

Everything was for the end of this wretched war. 

With resolute determination, they charged, their blades aimed at Eldmia’s throat.

“A deathmatch…” 

Eldmia murmured, watching their approach.

“…requires equal footing.”

His blade flashed horizontally, cleaving through stone, steel, and flesh. 

Two heads flew through the air.

“You’re not even close.”

The remaining two hesitated, stunned by the surreal display of power.

“A magic sword…!”

Their skills, their assumptions – everything had been wrong. 

Was this a royal trap? 

A blade that could cut through stone and steel with such ease… an enchantment of extreme sharpness…

“Nonsense. Just a sturdy sword and a sturdy body, infused with mana.”

Their minds, reeling in disbelief, were interrupted by a mocking smirk on Eldmia’s face.

“You’re dying because you misjudged your opponent and attacked someone stronger than you. You lured me here, so you must be familiar with this kind of ending. Why the theatrics? Just die.”

Only after four of their comrades had fallen did they understand why they had been sent. 

The Count hadn’t underestimated Eldmia; he had simply deployed the best available force against an unknown enemy. 

Even his best had miscalculated.

“…Damn it.”

But they didn’t blame the Count. 

It would be madness to assume every opponent was a fifteen-year-old capable of slaughtering six Expert-level knights. 

They hadn’t joined the rebellion believing in such fantasies.

Their normal sense of reality had been their downfall. 

The irony was almost calming.

“Will you spare us if we surrender?”

“No. I don’t need any more proof.”

With their death sentence delivered, Eldmia adjusted his stance. 

Without a word, the remaining two mirrored his movement.

“So we die to a monster, after fleeing from monsters on the battlefield.”

“I’m human, you know.”

With an irritated retort, Eldmia charged.

Despite anticipating the double acceleration, they couldn’t react. 

Another head flew through the air. 

The last knight swung his sword.

“Truly… artistic.”

He parried, his blade coiling around the knight’s neck. 

The last head joined the others, bouncing off the wall.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Unlike the others, the last two had accepted death. 

Like Delt. 

Perhaps they had learned that acceptance of death had little to do with strength. 

A small victory, of sorts.

“A battlefield, huh? Deserters, or veterans?”

They had spoken of fleeing from monsters, suggesting they had faced the demon army. 

And if they couldn’t survive that, they were hardly a threat here.



But why join Bosha’s rebellion after fleeing the demon army? 

What did they hope to gain? 

Did they believe the war would end if the king changed? 

Did Bosha promise an alliance with the demons?

“That seems likely.”

This wasn’t a war of territorial conquest; it was a war of survival against an entire species, instigated by the demons. 

Unless humanity surrendered, the war wouldn’t end with a change of kings. 

He recalled seeing humans among the demon army when he faced that cursed demon. 

Surrender was a possibility.

So, this was just another war of conquest. 

Why, then, had the gods sent a Hero to drive out the Demon King?

“Reborn into such a chaotic era… but then again, being reborn is a privilege in itself.”

There was no point in pondering the unknowable. 

He pocketed the money he found on the bodies, wiped his blade on a relatively clean piece of cloth, and left the alley.

He had already learned about this area from Zikmel. 

There was no risk of being caught. 

The clothes on these bodies were valuable; the slum dwellers would take care of the rest.

Even if he were discovered, it didn’t matter. 

The important thing was that Bosha had made his move.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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After leaving the courthouse, amidst the unsettling atmosphere, Envelde felt a profound sense of emptiness as he reviewed the situation.

“He’s… made quite a mess of things, hasn’t he, that Eldmia.”

There was no concrete evidence, yet a strange certainty lingered. 

At the heart of this chaos, with a sly grin, stood that audacious young man. 

He was certain of it.

No one else in the capital possessed the audacity, or the capability, to disrupt years of careful planning in a mere three days, much less a week.

The merchant group had been thoroughly plundered, not just their secret vault, but also crucial documents, including maps detailing the locations of long-term collaborators. 

Considering Eldmia’s elf companion and the missing maps, Envelde entertained the grim possibility that even the bandits had been eliminated. 

In the forest, against an elf and that boy, ordinary bandits stood no chance.

Moreover, the lack of response to his emergency communication suggested the Dreamer was either dead or had fled. 

Envelde preferred the former; a captured Dreamer was a liability.

He hadn’t even taken the Dreamer’s life, yet they were capable of betrayal and selling information if their own lives were on the line. 

That was why he had assigned one to the least threatening individual, yet somehow, they had been compromised. 

It was baffling.

In a worst-case scenario, he would have to consider the possibility of a traitor within his own ranks. 

The thought was suffocating.

“And today, he was even flying a wyvern.”

He desperately hoped it was for some unrelated reason, a mere coincidence. 

But the timing, coinciding with Hawk’s Talon’s area of operation, was too suspicious. 

And the fact that he had flown from the Ogatorf family’s training grounds, not the capital’s wyvern station…

“Impossible…!”

Envelde nearly hurled his wine glass against the wall in a fit of rage, but he took a deep breath, forcing himself to remain calm. 

He tried to view the situation positively, to reassure himself that everything was still under control.

But the damage was too extensive to be dismissed so easily. 

His carefully constructed composure crumbled, instinct overriding reason.

Crash!

“This can’t be happening! My plans are falling apart!”

He hurled the wine glass, the shattered remnants staining the wall crimson. 

His fury remained unabated. 

The guards had reported Eldmia’s return after a brief wyvern flight. 

Something had happened to the mercenary group. 

He had dispatched messengers, but they wouldn’t return with information until late tomorrow at best.

Three more years. 

No, two. 

Two more years, and his foundation would have been unshakeable.

Now, he was questioning how he had become entangled with such a troublesome individual.

“Still… it’s almost over. If I can just contain him…”

He had deployed six Expert-level knights, veterans of the demon war. 

They weren’t his most elite force, but they were among the best available in the capital, even considering the combined forces of all the nobles.

Even if their spirits were broken, their skills remained. 

With a bit of luck, he would receive news of Eldmia’s death before the day was over. 

Having reached that conclusion, Envelde sighed, turning his gaze to the window.

A sudden autumn shower had intensified into a downpour, shrouding the capital in an unnatural twilight.

“It would be a blessing if he simply perished in this rain.”

It was a foolish miscalculation. 

He should have eliminated that mad dog long ago. 

He had considered himself a veteran, having weathered countless storms, but this… this was beyond his expectations. 

A variable combining both skill and reckless abandon.

Was this a sign of changing times? 

Were nobles becoming targets of such blatant disrespect? 

How could someone act with such disregard for consequences, so brazenly challenging established power? 

Even Envelde, challenging the throne, recognized the difference.

“This world has truly gone mad…”

Before he could finish his lament, a strange sight caught his eye.

Or perhaps, not so strange. 

Just a figure approaching his mansion.

“Him? Why… how…?”

But the figure, casually twirling a sword in one hand, strolling through the downpour as if oblivious to the elements, was undeniably strange. 

Especially considering it was Eldmia Egga.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

“I shouldn’t have done that~ I didn’t know~”

It had been a while since he had sung aloud. 

He was running out of songs he remembered from his previous life, but this one stubbornly refused to fade.

With the rain pouring and no one around, he sang freely, his only audience Mongsoon.

“It’s too late to regret~ I’ve become a fool~”

“Um, Eldmia? Are you sure about this?”

Even while clinging to the building, Mongsoon’s voice was laced with concern. 

His movements, however, remained remarkably casual, blending seamlessly with the surroundings. 

The constant fidgeting was slightly annoying, but she had been invaluable earlier, alerting Eldmia to the six pursuing knights. 

She deserved a polite response.

“If anyone dies, it’ll be me. Why are you so worried?”

“I told you, I’ll repay you for saving me. This is suicide on multiple levels.”

He hadn’t expected Mongsoon’s repayment to include life-saving advice, but the Dreamer service was surprisingly comprehensive. 

She had to be annoyed at being dragged out into the downpour without an umbrella, yet she remained dedicated.

As Eldmia continued walking, Mongsoon’s speech quickened.

“The royal family will deal with him soon enough. You know this will only complicate matters.”

“I know.”

“Then why…”

“If I cared about that, do you think I would have stormed your hideout and killed Rubilla or whatever his name was?”

“This… this is different!”

“I don’t differentiate between levels of offense when someone tries to kill me.”

A child bumping into him and calling him names, an old man offering unsolicited advice, Cheryl attempting a roundhouse kick to his face – those were minor annoyances. 

He might have considered how to retaliate if there was genuine malice, but those actions weren’t malicious.

Even Cheryl’s initial attempts at physical violence had puzzled him. 

Why the selective rage? 

But after encountering Esmee, he understood.



He hadn’t realized it, but he, too, would probably want to kick someone who constantly bowed their head in his presence.

“I’ve been relatively restrained because he was playing political games. Sending assassins is a different story.”

“But you have no proof…”

“That’s my problem, not yours. Stay out of it if you don’t want to get involved.”

Seeing the guards shifting their grips on their spears, Eldmia called out, Mongsoon’s presence vanishing as he spoke.

“I am Eldmia Egga!”

“We appreciate you identifying yourself, but your sword…”

“That’s a warning. Get out of my way. I’m not stopping until Envelde’s head is on a pike.”

Perhaps it was the unexpected profanity, but the guards’ faces remained blank, uncomprehending.

That was their problem. 

He had given fair warning. 

He would follow through on his promise.

Calculating the output and duration, he channeled mana, enhancing his physical abilities and imbued his sword. 

He charged without hesitation.

“Envelde!”

The distance, less than fifty meters, vanished in an instant. 

He sliced through the spear tips and kicked the center of the mansion’s closed gates.

Boom!

“Ugh!”

“Argh!”

The iron gates, reinforced with bars, buckled inward, then sprang back like a swinging door, slamming into the unprepared guards. 

It was a pleasant surprise.

He had intended to tear them off completely, but the hinges were surprisingly sturdy. 

They finally gave way with a series of cracks and clatters, scattering across the ground.

“You’re good with a sword, but are you ready to be on the receiving end, you bastard?!”

There was no need to worry about his voice being lost in the rain.

Soldiers and knights were pouring out of the mansion.

“Let’s make a movie.”

An action movie for him, a disaster movie for them.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The sound of rain lulled the occupants of the mansion into a deep sleep, a slumber shattered by the frantic cries of a soldier echoing through the halls.

“Attack! To the main house! This is not a drill! We’re under attack!”

Though merely a soldier, the urgency of the situation stripped away any pretense of formality. 

His desperate cries signaled an event unprecedented in the mansion’s history. 

Perhaps that was why, instead of reprimanding the panicked soldier, the resident knights quickly donned their armor and raced towards the source of the commotion.

Five knights, followed by a similarly equipped group of retainers, charged towards the main house, their movements radiating a palpable tension.

“Haaah. What kind of hot-blooded idiot raids a noble’s mansion in this downpour?”

One knight, conspicuously sluggish amidst the chaos, yawned languidly as he assembled his armor. 

Emerging from his quarters, he grabbed a nearby soldier and asked,

“Hey. What’s going on?”

“A-an attack, sir! The main gate’s been destroyed, and the soldiers sent to intercept… they’ve been slaughtered!”

The soldier’s eyes, wide with terror, spoke volumes. 

It wasn’t the wary apprehension of a routine skirmish, but the stark despair of witnessing an insurmountable force. 

The knight, sensing this, felt a surge of excitement.

“Slaughtered? How many attackers?”

“J-just one, sir.”

“Just one?”

The knight didn’t express anger or disbelief. 

The sheer absurdity of the situation, mirrored by the frantic activity around them, was explanation enough.

This had to be interesting. 

His instincts screamed it.

“We’ll need to retrain the soldiers after this. That should have been the first thing they reported!”

One man attacking a Count’s mansion in the capital? 

The knight’s drowsiness vanished, replaced by a growing anticipation. 

He released the soldier and sprinted towards the main house.

The mansion was large, even for a Count. 

Despite enhancing his speed with Aura, it took time to reach the main house. 

Along the way, he encountered more panicked reactions, each fueling his excitement.

The most telling, however, was a faint command echoing from the distance.

“Knights! Bring the knights! Soldiers, fall back! We can’t win!”

“Ha! Now this is promising. I’m coming! Get out of my way!”

He hadn’t even heard the clash of steel yet, but he already had a strong suspicion about the attacker’s identity.

The moment he’d heard about the single attacker, one name had sprung to mind. 

A name shrouded in a mix of truth and rumor, a figure of almost mythical proportions. 

The man who had slain the young lion of Rudra and even defeated the Hero.

While most knights and old soldiers scoffed at the younger generation of heroes, dismissing their abilities, this knight, himself among their ranks, had taken the rumors seriously. 

He had been waiting for this.

Arriving at the main house, he felt his anticipation rewarded.

As if perfectly timed, he witnessed the attacker effortlessly deflect a coordinated assault from three knights, decapitating them in a blur of motion.

“The Guillotine of Levien. Eldmia Egga!”

“Eldmia Egga, yes, but what’s with the nickname?”

The attacker’s casual demeanor, almost bordering on thuggery, belied the honed physique and stance of a seasoned warrior. 

The faint Aura he exuded was meaningless now. 

It was the trail of carnage leading from the main gate to the heart of the mansion that spoke volumes.

“Doesn’t seem too concerned about his reputation, does he?”

“I’m very concerned. It’s just that the interesting ones never seem to reach my ears. It’s getting a bit ridiculous.”

Five knights and over ten retainers lay dead.

Yet the attacker remained unfazed, his breathing even. 

The sight filled the knight with exhilaration.

“So, you any good? Things got a bit hectic, but it’s quieted down since you arrived.”

In contrast to the knight’s excitement, Eldmia merely tilted his head, a look of mild annoyance on his face.

“I don’t like distractions when I fight.”

“And you think anyone’s going to let you just waltz in here and slaughter everyone? Were you the strongest here before I arrived?”

A grin spread across the knight’s face, threatening to split his cheeks. 

He maintained his composure, however, and replied,

“That’s right. I was the strongest…”

He paused, a flicker of confusion crossing his face.

“…Why past tense?”

“Why past tense? That’s a silly question.”

Eldmia’s response, laced with a weary exasperation, was punctuated by a strange gesture. 

He slid his blade between his bicep and forearm.

The knight, momentarily puzzled, watched as the pristine white of Eldmia’s clothes turned crimson. 

He’d been so focused on the carnage that he hadn’t noticed the lack of blood.

Oh, that’s a new one.

“Because I’m here now.”

Eldmia’s smile returned, a simple statement of fact.

Whether it was confidence or a taunt, it was effective.

“Hahaha! Interesting! Very interesting! This should be good!”

“I’m not interested in ‘good.’ Let’s just finish this quickly. Oh, is Envelde upstairs?”

“Haha… I’d imagine so. Why?”

“It would be embarrassing to cut through everyone only to find he’s on the first floor.”

The casual dismissal, the utter lack of respect, stung. 

The knight’s amusement faded, replaced by a flicker of annoyance. 

He was about to retort when Eldmia spoke again.

“I’m busy, so let’s make this quick.”

Without warning, Eldmia closed the distance, his blade a blur.

“Impressive footwork!”

The knight had anticipated the double acceleration, but the sheer speed was still startling. 

It was effective for a surprise attack, but useless at close range. 

Against an opponent of equal skill, it merely meant a slightly faster exchange. 

Close-quarters combat was always faster, more chaotic.

“We should at least exchange names. You should know who’s killing you.”

“That’s why you already know my name.”

Eldmia’s words were more irritating than his swordsmanship. 

The knight paused, momentarily distracted, trying to decipher the meaning. 

He almost missed Eldmia’s next attack.

“Wow, you’re good with words…”

Eldmia pressed his advantage, giving the knight no time to recover.

Another textbook attack, flawlessly executed. 

The knight had seen countless textbook maneuvers on the battlefield, but this was different.

This is actually impressive.

“But… not particularly threatening!”

“You think so? Nice sword, by the way.”

The compliment, completely out of place, caught the knight off guard. 

He nearly lost his focus again. 

Ironically, it was the sudden flash of light from Eldmia’s blade that snapped him back to reality. 

The erratic bursts of speed were unsettling.

“Damn it, is that all you’ve got? Can’t I get a word in edgewise? Your tongue’s a bit dangerous.”

Even a momentary lapse in concentration was a liability against an opponent like this. 

There was nothing particularly flashy about Eldmia’s technique, no overwhelming Aura, yet he refused to yield. 

He was relentless, exploiting every opening, every hesitation.

The knight realized, with a grudging respect, that he needed to take this seriously.

“Let’s take a breather!”



Clang!

The knight’s strike, a deliberate invitation to clash, was easily parried. 

He’d intended to send Eldmia flying, but the boy barely moved. 

To his surprise, Eldmia seemed equally surprised.

“You found time for that at this speed?”

“Getting used to it. I told you, I’m strong.”

The tingling numbness in the knight’s hand, a sensation he hadn’t felt in years, fueled his excitement. 

He finally introduced himself.

“I’m Gish Whimir, the Demon Slayer, a name known throughout the front lines. Your level of skill is common there.”

Eldmia was skilled, undeniably so. 

His achievements at such a young age were astonishing. 

But death didn’t discriminate based on age or reputation. 

On the battlefield, Eldmia was just another soldier. 

Gish decided to offer the boy a final lesson, a lesson paid for with his life.

“Kid. Let me show you what a demon-slaying knight can do.”

“…Demon?”

But for some reason…

“You earned the title ‘Demon Slayer’ fighting demons on the front lines?”

Eldmia’s response was a chilling smile.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Then try blocking this.” 

Eldmia’s low murmur was followed by a flurry of attacks, too fast for the eye to follow.



Gish felt a chill run down his spine. 

More than just threatening, this absurd barrage was eerily familiar.

“Where the hell did you…!”

Demons. 

It was strikingly similar to the fighting style of those damned scout units that would rush in for a quick kill.

“A demon I ran into on the road used it.”

“How do you just ‘run into’ a demon?!”

Even though years had passed, the similarity was so stark, dredged up from the depths of his memory, that the encounter itself couldn’t be a lie. 

But where had he learned this? 

Had he been to the battlefield? 

Was his age a lie? 

Was he actually ten years older?

And amidst all this, that incessant chatter continued, impossible to ignore.

“Seemed like his trump card, but…”

It was just an imitation. 

How a human could mimic the demonic burst of power was beyond him, but it was certainly not something achievable without consequence.

And there was a fatal flaw. 

Even demons couldn’t maintain that state for long.

“Should have understood the technique before trying to copy it!”

In a prolonged fight, it was bound to falter. 

Even demons struggled; humans couldn’t even manage half as well. 

He’d seen countless knights die trying to mimic it.

Ten exchanges, and his power would be spent.

“Demon techniques aren’t meant for humans!”

“Well, it seemed like he was about to die if he kept it up for too long.”

The calmness in Eldmia’s voice, the casual reply amidst such a frantic exchange, was unsettling.

“But since he couldn’t hold on and died, I’m still here, alive and well.”

The calm, matter-of-fact response sent a wave of unease through Gish. 

He gritted his teeth and pushed forward, determined to break the barrage.

He’d learned this through countless encounters: when skill faltered, risk your life. 

Even with sufficient skill, it was never easy, but it was the only way.

Push through, disrupt the flow, turn the tide, and endure until the demonic power waned.

“Then you should know this too!”

If Eldmia had truly faced a demon, he would know this.

He thrust his sword with all his might, aiming to end it, but…

“I know. I did the same.”

Eldmia effortlessly deflected the blade aimed at his throat and resumed his attack.

“Not bad!”

“You’re pretty underwhelming for all your boasting.”

A forced smile plastered on his face as he parried the relentless attacks, a vague sense of unease washed over Gish.

He dodged, parried, and countered, his reactions becoming instinctive, yet Eldmia remained unfazed, his breathing steady, his attacks precise.

Maintaining the exchange wasn’t difficult, but Gish’s stamina was waning while Eldmia remained unnervingly fresh.

Like a training dummy. 

Attack here, counter there, find another way to block the counter. 

A nightmare opponent in a one-on-one duel.

“Are you sure you’re not lying about your age?!”

“Don’t talk if you haven’t been swinging a sword since you were eight.”

Gish, who had begun training with a wooden sword at eight, found Eldmia’s reply absurd. 

He had only studied swordsmanship theoretically until he was thrown into the hellish demon war for five years.

He’d joined a knight’s retinue at fourteen, a typical path, and had excelled, but he hadn’t truly understood the purpose of the relentless training until then.

He, too, had been a foolish child, swinging a sword with misplaced bravado. 

How could a fifteen-year-old, just because he’d started training at eight, reach this level of skill?

Something was fundamentally different…

“Gah!”

A sudden, unexpected strike sliced through his thigh, snapping Gish back to reality. 

It wasn’t the unexpectedness of the attack, but the fact that it had pierced his armor.

“Lost in thought?”

That damned tongue. 

That mouth was the problem. 

The absurdity of his casual remarks kept distracting him.

But the fact that his sword could pierce armor was a separate issue.

“Your armor is pretty average, huh?”

“A magic sword…!”

“…Never mind.”

Was this why he’d mentioned using a good sword?!

His strength fading, Gish retreated, hoping to create some distance. 

He knew Eldmia would pursue relentlessly, but he had to try.

“…Huh?”

But Eldmia, instead of pursuing, paused, tilting his head in confusion.

“Did you run away after killing a couple of demons and start calling yourself a ‘Demon Slayer’?”

Suppressing a surge of anger, Gish forced himself to remain calm.

Despite the intense exchange, Eldmia’s breathing was only slightly ragged. 

That alone had stripped Gish of his initial bravado. 

He prided himself on his skill, his calm assessment of his own abilities. 

He knew he was in serious trouble.

Breaking into the mansion was nothing special; he could have done it too. 

The decapitated bodies were impressive, but he could have done it if he’d wanted to.

But to remain this composed after such carnage, after fighting an Expert-level knight, a veteran of the demon war… it was unnatural.

And in this unnatural situation, Gish felt a chilling familiarity. 

A feeling he’d experienced only once, a feeling that had broken him, driving him from the demon war to fight his own kind.

The nightmare of overwhelming violence, wielded casually, belonged to a demon centurion.

“Are… are you a demon?”

“Judging by your nonsense, I must have hit a nerve.”

That level of strength was only attainable by the King’s Ten Swords.

But the true horror was the unknowable limits of demonic power, unlike humans who relied on Aura and mana.

Like Eldmia now.

“Didn’t you see the horns on their heads?”

But Eldmia simply scoffed at his question, replying calmly,

“Because otherwise, your strength makes no sense.”

“Why not? I know someone from Riviel who swings a warhammer the size of a battering ram without using Aura. Maybe you’re just weak.”

“Did you run into one of Riviel’s Dragonblood?”

“Dragonblood what?”

Normally, Gish would have pursued the conversation, but he decided to exploit the opening.

This monstrous stamina was dangerous in a prolonged fight. 

He had to end it with a single, decisive blow. 

He channeled all his Aura into a desperate lunge, aiming for Eldmia’s throat.

“Damn it.”

Even this direct thrust, aimed at the most vulnerable spot, was effortlessly parried by Eldmia’s whirling blade. 

It was so clean, so perfect, that it seemed choreographed.

Thanks to his heightened senses, amplified by Aura, Gish witnessed the entire sequence and knew.

This isn’t human.

He dropped his sword without hesitation, drawing two daggers hidden beneath his shoulder armor. 

Discarding his sword for hidden blades was a blow to his pride, but that was only against humans.

Fools who clung to chivalry against monsters died first on the battlefield.

Even the most skilled knight would be forced to take a serious blow from this attack. 

An Expert-level Aura user, wielding daggers at close range with deadly intent, was difficult to evade, even for an equal.

He lunged without hesitation, certain of victory.

“There are two ways to piss someone off.”

That was, until Eldmia’s foot slammed into his chest.

Crack!

It wasn’t the sound of a kick against armor, especially not an upward kick, but Gish had no time to question it. 

His breastplate caved inward, crushing his ribs, and he dropped his daggers.

“The first is to leave them hanging.”

Even amidst the blinding pain, Eldmia continued speaking calmly.

Unable to breathe, Gish collapsed, but with a final surge of willpower, he looked up at Eldmia.

“The second is…”

He wasn’t trying to provoke him. 

He was simply drawn to the incessant chatter, against his will.

So, what’s the second one?

He tried to speak, but only blood came out.

His lungs were punctured. 

He knew he was dying. 

Even if Eldmia spared him, he wouldn’t survive in this condition.

To die like this…

Looking down at Gish, Eldmia swung his sword.

Wait, what’s the secon-

The gleaming blade descended, ending his torment before he could even comprehend the final jab, the final wordplay that had haunted him to his last breath.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Gish, who had entered the fray with overflowing confidence like a belligerent warmonger, was finally gone.

“You’ll be remembered in my mind as ‘Boastful Gish’ from now on.” 

Eldmia muttered.



He had certainly put up more of a fight than the others, a testament to his different caliber, but that was it. 

Still, the fact that he immediately recognized the imitation of the demon Eldmia had encountered in the abandoned dungeon suggested he wasn’t all talk.

Perhaps his title, “The Demon Slayer,” wasn’t earned through sheer quantity, but the sheer messiness of his kills. 

Butchering, of course, was a profession that demanded specialized knowledge, but nicknames weren’t always so literal.

“His swordsmanship was certainly impressive, though.”

Eldmia picked up the discarded sword and examined it. 

Despite the numerous clashes, it remained pristine, not a single chip marring its surface. 

He had been channeling most of his mana into reinforcing his body, leaving relatively little for his sword, but even so, ordinary swords would have shattered after four or five strikes. 

This was intriguing.

“I almost wanted to overload it with mana just to see how much it could take, but I’m glad I resisted.”

Imbuing a sword with mana was akin to transforming a regular blade into a chainsaw. 

It wasn’t intentional; the flowing mana simply took that form. 

Almost like a disposable chainsaw that easily stripped when encountering strong resistance, but with unparalleled cutting power.

Of course, replicating the level of output he’d used against the thugs in the alleyway would be incredibly inefficient, so he had toned it down for this fight. 

Even so, the sword’s pristine condition was a testament to its quality. 

He sheathed it, along with Gish’s scabbard, on his right hip and ascended the shattered staircase to the second floor.

There was no time to waste. 

The entire capital’s nobility would be in an uproar over this baseless rampage soon enough. 

He had to kill Envelde before he lost his chance.

Fortunately, noble mansions were all quite similar. 

He easily located what he assumed was Envelde’s office. 

He briefly considered smashing his way in, but sensing no immediate presence, he opted for a more conventional entry.

Inside, Envelde leaned against his desk, a melancholic expression mirroring the dreary weather. 

His face seemed to be a mixture of resignation (50%), bewilderment (30%), annoyance (10%), and rage (10%).

Finding the expression rather amusing, Eldmia raised his left hand in a casual greeting.

“Hey Envelde, why the long face?”

Ignoring the friendly gesture, Envelde spoke, his voice flat.

“…That sword. It’s Gish’s.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty good.”

“He was a broken man, but he wouldn’t let go of his sword before he died. Which means he died by your hand.”

“He did die by my hand, but he dropped his sword before he died.”

It was technically true. He had dropped it to attempt a sneak attack.

Eldmia shrugged, offering the correction, but Envelde simply ran his hands over his face.

“I’ll give you one last chance, Eldmia. Even after killing Gish, and remaining unscathed, I recognize your value.”

Envelde straightened, his brown eyes holding a strange calmness as he addressed Eldmia.

“Become my subordinate. All the killing, all the chaos you’ve caused… it means you’re capable of much more. Help me overthrow Itsiel, end this wretched war, and become a hero.”

He struck a rather grand pose, and Eldmia almost wondered what profound words would follow. 

Instead, he was met with utter bewilderment. 

Even now, the man was delusional. 

Before Eldmia could even process his disbelief, Envelde continued.

“Lagnis was originally a pawn to be discarded, but if you cooperate, I won’t harm her. It won’t be difficult to cover this up. It all happened in my mansion, after all. But if you refuse, you’ll pay the price.”

The sheer audacity, the utter lack of self-awareness, was astounding. 

Before he could even formulate a response, Eldmia reacted instinctively.

“Save your breath and make your last words count. Cut the crap.”

Envelde’s gaze lingered on Eldmia’s extended middle finger, his expression unreadable.

“Yes, I thought you might say that.”

When his eyes met Eldmia’s again, the calmness had vanished, replaced by a burning rage.

“Your arrogance will be your downfall, Eldmia Egga.”

“Damn it, that’s the third time I’ve heard that today…”

Eldmia was about to retort, tired of the repetitive threat, when a sudden impact cut him short.

Not metaphorically, but literally.

Something struck his face, his head snapped back, his back slammed against something hard, and he found himself tumbling uncontrollably across the floor. 

Only after the disorienting sequence did he understand what had happened.

“That lying bastard, Gish…!”

It was simple.

Envelde had moved with blinding speed and punched him in the face.

“What the hell did he mean, saying he was the strongest…!”

He hadn’t lost consciousness, thanks to years of training, but his vision swam, and his ears rang. 

If he hadn’t been reinforcing his body, anticipating a decapitation attempt at any moment, that single blow would have broken his neck, perhaps even severed his head.

“I trained in the Levien family, became a knight, and earned the title of Count with my swordsmanship alone. Did you truly believe I lacked the strength to deal with your insolence?”

Still, a concussion was a concussion. 

He registered Envelde’s approach, but his body refused to cooperate.

“What gave you the right to be so arrogant? I even released my Aura to warn you.”

“Gah, ptoo! Damn it, I’m a bit slow on the uptake with that kind of thing.”

What was the point of releasing Aura if he couldn’t sense it? 

Ekaf’s Aura was noticeable, but this…

“Ekaf’s is more… noticeable.”

He finally managed to sit up, realizing he’d been embedded in the mansion wall. 

Hmm, could he do that? 

It seemed different from denting a metal gate.

“You’re still conscious.”

“Hell yeah, this is just the beginning.”

Years of training had honed his body, but his practical experience in such situations was still lacking. 

He should have realized sooner.

Exceptional physical abilities and abundant mana were all he had. 

The average, ordinary man from his previous life shed a silent tear.

First, he had to deal with this bastard.

“You’re awfully confident. Aren’t you going to draw your sword?”

“Do I need my sword to end your pathetic life? Yours will suffice.”

“Wow, you’re a real chatterbox, aren’t you? I guess you need to be on the verge of death for your tongue to loosen up. I’ll have to remember that one for later.”

He was starting to understand why people rambled when they were dying. 

It seemed to help him think more clearly.

Perhaps it was the imminent threat of death, but as long as his mind was clear and his body could move, he didn’t care.

“Let’s see what you’ve got, Count Fancypants!”

Feeling his body regaining some control, he closed the distance, bringing himself within striking range of Envelde.

He knew he couldn’t fight like he had before. 

He channeled mana without restraint, enhancing his body and imbuing his sword. 

He lunged, aiming for Envelde’s neck.

“Predictable.”

Barely within striking distance, Envelde leaned back slightly, easily evading the blow.

Which was exactly what Eldmia had intended.

“Arrogant bastards always fall for that.”

He hadn’t expected a killing blow, but he needed to set up his next attack. 

He released his grip on Gish’s sword, letting it fly towards Envelde’s face.

He had drawn it for this very purpose. 

If Envelde had blocked it, that would have been fine, but by dodging, he had left himself open. 

Eldmia quickly drew his own sword and swung.

But in that fleeting moment, their eyes met, and Envelde’s expression remained unnervingly calm.

A chill ran down Eldmia’s spine as he realized what Envelde had seen. 

His gaze had tracked Eldmia, his sword, and the trajectory of Gish’s flying blade.

He knew what Envelde would do. 

He twisted his head, dodging the incoming sword, and in a single fluid motion, snatched the hilt of Gish’s sword as it whizzed past his ear. 

He swung, deflecting Eldmia’s attack.

Clang!

There was no dramatic clash, no grinding of steel. 

The metallic ring was immediately followed by a flurry of attacks and parries.

This was Eldmia’s forte, years of practice honed to instinct, but after the fifth exchange, a wave of dread washed over him.

Envelde was strong. 

Stronger than him, in both Aura and skill.

“I’ll admit, you’re better than I expected.”

Even amidst the intense exchange, Envelde’s voice remained calm, mocking.

“But with such talent, you should have known your place.”

It was like watching a Go match between professionals. 

He could see the inevitable loss, dozens of moves ahead.

Seven.

He knew he would be pushed back on the seventh exchange. 

His sword would be deflected downwards, leaving his abdomen exposed to Envelde’s blade.

Six moves left.

He couldn’t rely on his gauntlets and preemptively drop his sword to protect his abdomen. 

There wasn’t enough time.

Five moves left.

Even channeling all his mana into his sword wasn’t enough. 

A careless move would invite a devastating counterattack.

Four moves left.

What could he use? 

What did he have?

Three moves left.

His superior physique, his sturdy sword, his magic-resistant gauntlets, his curse-repelling ring. 

And…

Two moves left.

One…

Clang!

Envelde’s blade snaked around his sword, twisting it from his grip.

Before he could even register the loss, his sword clattered across the floor, sliding out of reach. Envelde spoke, his voice devoid of emotion.

“Time to pay the price, Eldmia.”

Envelde’s sword plunged into his abdomen, precise and unwavering.

The sensation was all too familiar. 

Though the location was different, the chilling feeling, reminiscent of his pathetic end in his previous life, sent a shiver down his spine.

“Damn it, life.”

Why was there no middle ground in this life?

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

[Translator Notes]

[Im sorry did PEAK call?? cuz my cock is THROBBING over this chapter like holy JESUS JOSEPH AND MARY wtf did i just read???]

 For Illustrations and Release Notifications join our Discord


⚙ System Notification ⚙






› Main Quest [God’s Apprentice] Unlocked!

› You have been granted an opportunity by the Arcane God’s to become a Korean Translator for Arcane Translations.

› Do you accept?

›  YES/ NO








  Prev Next   



  Chapter 162 .｡.:✧ Reckoning ✧:.｡.

—————————————————————–

Translated By Arcane Translations

Translator: Yuziro

—————————————————————–

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Envelde hadn’t drawn his sword. 

The resistance he felt from Eldmia’s grip told him it wouldn’t be easy, and he wasn’t about to risk a desperate, last-ditch effort from a dying man. 

He’d seen too many good men die that way on the battlefield. 

Eldmia’s Aura, however, was unsettlingly strong, far more potent than he’d anticipated, despite the boy’s deceptively casual demeanor. 

A cold sweat slicked Envelde’s palms.

Even with a blade buried in Eldmia’s abdomen, any opening, any hesitation, could be fatal.



He had his own sword, and Eldmia’s discarded one was within reach. 

He could afford to be patient.

Instead of drawing, Envelde drove his fist into Eldmia’s face. 

A dull thud echoed as Eldmia’s head snapped back, but this time, he didn’t go flying. 

Envelde had carefully controlled his Aura.

“Enjoying your life in the capital? Did you think the world was yours for the taking, you fool?”

The mistake, or perhaps the misconception, so common among talented young knights—the unfounded belief that their skills transcended generations.

“Yes, you’re strong. If I were your age, I wouldn’t have stood a chance against you. I didn’t possess your talent back then. But decades of experience on the battlefield are not so easily overcome by a handful of youthful talent, boy.”

Another punch landed, snapping Eldmia’s jaw. 

Even then, the lack of a clean impact, a subtle resistance, told Envelde that Eldmia was still reacting. 

He felt a grudging admiration, tinged with regret. 

The boy was exceptional, undeniably so, even in this state.

Envelde ignored Eldmia, walking to his desk and retrieving a potion from a drawer. 

He placed it on the desk, deliberately drawing Eldmia’s gaze.

Thud.

“Left untreated, you’ll die. Pull the sword out, and you’ll bleed out soon enough. And you can’t beat me. Crawl here and swear your allegiance if you want to live, Eldmia.”

“What a pathetic last stand…”

Despite his precarious situation, Eldmia clutched the embedded sword, sneering. 

Envelde sighed at the boy’s stubborn defiance.

“Even I was powerless on the battlefield against the demons. Have you ever faced a real demon? Expert-level centurions leading their troops, the commanders, the generals… they’re all powerful. Unlike humans, they revere strength.”

Even the King’s Ten Swords, renowned throughout the continent, couldn’t dominate against them. Risking your life against such foes, simply because of a prophecy, was foolish.

“Did you never question why those knights joined my rebellion? Did you think they were failures, weaker than you? You failed to grasp why they turned their backs on the battlefield and chose to join me. That is your arrogance…”

“Damn it… it hurts, so stop with the jokes. I can’t concentrate.”

Eldmia’s chuckle, his shaking head, was impressive, but Envelde dismissed it as a last act of defiance.

“People everywhere are the same. Judging others at face value, thinking they know everything, making assumptions… Do you know some secret about my birth, too?”

Instead of collapsing, Eldmia maintained his posture, speaking through gritted teeth.

“I’ve already considered everything you’ve said, and I’ve reached my own conclusions.”

“What?”

“I’ve seen humans collaborating with demons, working as equals. That means somewhere in the Demonlands, humans and demons coexist peacefully. If the kingdom surrenders, it’ll just become another part of the Demonlands. That’s what you’re banking on, isn’t it? Bowing down to the Demon King after your rebellion?”

Envelde didn’t argue. 

He simply stared at Eldmia, suspicion clouding his eyes.

“And you thought I’d cooperate with you knowing that? That I’m opposing you out of ignorance? That I’m arrogant enough to believe I can defeat the demons? Bullshit, Envelde. I’ve never been arrogant in my life. I simply fight those who raise a sword against me. I’m not pretending I can kill those who are invincible. I’m just saying I’ll kill those who can be killed. How is that arrogance?”

“And yet, you’re in this state because you misjudged your opponent’s strength.”

“Misjudged? Heh, ah, damn it.”

It wasn’t a mocking laugh, but a genuine chuckle, and Envelde couldn’t comprehend it. 

He was laughing? 

With a sword in his gut, on the verge of bleeding out? 

Eldmia’s bag was visible, likely containing potions, but Envelde wouldn’t let him reach it. 

Despite the precarious situation, Eldmia was genuinely amused.

“I understand. You’re used to knowing whether your opponent is stronger or weaker. But I’ve lived a life where I can’t tell, so I don’t care. I always prepare, though. This time, I screwed up, even with preparations, so I admit I lacked the ability… damn it, the sword. I didn’t expect you to catch it, so I miscalculated. I’ll remember that for next time. But I never entertained the baseless belief that there wouldn’t be anyone stronger than me while raiding a traitor’s mansion.”

“That’s a fallacy. You should have run.”

“Run? Ruuun?”

The laughter grew louder, punctuated by a groan of pain.

“Why would I run when a perfect measuring stick just showed up? I have to experiment.”

“Experiment?”

“To see how far I can go. Isn’t it obvious? I have a chance to fight someone much weaker than my target, so running would be strange, wouldn’t it?”

The glint in Eldmia’s eyes was unsettling, bordering on madness. 

Envelde felt a shiver run down his spine.

“My life is predicated on fighting strong opponents. It’s just that insignificant pests keep getting in my way. I don’t pick my fights based on strength.”

Gish had craved battles against strong opponents, but he’d sought them among his own kind. 

He’d left the battlefield and joined the rebellion, seeking more opportunities for such fights.

But this boy… he was different. 

He acted based on a single criterion: whether someone posed a threat to him. 

And if they did, he would retaliate, regardless of their strength.

That was why, even on the verge of death, his focus remained on an unseen, unknown demonic opponent.

These types didn’t give up easily.

A sense of unease washed over Envelde. 

He gestured towards the embedded sword.

“And look where that got you.”

“Expecting a sword to the gut, preparing for it, dodging the vital spots, and catching the blade with my body? Anyone would think I was dead.”

A wicked grin, the same one Envelde had seen in the courtroom, spread across Eldmia’s face.

“If you wanted to kill me, you should have aimed for the neck. You’re dying because of your arrogance, Envelde Bosha. If anyone asks how you died, remember that…”

Envelde shook his head at Eldmia’s insane bravado, closing the distance. 

He’d deliberately taken the blow? 

Caught the blade with his body? 

The boy clearly lacked a sense of danger.

“Then let’s see how long you can last.”

He was about to draw his sword when Eldmia raised his left hand, clutching the embedded blade, and formed a fist.

“…Killed by a technique called Sword Control.”

A sudden, sharp pain erupted in Envelde’s chest, tearing through his lungs.

“What…?”

A dull thud echoed in his ears.

He stared in disbelief at the blade protruding from his chest.

It was Eldmia’s sword, the one he’d knocked away.

“The outcome of a battle isn’t determined solely by strength. Variables play a role, too.”

What I had: a superior physique, a sturdy sword, magic-resistant gauntlets, a curse-repelling ring.

And mana.

“Well, it’s not your fault. How could you have anticipated this? You’re not a prophet.”

While I’d been talking, I’d been focusing on synchronizing with my discarded sword. 

I’d already taken a hit to the side, so I figured it wouldn’t be a problem, but the sensation was different, hotter, and it took longer than I’d expected.

Thanks to my experience linking with a living being, connecting with a sword was much easier. 

The challenge was figuring out how to launch it like a projectile.

Fortunately, that was easier than I’d thought. 

I channeled mana into the pommel, reinforcing it like I would my body, and the resulting recoil sent the sword flying with incredible speed.

Honestly, I’d panicked when Envelde walked towards his desk and my discarded sword came into his view. 

But thanks to that, I’d gotten my hands on a potion, so it didn’t matter anymore.

I channeled mana, pulling the sword from Envelde’s body. 

He coughed up blood, staring at the blade protruding from his chest, still unable to comprehend what had happened.

“Cough… how…?”

“You synchronize your mana with the mana in the sword, and then you do this and that. You can’t do it because you use Aura.”

I walked past him, grabbing the potion from his desk. 

It might have been a fake, meant to taunt me, but I had to try.

Despite his confusion, Envelde grasped the gist of my explanation.

“Ma…na? Mana…?”

I wasn’t about to explain further.

Confusion, bewilderment, and disbelief were overshadowed by a profound fear of the unknown in Envelde’s eyes. 

He could barely move, just turning his head to look at me. 

I took a swig of the potion, pulled the sword from my own abdomen, and poured the remaining liquid onto the wound. 

A searing pain shot through me, but it was better than dying.

“It might seem unfair, but that’s how the world works. Just like you were scheming for your rebellion, I was scheming for my own purpose.”

Envelde’s eyes were losing focus. 

If it had been a simple chest wound, he wouldn’t have been collapsing like this. 

I must have hit something vital.

Knowing he had only seconds left, I finished him.

“My purpose was to spread the warning: never touch Eldmia Egga. I told you before, the message is what matters.”

“For such a… trivial reason… to betray… the cause…”

“A criminal who deals in slave trading talking about a cause? Your only purpose now is to serve as a warning sign.”

As if he had any right to be self-righteous.

I wasn’t sure if he heard my last words, but Envelde collapsed.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The potion wasn’t as potent as the one I’d received from the Empire, but the visible healing of my wounds suggested Envelde’s stash was surprisingly high-quality.

That, however, was a small consolation. 

The entire experience had left a bitter taste, and I couldn’t help but sigh.

“Ha, I could really use a cigarette right now. I wonder if this guy smoked?”

It wasn’t a joke. 

I actually rummaged through his desk, but all I found were bottles of liquor and a case containing glasses.  

The calm now was the quiet before the storm.  

I couldn’t afford to drink with another potential brawl looming, so I simply sighed again and waited for my body to heal.

Physical abilities?  

Sure, I was technically fifteen, but even I thought I looked eighteen.  

I’d reached a decent height, and my muscles were toned.  

All that sword swinging and running around had paid off.  Call it practical, compressed training.

Swordsmanship? 

I wouldn’t call myself a master, but I held my own.

This world had magic and Aura, but fights weren’t like those flashy, over-the-top anime battles.  

It was just enhanced humans using enhanced strength to perform human techniques.

The abilities were leveled up, but the techniques were essentially the same.

In fact, I’d found it more helpful to reference anime from my past life for those slightly unrealistic, yet fantastical moves. 

Like extending my reach by gripping the pommel of my sword at the last moment.  

Things like that.

“I wouldn’t be so frustrated if there was some legendary sword technique in this world, like the Flying Immortal Sword Style or something.”

Then I could at least tell myself my swordsmanship was ordinary, and that was why I was relatively weak.  

A nice mental victory.

Unfortunately, as far as I knew, such special sword techniques didn’t exist in this world.  

I wished they did, so I could learn them, but it seemed unlikely.

Which meant my defeat at Envelde’s hands wasn’t due to physical ability or lack of swordsmanship.

It was experience. 

And Mana.

Those were the primary factors.

Experience… well, I could accept that.  

And I could work on it.  

But Mana was a different beast altogether.

“I can’t keep having near-death experiences. This is getting ridiculous.”

My senses had awakened when I first crossed the gate, and they’d sharpened further during my fight with that demon.  

I was definitely stronger than I’d been then.  

I could now do things ordinary Aura users couldn’t even dream of, like manipulating my sword with mana.

But the fact that I couldn’t overpower Envelde, a man who’d run from demons, was a problem.  

A serious problem.  

My goal wasn’t just to dominate humans.  

Unlike Aura, which had established users and techniques, my mana manipulation was uncharted territory.

“Do I need to find a demon master or something?”

I couldn’t just hope for eventual improvement.  

I needed a solution, but my current knowledge and experience offered no answers.  

It was frustrating.

“I should talk to Asirye.”

In the end, I couldn’t come up with any brilliant solutions while waiting for my wounds to heal enough to move freely.  

All I had was the growing commotion downstairs and the silence of the stopped rain.

I’d won, more cleanly than when I’d taken down that demon, yet the satisfaction was less than half.  It was disheartening.

“Well, life never goes as planned.”

Feeling like I was just tackling another chore, I pushed myself away from the desk and walked towards Envelde’s body.  

I sheathed his sword on my right hip, alongside Gish’s, and retrieved my own.

Nobles in the capital weren’t allowed to maintain large private armies.  

No point in making it easy for them to stage a rebellion.

I’d probably killed around thirty of Envelde’s men since entering the mansion.  

The fact that there were still enough left to cause a commotion downstairs meant he’d either lied about his numbers or had converted all his staff into soldiers.

But even then, the commotion was too loud.

“So, who are they?”

Royal guards responding to the chaos?  

Or other nobles, sending reinforcements to curry favor with Envelde? 

Either way, it didn’t matter.  

They were a problem I had to deal with.

“If it’s the royal guard, some might back down once they confirm Envelde’s death.”

Decapitating an already dead man felt a bit wrong, but it was necessary.

“Sorry about this.”

I meant it.

I no longer held any grudge against the now-peaceful Envelde.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

Though the rain had stopped, the gloom in Lesrom’s heart remained unchanged.

When the self-proclaimed Dreamer had appeared, he had felt a flicker of excitement, a childish anticipation of some interesting development.



And indeed, something had developed, but it was far from interesting. 

It was, in fact, a disaster.

‘I should have kept a closer watch…’

Regret, however, was a luxury he couldn’t afford. 

The moment he’d heard that Eldmia had single-handedly stormed Envelde’s mansion, he’d reached for his communication crystal, his mind racing.

He’d underestimated the boy. 

He’d assumed Eldmia would continue to play along, carefully targeting only Envelde’s periphery. 

He’d anticipated the royal family might face repercussions, but only after the matter was resolved.

Who could have predicted that a mere assassination attempt would prompt such a brazen assault on a Count’s mansion in the capital?

The problems were numerous. 

First, Envelde’s strength. 

However exceptional Eldmia might have been, Envelde was a seasoned Aura Expert, a veteran of countless battles. 

His reputation on the battlefield had drawn many knights and soldiers to his rebellion. 

Despite the recent events, Lesrom couldn’t easily imagine Eldmia defeating him.

Second, the potential fallout from Eldmia’s defeat, or worse, his death. 

The Iron-Blooded Princess had made her stance clear. 

Though their meeting had been informal, and slightly hampered by an overly zealous gatekeeper, the royal family had received her message.

If Eldmia died, what then? 

Even though Envelde was a traitor destined for execution, they couldn’t claim self-defense after such a blatant provocation. 

The Princess would hold them accountable for their negligence, and they would have no defense.

To claim he’d simply run amok and died would be unconvincing given the circumstances. 

The Empire wouldn’t stand for it.

‘Diplomatic solutions require equal footing…’

Third, the implications of Eldmia actually succeeding in killing Envelde. 

He’d already made extensive preparations for Envelde’s demise, and ensuring plausible deniability wouldn’t be impossible. 

But it wouldn’t be easy either. 

There would be significant backlash, calls for Eldmia’s restraint or punishment, and many of his plans involving the boy would have to be revised or abandoned.

*That audacious boy…*

Eldmia had undoubtedly calculated the risks, at least to some extent. 

The fifteen-year-old, who seemed far older, always acted with a keen awareness of the potential consequences, choosing his moments carefully.

‘Your Grace. The scout has returned.’

Lesrom turned towards the knight who’d spoken, his gaze falling on the approaching scout, galloping towards them through the lingering dampness. 

He’d sent him ahead to assess the situation at the mansion.

“Report!”

“Reporting! Envelde’s mansion… the main house is partially destroyed! Other nobles’ soldiers, approximately one hundred, are guarding the perimeter!”

The scout’s concise report, devoid of unnecessary details, was precisely what he needed. 

At least five of the conspirators had sent their soldiers, hoping to capitalize on the chaos. 

To Lesrom, however, it wasn’t an opportunity, but a poisoned chalice.

“What about the situation inside?”

“No movement detected. However…”

Lesrom held his breath, a familiar knot of anxiety tightening in his chest.

‘Please, let them both be alive.’

“Eldmia Egga… appears to be standing on the roof of the main house… holding… the head of… Count Bosha.”

His prayer went unanswered, but Lesrom spurred his horse onward, the urgency of the situation overriding any sense of despair.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Even in his past life, he hadn’t particularly enjoyed the rain.  

It just added another layer of hassle to the already busy task of walking.



If he didn’t have to go out, though, it wasn’t so bad.

It wasn’t that he liked the sound of the rain; he simply derived a perverse pleasure from imagining others struggling while he remained comfortably indoors.  

He did, however, genuinely enjoy the earthy scent that rose after a rainfall.  

It evoked memories of a carefree childhood, bringing a sense of refreshment.

“Unidentified assailant! You are surrounded! Surrender immediately!”

Of course, the pervasive stench of blood currently permeating the air left little room for such sentimental musings.

Ignoring the ludicrous shouts from outside, he strolled leisurely through the eerily silent main house of the mansion.

“Based on what I remember from the informant, I’m concluding that most of these guys are far below Envelde’s standards.  Maybe he only used his closest confidants for important matters? What do you think, Wilson?”

Zikmel had said that Envelde was meticulous in his management of people, conducting business only with his inner circle, operating in extreme secrecy.  

At first glance, it seemed like an efficient way to cultivate an elite force, but the scope of a rebellion was far too vast for a small group to manage.  

That was why Envelde had built a larger faction, but even then, he kept the crucial matters within his tight control.

Considering Envelde’s personality, evident even in his final moments as he attempted to recruit him, perhaps those outside his inner circle were little more than expendable pawns.

The severed head he held offered no reply.

“Right, I knew you’d agree, Wilson.  You’re different from them, after all, having experienced being Envelde’s… hat rack.”

This seemingly insane act had a purpose. 

Silence didn’t necessarily mean an absence of people. 

The idea that individuals existed who would risk their lives for the outcome of a conflict on the second floor was difficult to grasp, but it was a reality. 

These individuals, whose combat capabilities were unknown, were hiding, holding their breath, their eyes fixed on him. 

That was why he’d acted like a madman, speaking loudly.

He had no intention of carrying this charade into the upcoming fight, however. 

He couldn’t afford to be distracted by potential backstabbers.

“So, Wilson, my eloquent companion, what do you think we should do with Envelde’s lackeys lurking around, watching us? …What?  Kill them all and start an ‘Egga’s Wilson Factory’?  That’s a surprisingly appealing idea, coming from someone who was once Envelde’s helmet stand!”

“Heeelp!”

“He’s… he’s insane! Run!”

Idiots. 

Staying quiet and hidden would have been safer than screaming.

Having achieved his objective, he abandoned the madman act and exited the main house. 

He noticed a discarded dagger, picked it up, and stepped outside. 

A crowd, holding torches, stood in formation, awaiting him.

“Well, well.  Quite the gathering.”

Just how many were there?  

He counted five different banners, suggesting the presence of five noble families. 

Their presence here confirmed they weren’t royal forces. 

He recalled the maximum number of soldiers a noble family could maintain in the capital was between fifteen and twenty.  

That meant roughly a hundred men had assembled.

“Not bad, kid.”

So, five nobles in the capital were close enough to Envelde to react this quickly. 

He was honestly surprised they’d managed this level of mobilization in less than thirty minutes.

“Lord Bosha is…!”

“That monstrous fiend!”

He watched as the nobles, who had initially shouted at him from behind the crumpled mansion gates, now entered, their faces pale with shock.  

He suspected they had assumed he was already dead. 

If they had truly perceived the situation as urgent, they would have stormed the mansion immediately. 

Yet, despite their numbers, they remained outside, guarding the gate… as if Envelde’s mansion still held authority, and they were hesitant to violate a noble’s domain.

Perhaps, in their deluded minds, they had envisioned Envelde emerging triumphantly, holding his head, praising their loyalty and rewarding their diligence. 

That was the only explanation for their brazen attempts to assert their presence, especially considering their non-combatant demeanor, evident in their panicked reactions to Envelde’s severed head.

If they had truly sensed danger, they would have hidden behind their soldiers.

“Who are you! Identify yourself!”

The only calm voice among them belonged to a man positioned in the center of the group. 

He, too, however, had shown clear signs of distress upon seeing Envelde’s head.

Perhaps he was hoping to capitalize on the chaos.

“I am Eldmia Egga.”

The mansion was otherwise silent, so there was no need to raise his voice. 

A calm, composed demeanor would be more effective.

He placed Envelde’s head on a pedestal flanking the mansion’s entrance and continued.

“I don’t care who you are. The traitor Envelde is dead. If you have any objections to his death, I will consider you traitors as well.”

“How dare you accuse the loyal Count Envelde Bosha of treason and justify this unlawful assault and murder! Before you spout such false rhetoric, surrender your weapons and submit to the law! Face the righteous judgment of the court!”

So, this was the one who had shouted about surrendering earlier.

“Are you defending Envelde’s crimes?”

“What crimes! I will bring you to the guillotine to honor the unjustly slain Count Bosha, uphold his will, and restore order! ”

The man’s tone was theatrical, his gestures exaggerated. 

He took another step forward, his demeanor almost heroic.

Envelde was dead, and this man was clearly trying to salvage something from the wreckage.

“Disperse peacefully. I will assume you were unaware of Envelde’s treason. The royal family will investigate and reveal the truth, but that is not for now. However, if you refuse, I will consider you accomplices to his treason.”

“Your arrogance knows no bounds! You think you can escape this predicament with mere words!”

The middle-aged, hairy man raised his voice, and drew his sword.

“I already know who you are! The lawless Eldmia Egga, following the whore of Levien who stands accused of treason! Did you truly believe you could deceive us!”

And with that, he crossed a line.

“You dare insult…”

A dagger, thrown with deadly accuracy, silenced him mid-sentence, embedding itself in his throat.

He had assessed the situation. 

These were men who didn’t even know the details of the ongoing trial, and therefore were utterly insignificant. 

This one, Groshan or whatever his name was, was a fox trying to become king in a lionless forest.

Actions spoke louder than words.

“That idiot took his eyes off me.”

He’d been right to pick up that discarded dagger.  

The men watched in stunned silence as Groshan clutched his throat, and collapsed. 

They still seemed unable to grasp the situation.

“Attack! Execute him immediately!”

Finally, one of them, sensing the danger, retreated, shouting orders to his soldiers. 

The other three followed suit, scrambling backwards, issuing their own commands.

“Wilson, did you really believe these idiots could succeed in a rebellion?”

He couldn’t sense Aura, and he was admittedly ignorant of the intricacies of noble society, but surely these men knew Envelde. 

And yet, they were ordering a mindless charge against the man who had single-handedly decimated Envelde’s forces?

Even more astonishing, the soldiers were obeying, as their eyes burned with zeal.

“Well, I guess life has its easy moments, too.”

Surprisingly, he felt no fear facing the hundred charging men.

He had progressed too much.

It wasn’t an exaggeration to say he could kill two or three with each swing of his sword.

A hundred men sounded intimidating, but it was essentially five groups of twenty.

And with their leader dead, a portion of the soldiers, presumably Groshan’s, were already hesitating, retreating.

With this level of disarray, he could easily lure them into the mansion and finish them off.

“I am Eldmia Egga!”

He drew his sword, intending to maintain a serious demeanor for the sake of appearances, but the sight of them retreating en masse deflated his resolve.

He couldn’t help it.

“Fine.  Those who want to leave, leave.  The rest, come on in, damn it.”

Perhaps it was his overtly dismissive attitude, but a few, seemingly offended, drew their swords, shouting battle cries and positioning themselves at the front.

He wondered if he could take down three in a single swing. 

It was worth a try.  

He channeled mana into his blade.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Even with Aura, the advantages of reach and height were undeniable. 

Similar skill levels aside, the presence of spears and bows drastically altered the difficulty of a fight.

But even those advantages became meaningless when the skill disparity was overwhelming.  

It doesn’t matter what they were holding; if I could get close enough to crush their skulls, it was over.  

That’s what skill is all about, isn’t it?

When the difference in proficiency and skill reaches that level, fighting with swords of equal length, like now, becomes more troublesome.  

Especially when they’re so blinded by the prospect of reward that they’d stab me in the back given the chance, forgetting all about camaraderie.

But against opponents who haven’t even awakened their Aura?  

It becomes utterly trivial.

Normally, I’d have to be mindful of my weapon’s condition, but I have the power to grind through people and equipment like a supercharged chainsaw, so that’s not a concern.

And just like in the alleyway, the first strike proved undeniably effective.

Three men, armor and all, were sliced through like tofu.

Their reactions were predictable.

“Uwaaagh?!”

“Shit, shit!  Move! Get out of the way!”

That single strike threw the soldiers’ initially spirited charge into disarray, turning the chaotic scene into absolute pandemonium.

Some immediately fled after witnessing the carnage.  

Others, thinking a gap had opened, tried to stab me. 

Some, still oblivious, charged blindly.  

And some hesitated, trying to comprehend the situation.

The sheer absurdity of their reactions momentarily drained me of my fighting spirit.

“But I am Eldmia, a man who never procrastinates.”

Just because my motivation had waned didn’t mean I’d go easy on them.  

I dodged a clueless attacker’s sword and kicked him in the gut, sending him flying into the chaotic mass of soldiers.

Seeing a man propelled through the air by a single kick, others finally realized something was amiss and began looking for escape routes, further amplifying the chaos.

The difference in strength was stark.  

Just wielding my twin swords and swinging left and right cleared a path through them.  

I almost laughed at the absurdity of it all, but I managed to restrain myself. 

Even I had to draw the line at laughing while slaughtering people.  

My reputation as a psychopath was already precarious enough.

My attempt to break through the center and reach the nobles was ridiculously easy.  

I hadn’t even reached the halfway point, and I’d already cut down twenty men.

The nobles, witnessing my approach, paled and began shouting.

“Stop him! Stop him now!”

“Don’t run! Kill that traitor!”

Was their refusal to flee based on some delusional belief that their orders could still salvage the situation? 

Or was it some misplaced sense of aristocratic pride?

Either way, it didn’t matter.  

I accelerated, closing the distance and swiftly decapitated them.

“Having a sword in each hand makes beheading these incompetent fools quite convenient.”

Groshan’s soldiers had already scattered the moment I’d started my charge.  

The few remaining guards, after witnessing their masters’ demise, immediately dropped their weapons and fled.

My objective was complete.

With a sense of accomplishment, I blocked the only exit from the mansion and surveyed the scene.  

The chaos had subsided, replaced by a stunned silence, and the gazes of the survivors were fixed on me.

“Either drop your weapons, or try to kill me and escape.  Those are your choices.”

Unless they could pole vault over the walls, they had no other options.

Fortunately, the soldiers, having lost the one who could offer them rewards, dropped their weapons without hesitation.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

While I was channeling Zhang Fei at Changbanpo, blocking the mansion entrance, I noticed a crowd gathering.  And to my surprise, emerging from the distance was Duke Lesrom.

“…Late to the party, aren’t you?”

I couldn’t fathom why he was here, but I wasn’t in a position to question him.  I simply stared, waiting for an explanation.  Duke Lesrom dismounted, his face etched with fatigue, and gestured for his guards to approach.

“Ensure no one else comes near.”

They formed a protective semicircle around us, and he finally spoke.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been at a loss for words.”

“We have plenty of time.  Tell me what’s on your mind.  But first, how did you get here before anyone else?”

“A Dreamer informed me.  They said you’d stormed Envelde’s mansion.”

I’d assumed he’d go to the Ogatorf estate or something.  Mongsoon’s judgment and adaptability were even better than I’d thought.

While I was internally praising Mongsoon, Duke Lesrom calmly surveyed me.

“More importantly, how did you manage to… no, that’s a question for later.  How much of this did you anticipate?”

“What do you mean?”

“Even if he was plotting treason, Envelde was still a nobleman, and technically innocent until proven guilty.  Storming his mansion, killing his soldiers, and then killing him wasn’t a wise move… conventionally speaking.”

Duke Lesrom’s eyes narrowed.  There was no animosity in his gaze, just a keen focus, as if trying to decipher my intentions.

“However, you never make a move unless you’re in a favorable position.  I… believe this was a protest against the royal family.”

“That’s an interesting perspective.  Why do you think so?”

“Regardless of your intentions or the process, the royal family endangered you and Margrave Levien by allowing Envelde to remain free.  Saying ‘it all worked out in the end’ is a result-oriented argument.  If someone hadn’t been capable, there would have been several dangerous situations.  If it hadn’t been for ‘someone,’ that is.”

“That ‘someone’ must be quite displeased.  I’d be angry too, in that situation.”

I responded playfully, but Duke Lesrom simply sighed, looking weary.

“Furthermore, the royal family intended to use you and Margrave Levien for their own gain after dealing with Envelde.  While I doubt they intended to leave you unrewarded, I don’t think you would have been satisfied with their approach.  At least, the you I’ve come to understand wouldn’t accept such logic and simply ‘forgive and forget’ after receiving compensation.”

He’d only spoken to me a few times, but Duke Lesrom was sharp.  This was why dealing with politicians was dangerous.

“That’s why I believe you made your move first, before the royal family could dispose of Envelde and manipulate you to their advantage.”

In other words, I’d screwed them over.

The royal family couldn’t afford to dismiss me now.  

They couldn’t even dismiss Lagnis.  

Setting aside their initial intentions, they couldn’t dismiss her even if they wanted to.  

They’d orchestrated that dramatic scene in Ogwen, bringing her to the capital to portray her as a tragic figure, justifying the reclamation of her territory and inspiring the younger generation.

And what about me, the unexpected bonus?  

I was now connected to the Empire, a renowned talent who’d defeated both the Hero and Rudra’s young lion, and the personal messenger of the Iron-Blooded Princess.  

Even if they couldn’t guess the nature of my relationship with Esmee, the fact that they’d used me to deliver an imperial missive meant they had to appease me until they understood its significance.

In short, no matter how much I acted out, the royal family had to cover for me.  And the fact that my “acting out” involved eliminating a traitor meant they had no grounds to criticize me.

Some nobles might object to my disregard for aristocratic authority and due process, but even that worked in my favor.  

It would prevent them from openly exploiting my achievements.

I’d essentially crashed their carefully prepared party and started my own.  

There was no better way to describe it.

“‘By demonstrating how effectively I can manipulate my environment while benefiting rather than harming you, you should leave me alone.’ Isn’t that the message you were sending with this attack?”

“Perhaps…?”

“I haven’t shown any hostility towards you, have I?  At least acknowledge my efforts in riding all the way here, old as I am.”

Damn it, he was playing the sympathy card.  And I couldn’t just brush him off.

It wasn’t every day you met a Duke who’d set aside his status and played along, genuinely concerned for the well-being of the kingdom.  

He was unlike Envelde, who would have flown into a rage at my actions.  

It was easy to be an asshole to an asshole, but being an asshole to someone who respected you was difficult.

“Your assessment was so accurate that I felt compelled to feign ignorance.  I have nothing to add.”

I bowed my head respectfully, and Duke Lesrom, unlike before, sighed in relief.

“Then can I assume your actions will become more amicable if the royal family accepts this protest?”

“If they address this with understanding and generosity, I’d be happy to consider the matter settled.”

“Excellent.”

As if the matter was resolved, Duke Lesrom patted my shoulder.

“I hope we can maintain a good relationship from now on, without any further misunderstandings.”

His tone was noticeably brighter, and I looked up, half-expecting to see fatigue, but instead, he was smiling.

“…Don’t tell me…?”

“Indeed.  I’d already informed them before I left.  They were a bit taken aback, but they understood.”

That sly old fox, he’d pretended to be concerned about further outbursts!

“A mutually beneficial agreement reached through understanding and compromise.  How wonderful. Don’t worry about today’s events.  I’ll take care of everything.”

He chuckled, dismissing his men and ordering his soldiers into the mansion.  Watching him go, I couldn’t help but be impressed.

He’d likely suffered significant setbacks due to my actions, yet he was prioritizing damage control.  

Duke Lesrom was a true master manipulator.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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The arrival of Duke Lesrom didn’t mean I could simply wash my hands of the entire affair and walk away.  

Regardless of the circumstances, I had still caused quite a commotion.

While I directed the Duke’s attendants to the location of the ambush, providing them with an account of the events, soldiers bustled around, attending to the aftermath.

However, hey refrained from shackling me like a common criminal. 

That alone spoke volumes about the royal family’s intended course of action regarding this incident.

“I certainly made a mess of things.”

Observing Duke Lesrom personally overseeing the situation, I glanced at Envelde’s mansion, struck by the sheer scale of the damage.  

My casual remark, uttered as if it were someone else’s affair, drew a startled glance from a nearby soldier, who stared at me with an incredulous expression. 

I understood his reaction.  

Such a nonchalant observation was hardly appropriate, given the extraordinary circumstances.

Lost in thought, contemplating the potential repercussions of the rumors that would undoubtedly circulate regarding the massacre within a nobleman’s mansion, I was startled by the appearance of Asirye and Lagnis, who emerged from the throng.

“Oh, you’re here early.”

Their expressions, momentarily mirroring the collapse of their worlds, quickly softened into visible relief.  

Had this occurred at the Ogatorf estate, I would have undoubtedly received the customary backhand smash.

Fortunately, the soldiers recognized Lagnis and didn’t impede their approach.  

As Asirye hurried towards me, her gaze scanning my body for injuries, Lagnis, unable to do the same due to the presence of the soldiers, released a long sigh.

“I thought my world had ended.”

Ah, so her expression hadn’t been an exaggeration.

“I was convinced I’d made the wrong decision by not shackling you.”

“He’s certainly capable. There’s a reason he commands such a high price.”

“That’s not the point! Why did you act so impulsively? You should have at least informed us!”

“Yes, I share your sentiment.  His solo action suggests he had anticipated this to some extent, wouldn’t you agree?”

Asirye, having keenly noticed the lingering mark of the penetrating wound on my abdomen, prodded it with a disapproving frown, echoing Lagnis’s demand for an explanation.

It wasn’t so much anticipation as a “let’s see who takes the bait” mentality.  

However, voicing that sentiment would likely result in death by a thousand glares, so I opted for a more palatable explanation.

“I anticipated some form of action, but I didn’t expect it to occur today.  Whether Envelde or his subordinates precipitated the events, it unfolded rather abruptly. I intended to inform you, but returning to the estate to relay the information could have complicated the narrative and created inconsistencies in my testimony.”

My explanation wasn’t entirely fabricated.

This had to be perceived as Eldmia Egga’s independent action.  

Implicating the Levien and Ogatorf families, both kingdom nobles, would be detrimental.  

I had acted so decisively because Esmee’s letter had arrived, which granted me peace of mind.  

Otherwise, I would have submitted my formal resignation before taking any action.

That was precisely why only Asirye, who was uninvolved, and Lagnis, the subject of the trial, were present. 

Unless there was clear evidence of royal involvement, the Ogatorf family would…

“Eldmia!”

“…What is she doing here?”

Unlike my stunned reaction to Cheryl’s emergence from the crowd, Lagnis and Asirye responded with casual acceptance.

“Mongsoon must have informed her.”

“Even if he did, her presence here is inappropriate, isn’t it? Hey, you!  Do you realize the implications of being here?”

“What nonsense are you spouting? Did you suffer a head injury during the fight?”

Despite her typically impertinent tone, Cheryl’s face betrayed a rare expression of concern.  

No, now wasn’t the time for her to be worried about me.

“What are the implications of an Ogatorf being present here?”

“You are currently employed as a retainer of our family, are you not?”

“That’s merely a formality. Your presence here under these circumstances is illogical.”

Even with Duke Lesrom’s favorable response and the alleged royal approval, it remained a verbal agreement, lacking formal confirmation.  

While the Ogatorf family enjoyed a reputation for loyalty, avoiding potential controversies was always prudent. 

Cheryl’s presence here could generate unnecessary rumors.

Contrary to my calculations, however, Cheryl tilted her head, as if she had misheard me.

“Your assault on Envelde’s mansion… was logical?”

“…Well, I had calculated…”

“The Ogatorfs act according to their convictions. My father was occupied by other matters, but had he been present at the estate, he would have rushed here immediately.  Just as you attended to your affairs, I am attending to mine.  Cease your worrying.”

Damn her. 

I had no retort.

Having provided a cursory explanation to the assembled individuals, I bid them farewell, anticipating the inevitable reprimand upon my return, and proceeded with the soldiers.  Duke Lesrom, despite his composed demeanor, exhibited signs of fatigue, yet he insisted on accompanying me on foot, despite having arrived on horseback.

“It appears your concern comes exclusively from the fairer sex.”

He had observed my interactions despite his apparent preoccupation.

“Indeed, it appears so.”

“I’ve also heard you delivered the missive from the White Star.”

He was a difficult man to dislike. 

His ability to adapt to the situation, prioritizing cordiality over authority, made him all the more endearing.

Regardless, he had endured considerable inconvenience on my behalf, so I decided to reciprocate with a degree of courtesy.

“Indeed, I did.  By the way, do you happen to know how the gatekeeper who denied me entry reacted?”

“I heard he looked as if he hadn’t visited the privy in four days. He wasn’t dismissed, however, so you’ll likely encounter him again. Technically, he overstepped his authority, so he likely received a reprimand and a reduction in pay.”

“Overstepped his authority?”

“Unforeseen circumstances necessitate reporting to a superior, do they not? He exercised his own judgment, deeming the matter insignificant, and refused you entry despite your prior notification. That constitutes exceeding his authority.”

“If every minor detail required reporting, wouldn’t one be criticized for excessive reporting?”

“Precisely, therefore, one must exercise sound judgment.”

The military was the same regardless of location.

The gatekeeper’s actions had inadvertently provided a convenient topic of conversation, so I resolved to treat him leniently upon our next encounter.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The subsequent events unfolded with surprising normalcy.

I was escorted into the courthouse, transferred to a carriage, and transported to what I initially perceived as a modest, detached dwelling, only to discover it was, in fact, a temporary detention center, a stark contrast to the dilapidated facility Lagnis had previously occupied. 

After cleansing myself and settling into a bed, I struggled to contain my astonishment.

“The more I consider it, the more absurd it becomes.”

From its outward appearance, it seemed like an ordinary dwelling.  

I had anticipated encountering some new individuals.  

But a detention center?

Had Duke Lesrom not reiterated his apologies to Lagnis for the previous incident and offered formal compensation, I might have found myself contemplating the night sky from the ruins of the former detention center.  

Clearly, my understanding of noble society was woefully inadequate.

“Well… at least I’ve eliminated a significant obstacle.”

Whether he had truly constituted an obstacle was debatable.  

Had it not been for Envelde’s intervention, I wouldn’t have journeyed to the capital, and my relationship with Asirye might have concluded at the agreed-upon time. 

The unexpected separation had fostered a degree of honesty between us.

Regardless, the matter was resolved. 

I was finally free from the tiresome political machinations. 

All that remained was the impending bestowal of the wandering knight title next year.



Afterward, I could equip myself with the funds I had diligently accumulated and proceed to the front lines.

“Ah, I promised to visit Ogwen beforehand.”

That meant I would need to travel westward, perhaps by wyvern, before returning eastward to the front lines. 

The thought of my convoluted journey, coupled with a sense of the absurdity of my life, sparked a lingering question.

“Why did those damned demons travel all the way to the western region to wreak havoc upon our village?”

Previously, I had attributed it to misfortune, assuming it was simply a consequence of the proximity of Itsiel’s southern and eastern borders to the demon territories.

However, there had been no subsequent demon incursions into the western region since that incident.

Our village held no particular significance. 

Had it possessed some hidden value, as per common narrative tropes, I would have surely noticed.

“The slave traders? Was there some unresolved conflict with them?”

Asirye had mentioned the annihilation of the slave traders who had captured her by unknown assailants. 

While I hadn’t revealed my suspicions at the time, the first thought that had sprung to mind was the demon army that had attacked our village.

It was the only logical explanation for the unprovoked assault, the complete massacre, and the absence of any plundered spoils.

However, it remained mere conjecture, lacking concrete evidence.

“…I should just sleep.”

Contemplating the matter without sufficient information would only waste time and fuel negative thoughts.  

Rest and recuperation were more beneficial.

The duration of my stay here remained uncertain, but I resolved to embrace this unexpected respite.

Thus, I slept, exercised, and immersed myself in borrowed books, enjoying an absurdly leisurely existence for two days.

Then, Esmee arrived in the kingdom.
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Esmee was in an exceptionally good mood.  

Not just good, but *exceptionally* so.  

She had to actively work to keep it from showing.



But those she dealt with were nobles who had honed their skills in political maneuvering.  

They were veterans of the political arena, seasoned and sharp, capable of discerning even the slightest shift in her demeanor, despite her genius-level efforts at concealment.

The problem was, in their eyes, Esmee wasn’t “suppressing her good mood,” but rather “masking extreme displeasure with a forced smile.”

The nobles who had come to greet her were sweating profusely, offering their greetings with trembling voices.

“It is an immeasurable honor to meet the brilliantly shining White Star of the Empire.”

Their perfect misunderstanding stemmed from their own guilty consciences. 

 Logically, her visit couldn’t possibly be for a pleasant reason.

The individual she had personally invited to the Empire to foster good relations was currently on trial for treason.  

And the one who had not only saved her life but also personally delivered the Empire’s missive to the royal family was now confined to a temporary detention center for slaughtering a traitor.

Moreover, he hadn’t even been granted entry with the letter, having been turned away at the gate.  

So, even if her smile appeared genuine, they could only assume she suffered from some strange affliction where extreme anger manifested as laughter. 

From their perspective, it was the only reasonable explanation.

They couldn’t possibly imagine the Iron-Blooded Princess of the Empire would be in a good mood, filled with the anticipation of seeing her beloved after just a few days apart.

“I am…”

“Where is Eldmia Egga?”

It wasn’t rude.  

She was the Princess.  

It would have been rude for him to presume to speak first.  

Therefore, she had graciously pardoned his initial attempt, and he could now compose himself.

The noble representing the welcoming committee frantically searched for a suitable response.

“Sir Egga is currently resting at a location provided by the royal family.”

“…Resting?”

“Yes.  In these turbulent times, he single-handedly eliminated the traitors who attempted to overthrow the kingdom. However, as remnants of their faction remain, he is currently under royal protection.”

Despite having rehearsed the answer countless times, he’d barely managed to deliver it coherently.  

Still, he felt a flicker of pride at having done so.

Now, he just needed to escort the satisfied Princess to the royal palace, and while she engaged in discussions with the King, he could retrieve Eldmia Egga and…

“Hmm, the situation seems rather more favorable than I had been led to believe.”

His barely functioning mind froze once more.

More favorable…?

“The last report I received painted a somewhat different picture.  Your words ease my concerns.”

He felt a cold sweat drenching his back.  

He couldn’t fathom what the Princess was referring to.

Could she possibly be implying… that “protection” was a euphemism for “imprisonment”…?

As he stood there, head bowed, the Iron-Blooded Princess issued her command.

“I wish to ascertain his condition.  Lead the way.”

“While we proceed to the royal palace, we shall summon him…”

“The palace visit will follow my confirmation of his well-being.  My current visit does not necessitate his presence.  There’s no need to disturb someone who is currently resting.”

He felt the sweat trickling down his sides, but the Princess, having delivered her final decree, proceeded onward with an air of unwavering resolve.

Observing the silent procession of the Princess’s Black Knights and attendants, the noble representative gritted his teeth, made a swift decision, and abruptly rose from his position.

“Then I shall escort you by carriage, Your Highness.  The rest of you, proceed to the palace and inform them of the Princess’s wishes.  And send word to the location where Sir Egga is residing, so they can make the necessary ‘preparations.'”

Those who received the instructions understood.  

They knew precisely what “preparations” entailed.

Transforming the interior of the temporary detention center into a lavish display rivaling a noble estate before the Princess’s arrival.

The race against time had begun.
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While it was technically called temporary detention, I was essentially free to do anything except leave the premises.  

So, my daily routine remained unchanged.

I woke up, ate the meals prepared by the staff, washed, trained alone, read books when bored, and generally lazed around without any interference.  

In fact, they catered to my every need as if I were royalty.  

It felt less like detention and more like a luxurious vacation.

The only difference was the absence of visitors.  

But the exceptional treatment more than compensated for that minor inconvenience.

They hadn’t confiscated my weapons, even allowing me to keep Gish and Envelde’s swords, which I’d taken from the mansion.  

Complaining about the lack of visitors seemed petty in light of such lavish accommodations.

“I feel like Dooly the Little Dinosaur, the tyrannical brat.”

I’d caused such a commotion, yet here I was, enjoying luxurious treatment.

A strange mix of emotions swirled within me as I woke from a refreshing sleep, grabbed my three swords, and headed downstairs.  

Even confined to this place, I had no intention of neglecting my training.  

I planned to utilize this free time to practice my mana control.

There was no backyard in this detention center, but there was a small training ground.

Just how far were they willing to go to accommodate me?  

I began to question whether this was truly a place for detaining potentially dangerous individuals.  

The training ground was impeccably clean, stylish, and secluded.

They even provided meal service, delivered promptly at designated times.

The stark contrast between my current situation and Lagnis’s previous experience in the dilapidated detention center fueled my resentment, but I suppressed it and began my training.

“Let’s see… durability test first.”

Inferior swords couldn’t hold mana; it simply flowed through them like water through a sieve.  

But swords of a certain quality could contain it.

The challenge lay in the next step.  

Good swords accepted only the mana they could hold, releasing the excess.  

Mediocre swords, however, attempted to absorb everything, often resulting in their destruction.

“Why do they behave like overfilled water balloons, ready to burst?”

Without a mentor, I had no one to ask, leaving me to rely on self-study.  

Still, I appreciated that this relied more on intuition than complex theory.  

I channeled mana into Envelde’s sword.

“Hmm.”

After repeating the process with Gish’s sword and comparing the results, I placed both on the floor, a wave of disappointment began washing over me.

“They’re… worse than mine…!”

Not overwhelmingly so, but noticeably inferior.  

How could these two, both knights, have used such weapons?

They were undoubtedly good swords, capable of accepting mana, but their limits were clear.  Channeling too much mana through them would shatter them.

I hadn’t expected such a significant difference.

“Disappointing. I’ll just sell them and use the funds for my expenses.”

Still, they were sturdy enough for today’s practice.  

I focused my attention on the two swords lying on the floor, channeling my mana.

My goal was simple: to master a practical form of sword control.

Envelde had demonstrated the immense advantage of manipulating weapons from a distance and launching them from unexpected angles.  

My training aimed to maximize that advantage.

I had devised a training regimen: first, stationary control of two swords; then, mobile control; and finally, control while running with mana enhancement, followed by projectile launching.  

Mastering even these basic maneuvers would prove invaluable.

Perhaps, with enough practice, I could eventually manipulate and enhance even cheap swords.

“As expected… once you grasp the technique, linking isn’t too difficult.”

For now, however, I would stick to high-quality swords.  

A craftsman might not blame his tools, but I wasn’t a craftsman.

Lifting the two swords to eye level presented no difficulty.  

Manipulating their movements also proved manageable.  

The challenge began with launching them.

“This is frustrating!”

It felt like trying to draw a triangle with one hand and a circle with the other while simultaneously writing with my tongue!

Controlling two swords, even with my proficiency, was far more challenging than manipulating a single one.  

The unresponsiveness of the blades created an indescribable sense of frustration.

“Wow, I didn’t expect such a significant difference… Woah!”

Despite my focused concentration, Gish’s sword suddenly jerked free, whizzing past my ear at an alarming speed.

“Damn… I almost lost an ear.”

It felt like witnessing a 3D game object glitch and fly off uncontrollably.

“I barely channeled any mana.  How did it launch with such force…?”

Perhaps there were specific points on a sword that amplified mana-driven movement?  

Sword control was proving far more complex than I had initially anticipated.

As I focused on retrieving the errant sword with my mana, a knock echoed from the training ground door.

“Sir Egga.  Are you available for a moment?”

It was the capable maid who handled the meals and cleaning.  

Her tone was as polite as ever, but an unusual sense of urgency accompanied her words.

“We’ve received notification of an impending visitor.”

“A visitor…? I was informed visits weren’t permitted.”

“The First Princess of the Empire has arrived in the kingdom regarding this incident.  She has expressed a strong desire to meet with you…”

“Es… The First Princess…?”

She’d arrived already?  So soon after the letter?

Taken aback by the unexpected news, I opened the training ground door and stepped outside, only to be met with a scene of utter chaos.

“…What is going on here?”

Numerous staff members were frantically scurrying around the small detention center, their eyes wide with urgency, moving furniture with a fervor bordering on aggression.
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Yes, I recognized this scene. 

It was a primal, shared experience for most South Korean men: the military, and specifically, the combat equipment and command inspection, or jeon-jang-bi for short.  

The sight of the staff moving with such frantic, synchronized efficiency brought back vivid memories.



“The bath and a change of clothes have been prepared.”

The contrast between the calm, capable maid, responding with her usual unflappable demeanor, and the others darting around like rabid dogs was worthy of a cinematic masterpiece.  

It was as if everyone around her was moving at triple speed.

“Ah, yes.”

I ascended to the second floor, detecting the familiar scent of PTSD emanating from these unfamiliar individuals.  

Once this was over, they’d likely be scrambling again, rearranging the furniture back to its original positions.  

Witnessing their frantic efforts, all for a once-in-a-lifetime visit from an Imperial Princess to a temporary detention center, reminded me of my own discharge from the military.

“I was ridiculously happy that day.”

On my discharge day, an emergency training exercise had been called.  

While the entire unit scrambled to prepare for deployment, I remained blissfully relaxed.  

That memory remained one of the most satisfying of my life.

“They’ve created such luxurious accommodations, yet they still panic and fuss when someone of high standing arrives. Some things are universal, I suppose.”

Of course, this situation had nothing to do with me. 

I decided to focus on cleansing myself.  

It wasn’t as if I’d engaged in strenuous training; a simple soak in warm water, accompanied by contented groans, sufficed.  

However, as I finished washing and changing into my everyday clothes, Esmee arrived.

Descending to the first floor with the maid, I entered the lobby, neither cramped nor spacious, filled with nobles standing stiffly at attention.  

Among them, Esmee, clad in the familiar purple attire I’d seen before, walked towards me.

The only difference was the addition of a thick, fur-lined cloak.  

It looked warm enough to elicit cries of “Winter is Coming!” but appeared slightly oversized on Esmee, its weight seemingly burdensome.  

She entered with a composed expression, surveyed the lobby, and her gaze settled on me as I descended the staircase.

“Indeed, it is I.  You appear to be faring well, Eldmia.”

It felt as if barely a week had passed since our return from the Empire, yet, as she’d written in her letter, it felt like a month.  

Reflecting on the events, I had certainly been incredibly busy.

“It seems like barely a week has passed since we last met, Esmee. I’m disappointed it’s not under more pleasant circumstances.”

My casual address of Esmee caused the kingdom’s nobles, excluding the Imperial delegation, to flinch collectively.  

However, Esmee simply extended a hand towards me, requesting an escort as I reached the bottom of the stairs.

“The circumstances are quite pleasant from my perspective. I’ve made time for this brief visit before proceeding to the royal palace, so let’s keep our conversation focused on essential matters.”

Meanwhile, the maid, with seamless grace, approached and accepted Esmee’s cloak, ensuring her movements remained unimpeded.  

It was like watching a master thief in a film, effortlessly lifting earrings and necklaces from unsuspecting individuals.  

I found myself staring, captivated by her fluid movements.

“Indeed, a highly capable maid. I had initially suspected she’d simply shifted the furniture around haphazardly to appease me, given the pristine condition of the room. However, observing her actions confirms my initial assessment was unfounded.”

The nobles flinched again, their collective anxiety palpable.  

Honestly, I was tempted to humiliate them further, but despite their culpability, it was the staff who bore the brunt of the consequences.  

I decided to refrain from further commentary and stick to factual observations.

“Her culinary skills are also exceptional.  I’ve experienced no discomfort during my stay.”

Some nobles offered grateful glances in response to my compliment, but I ignored them.  

They had practically replaced the entire kitchen, yet I hadn’t even acknowledged it upon returning from my bath.  

Consider this my apology for not commenting on the redecorated interior… 

Had I not witnessed the staff’s frantic efforts, I would have certainly made a sarcastic remark about the sudden change in décor.

Reaching the top of the stairs, two Black Knights, fully armored and visors lowered, stepped forward, blocking my path.  

Only then did Esmee speak, her voice lowered to its usual soft tone.

“They claim to be offering protection, yet they confine you to a temporary detention center.  I arrived prepared for the worst, but the accommodations are surprisingly adequate.”

“Indeed, they are. I was quite taken aback initially. It’s a stark contrast to Lagnis’s experience.”

“Have they subjected you to any mistreatment?”

“On the contrary, I’m being treated exceptionally well. Almost excessively so, considering the circumstances.”

I knew the reason for this preferential treatment: Esmee, my formidable benefactor.  

I hadn’t anticipated that my initial decision to accompany Lagnis to the Empire, simply as a gesture of support, would result in such significant changes.  

However, the changes were undeniably positive, so I accepted them gratefully.

“The royal family, having endured seven years of conflict against the demons, is simply demonstrating prudent adaptability. Even this is a consequence of your preemptive actions.  Had you adhered to their intended course of action, you would currently be enjoying considerably more lavish accommodations.”

“How dreadful.”

My genuine shudder of disgust elicited a faint smile from Esmee.

“You possess no shortage of ambition, yet you exhibit a remarkable lack of avarice.”

“It’s not a lack of ambition. I simply dislike being manipulated. This entire situation has been a considerable source of frustration.”

“Indeed. I would gladly listen to a detailed account of the events that transpired, but the current circumstances are not conducive to such a lengthy discussion.”

Despite the privacy of the second floor, Esmee waited until we reached my room and cast a spell, seemingly checking for something, before continuing.  

Wait, was that a detection spell for eavesdropping or surveillance magic?

“Did you just check for eavesdropping devices?”

“Indeed, I did. Is there a problem?”

“If there were such devices, wouldn’t our previous conversation have been…?”

“My dear Eldmia, you stand before the Princess of the Empire.  Surely it’s self-evident that I would welcome such an opportunity to exploit any intercepted information to our advantage.”

Her matter-of-fact response rendered me speechless.

“Our conversation merely hinted at a degree of familiarity between us, hardly a violation of our agreement. More importantly, it’s crucial for the royal family to anticipate my actions and their consequences. Now, please be seated.”

Esmee tapped the bed impatiently with her small hand, her tone firm.  

I sat on the edge of the bed, ready to listen attentively.

Then, as if it were the most natural thing in the world, she sat beside me, facing me, and embraced me.

“…Esmee?”

I addressed her, slightly flustered, as she nestled against me with a contented hum, seemingly pleased with her audacious maneuver.  

Her response was characteristically bold.

“Considering my personal involvement, a certain degree of recompense is only natural, wouldn’t you agree? Now, listen closely.”

The problem was, her audacious statement was undeniably true, leaving me without a retort.

“To be blunt, you will incur no harm from this incident. Nor will those associated with you.  However, you will also gain nothing.”

“Gain nothing?”

“Honor, rewards, power, or official recognition?”

“The lack of reward is slightly disappointing, but the rest are irrelevant.”

What use would I have for such things? 

I had no intention of attending the academy; my sights were set on the battlefield.

My indifferent response elicited a chuckle from Esmee.

“I anticipated as much. However, this pertains solely to Itsiel. You still have much to gain from the Empire, so it’s hardly a significant issue.”

“You speak of such significant matters with remarkable nonchalance.”

“Why should I hesitate to speak the truth?”

She tugged at my idle arm, guiding it around her waist, urging me to embrace her.  

While I could embrace Asirye without hesitation or self-consciousness, such physical intimacy with others proved more challenging.

“I intend to adopt an assertive stance. I will express considerable interest in you as an asset, implying a willingness to relinquish you only if deemed necessary. Such a display is essential to deter any attempts to exploit you politically.”

Had this been a purely internal kingdom affair, they would have undoubtedly attempted to manipulate my seemingly reckless actions to their advantage. 

Whether for personal gain or the public good, I wouldn’t have cared, but they would have certainly tried.  

Failing that, they might have resorted to less drastic measures to expel me.

However, the current circumstances precluded such actions.  

Their only viable option was to retain me while refraining from any direct interference.  

The reasons were clear.

Whether intentional or not, the Empire had extended a formal invitation to Lagnis, bolstering her symbolic significance.  

They had also acknowledged my accomplishments without reservation.  

To mistreat the individuals they had so warmly received, immediately upon their return, would be tantamount to spitting in the Empire’s face.

In this already delicate situation, to discard the individual who had not only resolved a potentially damaging incident but also eliminated a traitor, simply because the Empire had expressed a willingness to take him in?  

Even if they attempted to justify their actions by claiming a pro – Empire stance and a general distrust of the Empire, such an excuse would be easily refuted.  

Considering the substantial material support the Empire had provided to the kingdom over the past seven years, such rumors would jeopardize future aid, making it the least desirable course of action.

Furthermore, any attempts to manipulate me could result in another Envelde incident.  

While my actions were always justified, from their perspective, I appeared unpredictable and potentially dangerous.

Their only remaining option was to feign enthusiasm, proclaiming their unwavering support while carefully keeping me at arm’s length.

With this, my invulnerability was complete.

While I had anticipated potential complications, Esmee’s intervention had simplified matters considerably.  

I couldn’t help but feel grateful.

Slightly embarrassed, I returned her embrace with a gentle squeeze, expressing my gratitude.

“Wh-what are you doing?!”

“Thank you.”

I hoped for an opportunity to repay her kindness in the future.
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After a brief embrace, Esmee rose, fanning her slightly flushed ears.

“Well, in any case. Your situation is… frankly, unprecedented. While I can’t be entirely certain, I can assure you there will be no public spectacle.”

“Did… did I overstep with the hug…?”

“Nonsense. I merely wished to compose myself before proceeding to the royal palace.  A disheveled appearance wouldn’t be appropriate. Be prepared for a more enthusiastic embrace, depending on the outcome!”

‘So she’s saying she’ll hug me again if things go well…? She’s embarrassed about being hugged, yet she’s not embarrassed to announce it so boldly?’

I was feeling a bit flustered myself, so I decided to let it slide.



“Anything else I should know?”

“Nothing in particular. I had intended to negotiate certain rewards on your behalf, but you seem utterly disinterested. I suppose this has become a purely self-serving endeavor.”

Esmee took a deep breath, checking her rapidly returning composure in a nearby mirror.

“I’ll send word once matters are settled. Rest easy. Frankly, I’ve been concerned about your reckless behavior ever since our visit to the Empire.”

“It has been a bit much, hasn’t it…?”

“I understand you’re striving towards your goal, but remember, death renders everything meaningless.”

Her final words were devoid of her usual playful tone, leaving me to nod silently in agreement.

With her visit concluded, Esmee descended the stairs, her face once again impassive, leading her Black Knights to the waiting carriage.

The Itsiel nobles trailing behind her wore expressions of intense curiosity, clearly wondering what we had discussed.  

However, their curiosity was not my concern. 

I simply watched as she departed.

After Esmee’s whirlwind visit, things returned to an unsettling normalcy.  

The only evidence of the earlier chaos was the unfamiliarly luxurious furniture, a testament to the staff’s frantic efforts.

The unexpected visit had left me feeling slightly disoriented, but I composed myself.  

Since I was already clean from my bath, I decided to spend the remaining time reading the magic textbook the maid had borrowed.

As evening approached, I found myself grinding my teeth in frustration.

“I swear, one day, I’ll throw this book in the author’s face…”








A Concise and Easy Introduction to Magic for Beginners

By Tanevello Vistal.




Judging by the title alone, I had assumed it would be helpful, even for someone like me. 

I’d persevered, trusting the title, only to realize I’d been deceived.

“How is this a beginner’s book?!”

Even the textbook Lagnis had briefly carried at the Imperial Academy was easier to understand!

Incomprehensible jargon, combined with the era’s convoluted writing style, made for an utterly impenetrable text.  

Hours of struggling had yielded nothing.

I’d even reread passages with intense focus, suspecting a sudden onset of dyslexia, but to no avail.  

Defeated, I placed the book on the table.

I wanted to throw it, but it was expensive, so I refrained.

“Are all magic textbooks like this…?”

Asirye’s verbal explanations hadn’t been this complicated…  

If this was the average level of difficulty, self-study seemed impossible.

“I’ll have to find a way to learn properly once this is all settled.”

My understanding of magic was largely based on fantasy novels and films from my previous life.  

However, in this world, where magic replaced science as the driving force of civilization, such superficial knowledge was woefully inadequate.

While I could manage simple tasks like lighting a fire, the more complex magic I’d envisioned – fireballs, protective shields – required specific formulas and theories.  

Without those, using “real” magic was impossible for anyone but the most exceptional geniuses.

“…Wait. Asirye mentioned something about the history of magic…”

It was a long time ago, so the details were hazy.  

She’d explained how various races learned to refine mana and Aura, leading to the development of magic and the advancement of civilization…

Had she said dragons taught it? 

Or that someone who learned from dragons passed it down?  

I couldn’t quite recall.

She’d also mentioned, almost in passing, that since magic was based on mana formulas, I might not be able to learn it.  

Perhaps studying texts on more primal forms of magic might be more beneficial.

“Could Sir Radnelbandes help me…?”

I hadn’t considered it before.  

Using mana like Aura had been more than sufficient.  

The fact that both mages and warriors were respected suggested neither mana nor Aura held an overwhelming advantage.  

I’d been somewhat complacent, assuming it was fine since most knights here didn’t use magic.

But after encountering that demonic bastard and witnessing Rellie’s magic, my perspective had shifted.

Any magic I didn’t understand was a potential variable, a dangerous unknown.  

I’d even seen that singing lunatic in the Empire, whose magic I couldn’t counter even after witnessing it.

For someone living an ordinary life, it might not be a problem, but for me, with my grand plans for revenge, it was a critical weakness.  

Even if I couldn’t use magic myself, I needed at least a rudimentary understanding of its applications in combat.

“I’ll have to seek advice and assistance wherever I can.”

Perhaps, like with Shadow Foot, an unexpected opportunity would arise.

The thought of being confined here, unable to pursue this new avenue of knowledge, was frustrating, but there was nothing I could do for now.  

I resolved to maintain my routine of early nights and early mornings.

After three days of this monotonous existence, I was finally released.
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“Farewell, then.”

“May you also fare well, Messiela. Thank you for the comfortable stay.”

Messiela, the calm and capable maid who had made my extended stay bearable, reacted to my cheerful farewell with the most significant display of emotion I’d seen from her.  

She actually smiled, the corners of her lips curving slightly upwards.

“I’ve never heard such a farewell in all my time working here. I pray we never meet again.”

Despite its comforts, this was still a temporary detention center.  

Being released without incident usually meant one had been falsely accused or framed.  

Her well wishes were simply a hope that I wouldn’t experience such misfortune again.

It wasn’t that she wanted me gone because I’d been a nuisance or made unwanted advances.

‘…Right? I was really well-behaved.’

After the brief exchange, I left the detention center.  

I’d barely taken ten steps when a luxurious carriage pulled up beside me.  

Someone descended from the driver’s seat and bowed deeply.

The individual, clad in what was clearly an expensive butler’s uniform, was, surprisingly, a woman.

She bowed respectfully and opened the carriage door, but I could only tilt my head in confusion.

“Who are you?”

It didn’t seem like a kidnapping attempt, but I hadn’t been informed of any arrangements.  

I’d planned to walk back, observing the changes in the capital after my week-long confinement.  

This was unexpected and disconcerting.

The woman remained silent, maintaining her posture, holding the door open like a proper butler.  

The carriage even had curtains, indicating its high status.  

Neither Cheryl nor Lagnis would send someone so reticent to retrieve me.  

They’d come themselves.

The thought that she might be mute crossed my mind, but that was her problem, not mine.  

I had no reason to enter an unknown carriage.  

With a look that dared her to try anything funny, I sidestepped the carriage.

“Please, enter. I will escort you to Ogatorf.”

She still didn’t raise her head.  

However, she must have noticed my movement, for she finally spoke.

And with those words, my hostility spiked.

“I asked who you were, not where I was going.”

People who answered questions I hadn’t asked usually ended up becoming enemies or revealing ulterior motives.  

I made my displeasure clear, but the woman remained motionless, still bowed.

Her silence was almost a challenge.  

Perhaps silencing her permanently was an option.  

She clearly knew who I was and where I was going.  

Perhaps this would serve as a valuable lesson: attempting such a suspicious approach could result in a stabbing.

I drew Gish’s sword from my hip.  

The woman flinched, but the voice that spoke came from elsewhere.

“As bold as the rumors suggest.”

The voice from inside the carriage belonged to a young woman.

“I’m unable to speak freely at the moment.  Would you spare me a few moments of your time?”

A folded fan emerged from between the carriage curtains.

The crest embedded in its handle belonged to the Itsiel royal family.

“Regarding the recent incidents…”

“No thanks. Not interested.”

I recognized the crest and immediately walked away.

No more politicians in my life!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The carriage followed me persistently until I reached the Dwarven district and Vulcun’s shop.  

Only when the crowds thickened did it finally turn away.

‘Please, wait a moment.  That’s not what I meant.  I’m not trying to sell you the fan, but the crest…’

Naive.  

Clueless.  

Perhaps even foolish.

Though, she hadn’t been forceful, so “foolish” might be too harsh.

Unlike her initial attempt to maintain a dignified composure, she’d become flustered when I ignored her, ordering the butler-like woman to drive away.  

Whoever she was, she was clearly a member of the royal family.

And given her royal status, “clueless” seemed an apt description.

“I almost got roped into another mess right after getting out.”

As if decapitating and dismantling a group of traitors wasn’t enough, a royal was trying to approach me before I’d even met the King.  

It was unsettling.

I had a goal in life.  

Why were people constantly trying to latch onto me when I was so busy? 

Whether their intentions were gratitude, warning, or something else, avoiding entanglement was the best course of action.

“Vulcun’s shop is busy today.”

The entrance to Vulcun’s shop radiated warmth, a stark contrast to the increasingly chilly weather following the rain.  

The interior was bustling with customers.  

Had I simply missed this scene before due to my usual visits during off-peak hours?

Assuming Vulcun, as a master craftsman, would be unaffected by the crowd, I attempted to enter the forge as usual, but someone blocked my path.

“Excuse me, sir!  This area is restricted!  All merchandise is on display.  Please make your purchases here!”

This was the first time I’d seen anyone resembling an employee in the shop.  

The young woman, clad in a pristine uniform, blocked the entrance to the forge with a cheerful smile.

Today was full of surprises.  

A flicker of anxiety crossed my mind.  

Had I been presumptuous in my previous visits?  

I explained my purpose to the employee.

“I’m here to see Vulcun.”

“Weapon commissions from Vulcun are by appointment only. Do you have an appointment, sir?”

“An… appointment?”

I didn’t need a mirror to know my expression.  

I was probably staring at her with utter bewilderment.

Vulcun took appointments?  

Had I been abusing a “friend pass” and acting like an entitled brat all this time…?

Perhaps sensing my embarrassment, the employee nodded knowingly and began guiding me away.

“Don’t worry, sir! Many warriors seek an audience with Vulcun, but they’re often unaware of the appointment system. I understand completely! His creations are masterpieces, from decorative pieces coveted by nobles to practical weapons sought after by knights and warriors!”

I wasn’t sure what she understood, but I knew she didn’t understand my situation.

While she attempted to console me and subtly redirect my attention to other merchandise, her efforts were futile.  

I’d come here specifically to sell Gish and Envelde’s useless swords and perhaps find some decent daggers.

“I’d like to sell these swords first before browsing.”

“As expected of someone seeking Vulcun! We offer the highest appraisal prices!”

She was certainly enthusiastic about her job.  

She led me to a relatively empty counter where a middle-aged man with round glasses sat reading a newspaper.  

He looked up at me with a skeptical gaze.

“What’s your price range?”

“I haven’t given it much thought.”

I’d initially had high hopes, considering the swords’ previous owners were a noble and a knight, but after realizing their quality was inferior to my own sword, my expectations had plummeted.

Ignoring his dubious look, I placed Gish and Envelde’s swords on the counter.  

Despite his apathetic expression, the man examined them with surprising care.

Perhaps master craftsmen attracted other craftsmen.  

They were all dedicated to their craft.  

It was admirable.

“These have been used… extensively.  And well-maintained. They’re well-crafted. Why not use them as secondary weapons yourself?”

“They don’t fit my hand.”

“Hmm. You must have a good sword.”

His gaze flickered to the sword at my hip. 

He paused, seemingly contemplating something, then nodded, as if offering a generous price.

“Two gold coins for both.”

“…Excuse me?”

Two gold coins?  

Had he mispoken and meant two silver coins?  

My surprise must have shown, for he misinterpreted my expression.

“They’re used, after all.  That’s a generous offer. I’m only offering that much because they might be enchantable.”

He thought I was disappointed by the low price.  

Well, at least Gish and Envelde hadn’t skimped on their weapons.

I found it hard to believe these two mediocre swords could fetch the same price as Vulcun’s, but I understood why he’d mentioned enchanting.  

I decided to pursue that line of inquiry.

“But these are definitely enchantable.”

My confident assertion made his eyes twitch.

“Enchanting” usually referred to a one-time magical imbuement, but in weapon shops, it meant permanently enchanted equipment, like Esmee’s curse-repelling ring or my gauntlets.

And while I didn’t understand the specifics, I knew well-crafted weapons were easier to enchant.  

The easier it was, the more securely the enchantment could be embedded, making even used weapons valuable if they could hold a permanent enchantment.

Asirye’s lessons had covered that much, but I hadn’t known how much “valuable” meant.  

Since Vulcun’s sword had cost one gold coin, I’d assumed these would be in the silver coin range.

“So you knew what you were talking about.”

The man clicked his tongue, placing four gold coins on the counter.

“This is my final offer. Any higher, and I’m barely breaking even.”

This was insane.  

A posthumous gift from the surprisingly benevolent Gish and Envelde!  

This explained Lagnis’s confusion about Dwarven pricing when she’d seen my sword!

The thought that someone might appear later, claiming ownership of the swords, briefly crossed my mind, but my hand snatched the coins before I could overthink it.

“Thank you for the excellent deal.  While I’m here, could I ask you something?”

“This isn’t an information broker.”

“I know. I’m looking for daggers of similar quality to these swords.”

I drew my sword and placed it on the counter.  

The man glanced at it, feigning disinterest, then his face crumpled.

“Damn. You’re one of Vulcun’s customers.”

“Wow, you can tell just by looking at it?”

“I’m an enchanter. I recognize the Dwarven runes embedded in the blade. Wait here. I’ll get Vulcun.”

“But the employee said I needed an appointment…”

“That’s for new commissions. Why would we require appointments from established customers?”

Ah, so it was a deterrent for troublesome clients.

While I nodded in understanding, the man returned from the forge with Vulcun.

“Oh, Eldmia. You’re looking for daggers?”

Vulcun greeted me with a warm smile and a handshake, wiping sweat from his brow with a towel.  

He’d clearly been in the middle of working.

“I’d just like to ‘look’ for now. I doubt I can afford them.”

I showed him the gold coins.  

He let out his familiar hearty laugh, then glanced around conspiratorially and lowered his voice.

“…You didn’t tell them how much I charged you, did you?”

So he WAS the type to overspend on his hobbies!

“Of course not. My lips are sealed.”

“That’s what I like about Lagnis’s friend. Smart lad.”

He was my benefactor, so I could overlook a little overspending!  

It wasn’t my money anyway.

“Anyway, daggers of similar quality… I don’t have any ready-made, but I have leftover materials from your sword. I’ve been wondering what to do with them. If you’re happy with a custom order, I can make some for you.”

A custom order!  

This was excellent.

My plans began to shift with Vulcun’s offer.

“I have a specific design in mind…”

Perhaps sword control, or even something like Fin Funnels, might be within reach.
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“This is… an intriguing design.”

Vulcun, scrutinizing the sketch I’d hastily drawn on a scrap of paper within the forge, uttered his first words with a hint of dubiousness in his voice.

“You were looking for daggers, yet you envisioned *this*?”

“I hadn’t anticipated the luxury of a custom order.”



Custom-made items were expensive in this world, just as they were in my previous one.  

My original intention had been to acquire daggers as expendable tools.  

While they wouldn’t be capable of channeling enough mana for enhanced cutting power, they would be sufficient for basic manipulation, like making them fly.

However, if a custom order was within reach, daggers weren’t necessarily the optimal choice.

“It resembles the horn of a narwhal.”

The design I’d presented was essentially a large needle.  

Not just any needle, but one twisted into a spiral, like a drill bit.

Vulcun, after a prolonged examination of the drawing—roughly the length of my palm and the width of my index finger—stroked his beard thoughtfully.

“Hmm, a drill design. Indeed, the fundamental principle behind amplifying the power of a fireball spell lies in rotational force. Are you intending to harness the repulsive force generated by channeling Aura into the tool to induce rotation? An ingenious concept, but its practical application will prove challenging.”

He’d deduced the intended purpose and underlying principle simply by glancing at the sketch.  

Impressive. 

However, since I couldn’t utilize Aura, I was unaware of such a repulsive force.  

This finally explained the absence of techniques like Aura Blades in this world.

I had been prepared to fabricate an excuse, claiming I intended to utilize it with other magical tools, but this revelation provided a convenient alternative explanation.

“Nothing worthwhile is ever easy. Repetitive practice is the key to mastery.”

“A commendable mindset. Humans, with their fleeting lifespans, often overlook this fundamental truth.”

Vulcun nodded emphatically, adding a few notations to the drawing before turning his attention to a nearby abacus. 

Initially, I assumed he was calculating the cost, but as he transcribed the results onto the sketch, transforming it into a proper blueprint, it became clear he had a different purpose in mind.

“With these adjustments, the crafting process should be relatively straightforward. Modifying the weight for optimal throwing will necessitate slight alterations to the form. However, the changes will be minimal, perhaps a slight bulge along one of the grooves, barely noticeable to the untrained eye.”

“How many can you produce with the available materials?”

“Based on your specifications, I estimate a yield of approximately five. Reducing the thickness could potentially increase the output to ten.  What are your thoughts?”

“I chose that thickness with durability in mind. Will a reduction compromise their structural integrity?”

“Given the nature of the materials, even a slight reduction in thickness will not significantly impact their ability to withstand the force of a carelessly swung sword. While increased weight generally translates to greater lethality, if you can successfully imbue them with rotational force using Aura as you envisioned, they can also be propelled with considerable force. In that scenario, they would function similarly to hand-thrown projectiles, negating the need for excessive weight.”

Vulcun’s matter-of-fact explanation sparked a question within me.

If these needles could withstand the force of a swung sword despite being thinner than my finger, surely the material was far too valuable to be sold for a mere gold coin.  

Why was such a remarkable material treated as surplus, sold at such a low price?

“If the material is that resilient, it must be exceptionally valuable. Why is it treated as surplus…?”

If this was truly the market value, most warriors would be clamoring to acquire swords made from this material, even at inflated prices.  

Vulcun had described it as simply “exceptionally durable”, but having used a sword crafted from it, I knew that was a gross understatement.

The fact that my sword had emerged unscathed from the chaotic events at Envelde’s mansion only reinforced this belief.  

However, Vulcun’s response was surprisingly simple and concise.

“The material is resistant to enchanting.”

He shrugged, as if that single statement explained everything.  

However, I found it difficult to accept such a simple explanation.

“Have you ever examined the weapons wielded by the demons?”

Seemingly sensing my skepticism, he retrieved his pipe, carefully filling it with tobacco, creating a dramatic pause before continuing.  

The only demonic weapon that came to mind was the sword I’d acquired in the abandoned dungeon.  

However, officially, that incident never occurred, so I shook my head.

“I haven’t encountered any noteworthy demonic weaponry.”

“Well, there hasn’t been much interaction, and the front lines have remained relatively stable, so that’s understandable. You’re aware they utilize demonic energy, not mana or Aura, correct? As a result, even their moderately strong individuals can easily overpower Aura Experts, and the scale of their magic is truly formidable. However, everything that originates from their homeland is ultimately subject to the Earth Mother’s influence, so their equipment isn’t as resilient as they are. What do you think would happen if they attempted to imbue ordinary weapons with their potent demonic energy?”

“…I imagine they would shatter.”

While I knew this from personal experience, Vulcun, unaware of my encounter, simply nodded approvingly.

“Perceptive.  Only weapons crafted by truly skilled artisans can withstand such power.  Otherwise, their lifespan is drastically reduced. That’s why they developed a special alloy known as Demonic Steel. One moment.”

Lighting his pipe with a small burst of magic, Vulcun disappeared into a storage area, returning with a lump of metal similar in color to my sword, but with an unsettling, almost liquid quality, like mercury.

“This is it. Nothing particularly remarkable about its appearance. Its defining characteristic is its ability to withstand the strain of demonic energy. The process is rather complex, so a detailed explanation is difficult… but imagine a metal that has been nurtured and grown with demonic energy.”

“As always, your explanations are remarkably… vivid.”

“Is that so?  My apprentices always seem rather perplexed. In any case, after feeding it demonic energy and refining it through magical engineering, we discovered it possessed exceptional durability. The problem is, this metal, perhaps due to its refined palate, is completely unresponsive to mana. Attempts to imbue it with Aura result in a repulsive force, like magnets of the same polarity.”

“So, using human magic…”

“…it’s impossible to enchant. Only demons, dragonkin, and other races that utilize demonic energy can effectively wield weapons crafted from this material.  As a result, we can’t even produce Demonic Steel ourselves. If we want to work with it, we have to salvage demonic weapons from the battlefield and recycle them.”

So, despite its exceptional durability, its inability to be enchanted rendered it impractical for human use.  

They had acquired it, crafted weapons from it, hoping to harness its potential, only to discover it was nothing more than an exceptionally sturdy, yet ultimately useless, material.

And I had stumbled upon a sword crafted from this remarkable material.  

The gods truly existed.

“It’s astonishing that even Dwarven alchemy can refine such a unique material.”

“That’s a topic for another discussion among specialists, but suffice it to say, it’s a completely different domain, so the refining process isn’t particularly challenging. If you aspire to become a blacksmith, I’d be happy to elaborate, but otherwise, it’s just unnecessarily complex information that you’ll likely never utilize.”

Having recently suffered a bout of frustration after being misled by a supposedly “beginner-friendly” magic textbook, I decided to respect Vulcun’s consideration.

After gathering additional information about the demons and finalizing the order details, I paid the agreed-upon price of one gold coin and stepped outside.  

It was almost lunchtime.

“Aside from the royal encounter, this has been a productive morning.”

Not only had I acquired a sword I genuinely liked, but I was now about to receive additional weapons crafted from the same material by the same master craftsman, all for the price of a single gold coin. It was a bargain that made even overseas shopping seem overpriced.

“Now, let’s pay Zikmel a visit.”

Expressing my gratitude was a secondary objective.  

I was primarily curious about his reaction to Envelde’s demise, news of which he had undoubtedly received by now.  

Asirye might scold me for not returning to the estate immediately after my release, but I figured I might as well address any outstanding matters while I was out and about, maximizing my free time.

With a buoyant spirit and a spring in my step, I departed the Dwarven district.  

As the surrounding crowds began to thin, the familiar carriage reappeared.

‘Persistent, aren’t they?’

Its timely arrival suggested they had been waiting for my departure.  

The only noticeable difference from our previous encounter was the distinctly displeased expression on the face of the woman serving as both coachman and butler.

“If you please…”

“You’re not going to try to appeal to your master’s honor and convince me to enter the carriage this time, are you? No, that can’t be right. This isn’t a formal occasion, and you’re approaching me discreetly. There’s no need for such pretense. If you want to speak with me, identify yourself properly.”

My interruption and subsequent rambling elicited a deepening frown from the woman.  

Of course, she had intended to appeal to her master’s honor.  

It was obvious she served a royal, and my dismissive attitude was undoubtedly offensive to her as a loyal servant.

But that wasn’t my concern.

As I prepared to bypass the carriage and continue on my way, the door swung open, the curtains parted, and a young woman with the unmistakable air of a princess emerged.  

Her blonde hair and youthful, gentle features contrasted sharply with the steely determination in her eyes.  

Her tone was markedly different from the butler-like woman’s.

“This time, let’s have a proper conversation!”

Damn it.

Why was she making this so difficult?

If I ignored her after seeing her face, it would be considered an act of disrespect, bordering on treason.
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This country might have a strange structure where decisiveness and boldness increase with social standing.

Honestly, I hadn’t imagined she’d reveal herself like this after moving so discreetly.



I had no choice but to wave my hand dismissively and accept her request.

“Alright, but first, could you please lower the curtain? There’s nothing to be gained from revealing your appearance.”

“Th-this is because you’re blatantly ignoring me…”

“I’ve just been released from temporary detainment. The royal family hasn’t even issued an official statement about the incident yet. Isn’t it natural for me to avoid clandestine meetings?”

Even if Duke Lesrom and the King had decided on a laissez-faire approach, there was still a high probability of other nobles raising objections.  

If it came to light that I’d secretly met with royalty in the midst of all this, some crazy people would start concocting scenarios, claiming it was all a royal fabrication.

There was no guarantee a second or third Envelde wouldn’t emerge, using that as an excuse.

I am a crazy person who tells everyone not to mess with me, but I’m not crazy enough to give them a reason to mess with me while still telling them not to.

“Hmm, hmm. I came here to express my personal gratitude. Now, if you’ll just step inside…”

“No. We’ll talk here. Your… butler can pretend to escort the carriage with me.”

“H-here?”

“Yes. Here.”

I leaned against the carriage, maintaining a firm tone. 

A brief silence followed.  

I had no intention of prolonging this conversation, so I remained poised, waiting for her response.

Fortunately, it was positive.

“Very well. The purpose of this meeting is to express gratitude and goodwill, not to inconvenience you.”

“I’m already inconvenienced.”

“…Y-you’re certainly bold. Frankly, I never imagined you’d respond so consistently.  I understand why my father tried to avoid a formal meeting.”

I thought it was simply prudence, avoiding hasty actions in an uncertain situation, but there was no need to drag out the conversation with my opinion.  

I remained silent.

“I owe you a great debt. Separate from the official royal reward, I wish to offer you a personal token of gratitude. Please, tell me what you need. I’ll prepare it within my capabilities.”

Well… unlike the suggestions to “join my side” or “stop causing trouble,” this was a perfectly reasonable offer.

“Can I leave after I tell you?”

I asked, thinking of something I needed.  

Her response seemed strangely deflated.

“A-are you that averse to conversing with me?”

“It’s not that. I just don’t want to be entangled in politics anymore. It’s nothing personal.  Anyway, there is one thing.  It’s not a difficult or unreasonable request, so it shouldn’t be a burden. Can I tell you and leave?”

“…Very well.”

“Please ensure there are no more meetings like this in the future. Now, please excuse me.”

Since she couldn’t see my face anyway, I stepped away from the carriage as soon as I finished speaking.  

Whether she accepted my request or was simply speechless, I was able to continue on my way without further hindrance.

I was still debating whether to accept anything from the royal family.  

Why would I accept something from her?

She didn’t seem that old.  

Perhaps she’d read too many chivalric romances.
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Messina Vans Da Itsiel could only watch, dumbfounded, as the boy’s footsteps faded into the distance.

Her reaction stemmed from two factors.

First, she had never experienced such an absurd encounter, resulting in a severe case of cognitive dissonance.  

Second, her highly capable butler, who usually anticipated her every need and reacted accordingly, was present.

Naturally, with the carriage curtains drawn, it was impossible for her butler to perceive her emotional turmoil.  

By the time Messina regained her composure, the boy was long gone.

“…Did I do something wrong…?”

Had she miscalculated, misspoken, or misjudged the situation? 

If there had been any discernible error on her part, she might have understood.

“How could this…?”

Therefore, Messina could confidently declare:

This was unfair and unjust.

So unfair, in fact, that she felt tears welling up.

“…If I may be so bold, the issue lies with the other party’s… unconventional nature.”

Having overheard her mistress’s mumbling, the butler, Haylee, refrained from explicitly stating what she was already thinking:  Eldmia’s evaluation was complete, the book closed.

“He doesn’t fear authority, but he doesn’t rely on violence either. Otherwise, his reaction to your appearance would have been drastically different. He doesn’t disregard the law, but he utilizes every available legal means to his advantage. Count Bosha serves as a testament to that.”

Eldmia was, in layman’s terms, a lunatic.

Not just any lunatic, but a dangerous one, capable of wielding his abilities and common sense to his advantage.

“Rather than questioning your approach, it’s more reasonable to conclude that the other party is an exceptional… eccentric.”

“An eccentric? He was… well, he seemed normal?”

It was a difficult admission, but Messina couldn’t deny it.  

This applied not only to their recent conversation but also to the series of events he had orchestrated.

His actions, while seemingly insane, had unfolded with a precision that suggested careful planning.  

‘He could have achieved the same result without resorting to such extremes’ 

While the thought lingered, the calculated nature of his actions was undeniable.

Although he had disregarded the social divide between royalty and commoner in this instance… she had been the one attempting a clandestine approach, not him.  

So, it wasn’t entirely unreasonable.

Except for the nagging feeling. 

‘I’m royalty, you know…?’

“If someone of his social standing behaved in such a manner after encountering individuals like yourselves, they would typically be labeled as an eccentric.”

For a commoner to privately insult nobility or royalty was considered disrespectful, but hardly unheard of.  

It was common for people to boast, “I could rule better than the King,” or “Nobility is nothing special.”

However, even those individuals would balk at the prospect of voicing such sentiments directly to the individuals in question.  

Such behavior was inherently dangerous, a matter of common sense.

“Perhaps he’s simply confident in his position? Considering Princess Esmee’s visit, he has reason to be proud of his abilities. He might be considering defection to the Empire.”

A fifteen-year-old boy who had not only bested the Hero in a duel but also rescued the Princess and defeated a seasoned knight who had earned his Countship through combat.  

While his mature appearance raised questions about his true age, his accomplishments alone were worthy of the title of hero.

Having achieved so much at such a young age, a degree of arrogance was to be expected.  

This was why Messina struggled to agree with Haylee’s assessment of him as an eccentric.

“If he were planning to defect, he wouldn’t need to wait.”

“…That’s true.”

His connection to Princess Esmee had been confirmed by her visit.  

He could have easily sought asylum immediately after the conflict with Count Bosha.

But he hadn’t.  

Messina clung to that fact.

“Yet, he chose to address the kingdom’s internal issues, despite having the power and opportunity to leave. Despite his cold demeanor, he must harbor some patriotic sentiment.  I’ll have to arrange a formal meeting next time.”

A fragile hope, born from a flawed premise.
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Thankfully, the carriage didn’t follow. 

Whether it was a genuine courtesy or not, the result was satisfactory.  

It meant I could enter Zikmel’s shop without drawing attention.



His cover as an information broker was important, and I didn’t want to compromise it.

“Welcome! The item you ordered has arrived, and the manager has been expecting you!”

As I entered, an employee greeted me with a completely fabricated story, delivered with practiced ease.

“…Ah, has it been prepared already?”

He’d even gone so far as to prepare a script, instructing the employee to announce my arrival as if I were an expected customer.  

Was this really the Zikmel I knew?  It was impressive.

Playing along, I made my way inside, where Zikmel greeted me from behind an even larger pile of documents than usual.

“I’ve always thought so, but your efficiency is truly remarkable, Eldmia.”

“I wanted to thank you and also see your reaction.”

“The former is appreciated, but the latter is a bit much, don’t you think?”

Despite his words, he seemed rather pleased, a relaxed smile playing on his lips.

“Well, thanks to you, my work has become a bit easier.”

“Did you have some sort of problem with Envelde?”

Zikmel shrugged, gesturing to the increased volume of paperwork.

“It seems one of my competitors had a close relationship with Count Bosha. I suspected it, but now one of them has disappeared.”

This was an unexpected bonus.  

It made sense, though.  

A man running a slave trading operation would likely have an information broker on his payroll.  

Or maybe not?  

My perspective was limited, having found Zikmel by chance.

“I’ve been carefully vetting my clients to avoid such entanglements, yet this still happened. I can only be grateful. So, is the matter settled?”

“Who knows?”

“…Excuse me?”

“How would I know? I just dealt with the immediate problem. Whether the fire is out or has spread elsewhere, only time will tell.”

Envelde’s death had untangled a mess years in the making, and I was relieved.  

However, I couldn’t say it was completely “settled.”  

Envelde might have had allies, people he’d helped, who might seek revenge, just as I had.

“Still, I did remove one obstacle from my path.”

“…You have a surprisingly long-term perspective, considering your impulsive actions.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He wasn’t wrong, so I just laughed it off.  

It probably did seem that way to others.

“Anyway, I just came to say thanks. If things stay quiet, I doubt I’ll need your services again.”

“What? You’ll probably need me more than ever! You caused quite a stir, but once things calm down, the royal family will be clamoring to give you a title!”

“A title?”

“…Eldmia, did you have any idea who Count Bosha was before you attacked him?”

“Of course I did. He messed with me.”

“…Huh. How did you survive…?  Or should I be asking how strong you are?”

Zikmel looked bewildered, muttering to himself. 

I almost gave him a flick on the forehead, but then I remembered something Envelde had said.

“You mean the whole ‘earned his title on the battlefield’ thing?”

“That’s one way to put it, I suppose. He earned it fighting demons, not people.”

“He did say something like that himself…”

“He was a respected knight, both by his men and on the battlefield. Promotions came quickly during wartime, but he earned his through merit. The story about him retiring due to injuries was a lie, of course. He’d been planning his rebellion all along, so assuming his skills hadn’t deteriorated, he was likely among the top tier of Aura Experts.”

No wonder he was so skilled.  

His ability to weave feints into his attacks was exceptional.  

My swordsmanship was outmatched solely because of that.

“He was stronger than the current Hero.”

It was just a statement of fact, but Zikmel looked at me with a mixture of awe and disbelief.

“What do you eat to become so strong?”

“Resentment…?”

“…Not rage or something like that?”

“I’ve heard that’s the usual fuel, but for me, it was resentment.”

He muttered something about me probably being quite familiar with causing resentment, so I flicked him on the forehead.

“So, you’re saying that since a fifteen-year-old killed someone that powerful, the nobles will be trying to recruit me, and that will inevitably lead to me interacting with you, the information expert?”

“Precisely.”

“I’ve considered that, but it will take a few years at least. I’ll receive my wandering knight title next year and head to the front lines.”

“After all this, you think you’ll actually receive a title?”  

Of course I would.  

They wouldn’t pass up the chance to neutralize a loose cannon without lifting a finger.  

They’d hail it as a perfect opportunity to guide me towards the path of true knighthood and welcome me with open arms.  

They’d probably want me gone even if I didn’t want to go.

Those who remained neutral would see it as a chance to quell negative public opinion, provide me with a reason for my actions, and assess my abilities.  

They wouldn’t object.  

The only ones who might be genuinely supportive were Lagnis and Sir Ekaf.

“So, if things stay quiet until then, we’ll go our separate ways, at least for a while.”

Zikmel looked like he had more to say, but he simply nodded.

Since I owed him a debt, I planned to visit again before leaving.  

I said my usual goodbyes and left the shop.  

After walking for about ten minutes…

“Oh? Eldmia?”

“Oh?” 

I ran into Rellie, who was carrying several bags filled with various items.  

Talk about perfect timing!  

It was almost like a scene from the Truman Show.

As I marveled at the coincidence, Rellie approached with a smile.

“The capital isn’t as big as I thought. Did everything work out alright?”

“Yes, it seems so. You made it back safely as well, I see.”

“It was a nightmare. That damned guild master and a few city officials had really messed things up. I was dragged around giving testimony for ages and just finally got back.”

She’d probably made a decent profit, but it sounded like a hassle.  

Rellie shook her head.

“Actually, the reward I received was thanks to you, so I was going to suggest a celebratory dinner.  What do you think?  I’d like to invite Asirye as well.”

“I’m in, but I’ll have to ask my sister.  Do you know where you’re staying? I’ll visit once things are settled.”

“Do you know the Drunken Squirrel Inn? We’re all staying there at the moment.”

I had absolutely no idea. 

I’d been in the capital for almost two years, and I still didn’t know my way around.  

I thought I’d explored quite a bit.

“Tell you what, you seem to have your hands full. I’ll carry some of that for you.”

“Ha! What a polite way to ask for directions.”

She didn’t seem to mind, though, handing me one of the baskets she was carrying.  She still had several more, though.  Just what had she bought?

“Are you planning to cook something at the inn? That’s quite a haul.”

“These are ingredients for making reagents.  They need time to mature, so I have to make a large batch to keep my supply up.”

“You know alchemy?”

“Enough to save money on potions.”

She made it sound trivial, but I was impressed.  Using herbs for first aid was one thing, but brewing reagents was a completely different level of expertise.  If done incorrectly, the side effects could be disastrous.

“That’s amazing.  Are you self-taught?”

“No way, that’s too risky. I learned in Luvril.”

“Luvril… that’s…”

“Yes, Yekaterina’s hometown.  I met her there and ended up traveling with her.”

Luvril was far to the north, beyond Itsiel, the Empire, and the Severed Plains, nestled in the Northern Mountains.  

They must have a long history together.

“Rellie, I heard a story about a ‘Dragonblood Clan’ in Luvril.  Have you ever heard of them?”

Gish had mentioned them.  

Even if Rellie wasn’t from Luvril herself, she’d learned alchemy there, so I figured she might know something.  

She rolled her eyes, as if searching her memory, before answering.

“Vaguely.  Weren’t they a family connected to some Luvril legend?”

“A legend?”

“A typical origin story.  Mixed blood with a dragon.  Dragonblood, because they inherited the dragon’s blood.  The family grew into a clan.  Hence, the Dragonblood Clan. Why do you ask?”

“I was talking about Yekaterina a few days ago, and she asked me if I’d met any of the Dragonblood Clan.”

“Huh. Why didn’t you ask her?”

“I tried, but she started swinging her sword, so I didn’t get a chance.”

“…???”

Rellie stared at me, a look of disbelief on her face, as if I’d just told her the earth was flat.
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It was a coincidence. 

He was simply passing by. 

He hadn’t even glanced in that direction initially.

“Guards, what happened here?” 

Someone asked.

“There will be an official announcement from the royal family soon. Move along.”

However, someone’s insatiable curiosity prompted them to question the soldiers further. 

Only then did the sight of the partially destroyed mansion, from the entrance to the main building, capture my attention, piquing my interest.

And that coincidence led to an unexpected discovery.

The moment he spotted it, the man, his robe billowing, hurried towards the mansion.

“Excuse me” 

He announced, his tone leaving no room for refusal.

The soldiers, initially frowning as if confronted by a madman, snapped to attention and parted, but the man paid them no mind. 

His focus was elsewhere, his surroundings fading into insignificance.

Even those conducting the investigation inside, initially casting curious glances, stepped aside without protest upon seeing the man’s robe and face.

With an intense blue gaze, he ascended to the second floor, reaching what had once been Envelde’s office. 

He addressed a flustered investigator.

“Was this a demon attack?”

“No, sir. The details are not yet public, but demons were not involved.”

The investigator bowed, suppressing the urge to add, ‘If demons were involved, we would have summoned you, not the other way around.’  

He was merely a field investigator, while the man before him was a renowned authority on demonology and a powerful mage who oversaw the royal library.

Surprise flickered across the man’s previously impassive face.

“Who is in charge of this investigation?”

“Duke Lesrom of the Noble Council, sir.”

“Thank you.”

Without hesitation, the man strode out of the mansion, his pace almost a run.  

He then cast a spell and took to the sky.  

Flying within the capital was a serious offense, but the man disregarded the law. 

He had potentially stumbled upon a clue to something far more important.

Duke Lesrom, however, frowned as he watched the unexpected visitor arrive through his window.

“Your use of flight magic suggests this is urgent, but couldn’t you have used the door? It’s hardly a formal way to make an appearance after years of absence.”

“A waste of time.” 

The man replied curtly.

He appeared at least twenty years younger than Lesrom, yet his informal speech seemed perfectly natural.  

Even Lesrom merely shook his head, refraining from reprimanding him.

“Yes, it’s been a while since I’ve heard that. What brings you here?”

“Envelde Bosha’s mansion. Who did this?”

“…Why do you ask?”

Was there a connection between the man and Envelde? 

Lesrom knew of none.  

Had something piqued his interest at the scene?  

That seemed unlikely.  

His old friend was a recluse, obsessed with demons and magic, his aging magically suppressed.



He lived in the library or wandered the world, his interest piqued only by matters related to magic, not swordsmen like Envelde and Eldmia.

“An apprentice.”

“Hmm?”

“I once considered taking an apprentice. Remember?”

“I do. That was ten years ago. It was the first and last time you mentioned such a thing. I haven’t forgotten. Didn’t you say he died?”

Lesrom remembered it well.  

It was the only time he’d seen a genuine, albeit faint, smile on his usually stoic friend’s face.  

He also remembered his friend’s profound despair upon returning from fulfilling a promise.

Now, his old friend, his eyes alight with a vitality Lesrom hadn’t seen in years, replied,

“He might be alive. Tell me. Who did this?”

Suppressing the urge to massage his temples, Lesrom carefully chose his words.

“Is his name, by any chance, Eldmia?”

Before he could elaborate, a sharp pain pierced his head.  

His friend, after years of wandering, had returned, bringing another storm with him.
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“Achoo!”

“Oh? Egga, have you caught a cold?”

“Just a sudden itch in my nose.”

I considered the possibility, but I felt no other symptoms. 

I hadn’t had a cold since being reborn, and it would be rather disappointing to break that streak now.

“We’re almost there. I’ll give you some medicine when we arrive. It’s not exactly cold medicine, but it warms you up and helps you sleep. It’s surprisingly effective.”

Rellie, smiling, pointed to a building in the distance.  

I recognized it.

“Is that supposed to be a squirrel?”

“Haha, your reaction tells me you’ve seen it before.”

I remembered it well.  

I thought. 

‘Is that a mutated hell-badger?’  

That squirrel… the sign maker had clearly never seen a real squirrel.

Despite the bizarre sign, the inn itself looked decent, both inside and out. 

I’d often glanced at it as I passed by.

“Thinking about it, wouldn’t it have been easier to ask Yekaterina to help you carry all this?”

“If I asked her for help, she’d use it as an excuse to make me exercise.  ‘Rellie, as a friend, I’m worried.  If you struggle to carry this, your daily life must be difficult.  Let’s exercise together tomorrow.’  That’s what she’d say.”

Rellie’s imitation of Yekaterina was spot-on, and I couldn’t help but laugh.  

Her vocabulary was surprisingly sophisticated.  

Perhaps Yekaterina was a secret scholar?

“You’re quite muscular yourself, Egga.”

“I’ve trained a bit. I thought my clothes hid it well, though.”

I’d trained more than “a bit.”  

My physique was the culmination of years of dedicated effort in this life.  

Still, I opted for modesty.

“Ah, you wouldn’t notice, would you? During fights, your back muscles practically rip through your clothes.”

“Pfft. Really?”

“Yes, really. I thought, ‘If we stood side-by-side, our enemies would wet themselves.’”

Yekaterina was indeed intimidating.  

I remembered the dungeon and the mercenaries in the forest.

“You’re definitely menacing, even just standing there with your arms crossed.”

“That applies to you as well, you know?”

“I know. I use it to my advantage.”

I joked as we entered the inn.  

Unlike the bustling street outside, the inn’s lobby was quiet.  

Our companions were seated at a table, seemingly having just ordered lunch.

“Oh? How did you bring Eldmia here?”

“A remarkable coincidence. I ran into him on the way. He was asking about the inn for the dinner invitation, so I brought him along.”

Rellie answered as she placed the bags near Yekaterina, who stared at me, wide-eyed.  

I greeted the others, and Ginh stroked his beard.

“At this point, I’d say it’s fate.”

“This is why I love being an adventurer.”

Ginh and Gaendal’s cheerful banter was heartwarming.  

If it weren’t for those damned demons, I would have been adventuring with them.  

The thought was bittersweet.

“So, if he was asking about the inn, that means he accepted the invitation?”

“I’m always happy to join, but I need to check with my sister. I’ll visit soon.”

“That’s good enough! Stay for lunch!  It’ll be here soon. We ordered a while ago!”

I’d just seen the server take their order, but I couldn’t refuse their enthusiastic invitation.  

Yekaterina wasn’t the only one offering a seat.  

I sat down.

We chatted while waiting for the food, answering similar questions to the ones Rellie had asked earlier.  

The conversation eventually circled back to the Dragonblood Clan.

“Hahaha! It’s like a local folktale in Luvril. Not many people know about it. That friend of yours must be quite knowledgeable.”

“He said he fought on the demon front, so maybe he saw them firsthand.”

“Oh, really? He must be quite skilled then.”

“I thought so too, but he wasn’t very impressive.”

Unlike the others, who laughed heartily, Rellie, having heard my earlier account, now understood why I hadn’t received a proper explanation.  

She simply looked at me knowingly.
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The Ogatorf estate, having recently weathered a flurry of unprecedented events in a short span of time, was finally enjoying a period of familiar tranquility. 

Although Eldmia had instigated one of the most significant incidents in the kingdom’s history, it was an open secret that a peaceful resolution had been reached with the royal family.



Consequently, no one harbored any concerns about potential repercussions.  

Moreover, after it became known that his actions had served to both prove Margrave Levien’s innocence and eliminate a traitor, a sense of quiet pride permeated the estate.

As a result, the estate’s staff frequently engaged in conversations about Eldmia, the current topic of much discussion.  

The content of these conversations was generally unremarkable, mostly revolving around plans for a grand welcome upon his return.

However, this relaxed atmosphere underwent a dramatic shift with the arrival of a young girl.

“Is this the residence of Sir Ekaf Tsushin Ogatorf?”

The gatekeepers were momentarily stunned into silence.  

Not because they failed to recognize the visitor, but because they recognized her all too well. 

A petite girl with radiant white hair, adorned in a purple dress that seemed woven from gold, was hardly a common sight.

Esmée Bistim Tel Noa. 

The Empire’s Shining White Star.

From afar, she was perceived as an aloof, almost ethereal being.  

A figure so distant that the prospect of ever encountering her seemed improbable.  

However…

“I apologize for this unannounced visit, but I wish to speak with the head of the household.”

…her presence at the estate transformed her into a harbinger of ill fortune.
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The simple meal and ensuing conversation proved surprisingly invigorating.  

Of course, “simple” applied only to my portion.  

The rest of the group, with the exception of Rellie, consumed quantities that defied the term.

Having thoroughly enjoyed a convivial meal, a stark contrast to the austere fare of the detention center, I returned to the familiar comfort of the Ogatorf estate.

“How heartwarming.”

Even the guards, upon seeing me, rushed out to greet me…

“You damn brat! Where the hell have you been?!”

…or so I thought.

My awareness of their knowledge of my recent activities and whereabouts made their unchanged demeanor all the more perplexing.  

Their reaction was unexpectedly intense, almost parental in its concern for a tardy child.

“What do you mean? I was obviously detained.”

“That’s not what I’m asking! You were released this morning! Why are you only arriving now?!”

“How did you even know that? I figured I’d take care of a few things while I was out.”

Even if they were aware of my release, such an exaggerated reaction seemed unwarranted.  

I couldn’t fathom their sudden shift to a parental role, considering our shared history.

“The Imperial Princess arrived this morning and has been asking for you!”

“Oh, dear.”

That explained everything.

Having grasped the situation, I offered a brief apology to the guards and hurried inside.

“Find the young lady first! The Lord is still at the palace, attending to matters in his stead!”

Their prioritization of Asirye over Ekaf, coupled with their frantic tone, suggested a sense of urgency.  

I simply waved in acknowledgment and continued running.

“It seems things haven’t quite settled down yet.”

Following the staff’s directions, I arrived at the office and knocked.  

Cheryl’s voice, noticeably strained, responded.

-“What is it?”-

It seemed appropriate to adopt the persona of the dutiful butler.

“It’s Eldmia.”

-“Enter.”-

A subtle pause, perhaps a sigh of relief, preceded her response.

I was momentarily tempted to remain outside, just to observe her reaction, but the thought of Esmée, who had likely been waiting since morning, prompted me to enter.

“Perhaps the detention center would have been preferable. Where have you been gallivanting?”

Esmée, her initial expression of delight quickly replaced by a carefully crafted mask of indifference, addressed me with feigned annoyance.  

Meanwhile, Cheryl, her eyes wide with relief, offered a silent expression of gratitude.  

The contrast between their reactions was striking, almost comical.  

It was as if the roles of guest and host had been reversed.  

Esmée, with her tense posture and carefully controlled expression, resembled a cat poised to strike, while Cheryl, visibly relieved, observed the scene with quiet gratitude.  

I suppressed a chuckle, the image bordering on the absurd.

“I was expressing my gratitude to those who have assisted me. I apologize for the delay.”

“Hmm.  Were these individuals connected to the recent… incident?”

“One could say that.”

Esmée, after a brief glance at Cheryl, shifted her gaze back to me and continued.

“I took the liberty of informing them of the discussions I had with the royal family. The remaining matters pertain to the Empire’s recognition of your service. Is it necessary for your… employer to be present?”

Years of honed instincts and a thousand tiny Eldmias frantically brainstorming within my mind produced a perfectly crafted response.

“No.  My employment is based on a voluntary agreement, free from such constraints.”

I was now certain.  

My ability to read between the lines had reached its peak.  

Had I suggested otherwise, I would have undoubtedly been met with a glare.

“….”

Why was Cheryl glaring at ME?

“…Then I shall excuse myself.  Please, speak freely.”

Cheryl, after a brief but intense glare, offered a polite curtsy and exited the room, her expression shifting to one of annoyance the moment she was out of Esmée’s sight.

The instant the door closed, Esmée sprang from her seat and, with surprising speed, delivered a light punch to my abdomen.

“You declared confidently that you would arrive shortly, yet you kept me waiting for hours!”

Her whispered complaint, barely audible, betrayed her embarrassment.

“Had I known, I would have returned immediately.  No one came to the detention center, so I assumed I had been quietly released.”

Her face, flushed with embarrassment, mirrored my own internal discomfort.  

I understood her feelings.  

Having confidently announced my imminent arrival, only to be met with hours of silence, would have been mortifying.

“Did you see Lagnis and Asirye?”

“The trial concluded yesterday, and Lagnis has returned to her estate to attend to matters.  I understand Asirye accompanied her to offer assistance, so she is not currently at the estate.”

“Oh, dear.”

The timing was unfortunate.  

Still, had they known of my release, they might have wasted precious time waiting for me.  

In that sense, it was perhaps for the best.

“Well, regardless. Tell me about the Empire’s decision. Is there anything I should be aware of?”

“That was merely a pretext. The decision has already been made. You simply need to respond to the summons at the appropriate time.”

Her blunt declaration, delivered with a hint of affection, sent a familiar warmth through me.

Her straightforward expressions of affection were becoming increasingly endearing.  

Perhaps I wasn’t as immune to her charms as I had initially believed.

“However, there is a separate matter I wish to discuss with you.”

“A proposal?”

“Would you consider attending the Academy?”

This was unexpected.

“I understand your aspirations, but your decision to remain here suggests you recognize your own need for further preparation.”

“That’s true, but…”

Attending the Academy wouldn’t be particularly beneficial if there were no instructors specializing in mana manipulation.  

Just as awakening one’s Aura granted even a child the strength to shatter stone, true power lay in the efficient utilization of that Aura.

While basic physical abilities and combat techniques were important, the gains from such training paled in comparison to the exponential increase in power derived from increasing one’s Aura level.  

Of course, at higher levels, these foundational skills synergized to produce even greater gains, but…

I lacked such innate talent.

My strength was the product of years of disciplined effort, a relentless pursuit of improvement through sheer dedication.  

Truly gifted individuals would flourish in the structured environment of the Academy, but I was not one of them.

I could only rely on maximizing my existing abilities and unwavering perseverance.

“I doubt I would benefit significantly from attending the Academy, Esmée.”

“Hmm, I understand you’ve already attained a certain level of understanding…”

“No, that’s not it. I don’t utilize Aura or mana. Most of the instruction wouldn’t be applicable to me.”

“…What? What are you talking about?”

Her genuinely puzzled expression eased my apprehension.

“I utilize mana.”

“…What?”

“Like the demons, I can wield mana. Asirye is already aware of this.”

“…Huh?”

“It would be easier to demonstrate.”

With that, I focused my mana and drew the sword from my hip without touching it.

Esmée, comprehending the scene before her, widened her eyes in surprise.

“Eek!”

Like a startled cat confronted with a cucumber, she leaped back, scrambling for the safety of the sofa.

While I felt a pang of guilt for startling her, the sight of her reacting with such exaggerated alarm was both endearing and amusing.
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Quite startled, Esmée took a moment to compose herself before properly examining the levitating sword.



“This… isn’t some sort of prank with an artifact, is it?”

“You wound me, Your Highness. Such an accusation suggests you think I’m a third-rate magician.”

The notion that I had stumbled upon some discarded magic sword was absurd.  

The idea of a cursed blade was more plausible.

Esmée, though likely aware of the ridiculousness of her own suggestion, continued her playful assault with a flurry of light punches.  

However, true to her magical training, she quickly grasped the situation.

“Incredible. I can’t sense anything at all. How is this possible? Are you alright? Is there truly nothing wrong with you?”

“I started practicing around… five years old? I’ve been using it ever since, and I’m perfectly fine.  In fact, I’ve become more adept at controlling it over time.”

“Hmm, I doubt Asirye would have stood idly by if your health was at risk. Still, this is quite remarkable.”

Despite our limited interactions, Esmée seemed to have a surprisingly accurate understanding of Asirye’s character.

“To withstand mana… but how does your power grow, then?  Aura and mana increase in strength through refinement and the body’s gradual adaptation.  But you haven’t undergone such a process.  And to say you fully control mana would be…”

“An exaggeration.”

“Indeed. A preposterous notion, but accurate nonetheless.”

The fact that Envelde had managed to stab me spoke volumes.

“To put it simply… skilled mages cast multiple layers of protective magic.”

“Yes, yes.”

“I’m like someone with a single, incredibly durable protective spell.  Aura users, depending on their skill, either have a few weak layers or a single, strong one.”

“So, the victor is determined by who breaks through the protective magic first… and yours is exceptionally resilient?”

“Precisely. There might be ways to cast even stronger magic or to create multiple layers, but right now, that’s all I can do. And it’s not even particularly efficient.”

The process of using my power resulted in significant leakage.  

Even a full-powered swing produced a relatively ordinary attack compared to what a true mana wielder could achieve.  

Of course, it was still far more powerful than an ordinary Aura-enhanced attack, but compared to the demons, the difference was substantial.

“This is beyond the realm of human understanding, so it’s difficult to grasp. Still, I believe I understand the general concept…”

“I can’t explain it any better myself. I don’t have a teacher.”

Technically, I had one.  

The mage I met as a child.  

Although he only taught me how to sense mana, without his guidance, I would have died long ago.  

He deserved the title of teacher.

I wondered what he was doing now.  

He seemed like an adventurer.  

Perhaps our paths would cross again someday.

Lost in thought, I noticed Esmée, who had been pondering the matter with her chin resting on her hand, nod in understanding.

“My Royal Guard has expressed doubts about your abilities. It seems there was a hidden reason.”

“Really? They did?”

“Indeed.  Initially, they attributed it to their own lack of discernment. However, after discussing it amongst themselves, they concluded they had misjudged your strength. For my entire Royal Guard to reach the same erroneous conclusion is unprecedented, so it was considered a significant matter.”

Their confidence was impressive, but understandable.

I had heard they had practically annihilated the demon that attacked the Academy.  

Against that opponent, I would have been utterly helpless, unable to even defend myself.

“It’s a blind spot. I can’t see a way to assist you.”

“It’s not something you need to worry about. I’ll figure it out. Regardless, I appreciate your offer, but I can’t accept it.”

“Is that why you haven’t pursued formal knight training, despite residing with the Ogatorf family?”

“That’s part of the reason. I dislike the restrictions that come with it.”

Formal knight training was extensive.  

While I appreciated the opportunity to learn, the excessive focus on court etiquette and musical instruments was absurd.  

What use did I have for sixty different ways to address a lord?

The advanced curriculum, with its emphasis on proper conduct towards lords, ladies, and even enemies, was even more ridiculous.  

I couldn’t simply pick and choose the subjects I wanted, like university courses.  

The amount of time wasted on irrelevant activities was unacceptable.

And after completing the training?  

Having received the Ogatorf family’s support, I would be burdened with obligations and exploited by the kingdom.

Knight training wasn’t free, and it was time-consuming.  

The drawbacks far outweighed the benefits.

“Even if I received swordsmanship instruction from Sir Ekaf himself, I wouldn’t gain much, and I would be burdened with responsibilities. I already receive combat training alongside the other retainers. It’s more beneficial to spend my time on adventurer work.”

“…You truly have no desire for power.”

“It’s not that I lack ambition. Revenge is simply my priority.”

“Yet, you diligently adhere to societal norms.”

“I haven’t given up on life after revenge. The world doesn’t revolve solely around brute force.”

Once my revenge was complete and my goals achieved, I intended to live a long and peaceful life.  

And for that, having friendly neighbors was essential.

“You are a truly enigmatic individual. Your actions suggest a ruthless, almost tyrannical mindset, yet your words speak of benevolent leadership.”

“…I’m not sure what you mean.”

“It’s a concept proposed by the scholar Trisp Lichkaet. Simply put, leadership based on respect is benevolent, while leadership based on fear is tyrannical.”

That sounded remarkably similar to Mencius…

“Well, regardless, I find it quite charming.”

She delivered another disarmingly blunt compliment.  

Wasn’t that usually the man’s role?  

It was incredibly flustering.

Feeling slightly embarrassed, I discreetly sheathed my levitating sword.  

A hurried knock echoed from the hallway, followed by a voice.

-“Your Highness, I apologize for the interruption, but may we borrow Eldmia for a moment?”-

“It seems rather urgent. Has something happened?”

Despite her calm tone, Esmée’s expression betrayed her annoyance.

-“A Royal Mage has arrived regarding the recent incident with the former Count Envelde…”-

“…Then we must cooperate. Very well.”

“…I’ll be back shortly.”

A Royal Mage?

Were they conducting some sort of magical investigation?  

Confused but intrigued, I rose and exited the room.  

The maid waiting outside, a familiar face, released a sigh of relief.

Jenny, one of the few maids my age, had likely been worried about Esmée’s potential refusal.

“I’ve lost count of how many times my heart has nearly leaped out of my chest today.”

“I apologize for the trouble.”

“You should!”

She playfully slapped my arm, but I couldn’t help but smile.  

After a brief apology, I followed her to the main hall.

“Do you know the mage’s name?”

“Ugh, I heard it, but… I can’t recall.”

“Calm down.  You haven’t committed any crimes.”

“You’re so strange.  How can you be so calm after meeting the Imperial Princess?”

Ah, if only she knew…  There were secrets I couldn’t share with a gossipy teenager.  

Heavy burdens I had to bear alone.

“I’ve beheaded a Count, you know.”

“…Right. You’ve never been one for conventional behavior.”

Jenny, shaking her head in exasperation, seemed to have regained her composure.  

She clapped her hands together.

“Ah! I remember! Regneva! Widra Regneva!”

“…That’s… an unusual name.”

“…Is it?  I hadn’t noticed.”

It sounded as unusual as Duke Lesrom’s family name, Lawinera.  Perhaps it was just me.

“Is this mage also incredibly muscular?”

“Uh… no?  He seemed quite ordinary.”

So, not all high-ranking mages possessed physiques rivaling warriors. 

Come to think of it, the annoyingly handsome mage from the Empire, the one Asirye had described as skilled, was also quite slender.

Lost in these idle thoughts, I arrived at the hall.  

Cheryl, once again flustered by the unexpected encounter with a high-ranking individual, stood beside a hooded figure.

Impressed by the sheer elegance of the mage’s robe and hood, I approached.  

Cheryl, seemingly regaining her composure at my arrival, introduced me.

“Eldmia, this is Royal Mage Widra Regneva. He wishes to speak with you regarding the incident at the former Count Envelde’s mansion. He has Duke Lawinera’s permission.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, Royal Mage Regneva.  I am Eldmia Egga.”

“…Eldmia Egga?”

“Yes.”

“The survivor from the village west of Ogwen. Correct?”

I had bowed politely, but his words made me pause and look up.  

He knew about that?

“That is correct… but how did you know?”

I wondered if the royal family had investigated, but why would he mention it now?  

Lost in thought, the mage exhaled slowly and lowered his hood.

“…It’s been… ten years.”

A jolt, like a lightning strike, coursed through me.  

So, this was what it felt like to be truly shocked.  

I felt a wave of dizziness, but I managed to speak.

“Mage… sir?”

“Indeed.”

The slightly downturned eyes, hinting at a hidden sadness.  

The slightly raised eyebrows, suggesting a simmering anger.  

And the clear, sky-blue eyes.

The face revealed beneath the hood was exactly as I remembered.  

Unchanged by time.

“I can finally fulfill my promise.”

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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It was an old memory.

A memory of the day he received a royal decree to investigate reports of an ancient demon altar resurfacing as a dungeon.



He hired a group of silver-ranked adventurers and journeyed to the White Mountains, located at the westernmost edge of Itsiel.  

Secrecy was paramount, so they traveled incognito, completing their investigation without incident.  

However, unforeseen delays forced them to resupply in a small, nameless village near Ogwen.

The village, despite being outside the lord’s jurisdiction, was surprisingly well-maintained and boasted skilled hunters, making the resupply process remarkably smooth.  

However, it was a small boy who caught Widra’s attention.

“Are you a mage, mister?”

The boy, with striking dark hair and deep blue eyes, a rare sight in Itsiel, approached him with an unusual calmness and clear articulation for his age.

“What makes you think so?”

“Your attire. It’s typical mage garb.”

The boy’s surprisingly sophisticated vocabulary impressed him, but it was his cautious demeanor, despite his apparent interest in magic, that intrigued him.

“I am, indeed, a mage.”

“Then, could you tell me how one begins to learn magic?”

The boy’s question, focused on the process of learning rather than a simple request for a demonstration or a desire to wield magic, piqued his interest.

After a brief conversation, Widra learned of the boy’s academic curiosity about magic.  

He decided to offer a brief lesson while the hired adventurers completed their tasks.  

Placing his hand on the boy’s back, he began to guide him in sensing mana.

And then, he was stunned.  

Mana, flowing naturally within the boy’s body.  

It was impossible.

Discreetly casting a mana visualization spell he had developed for his research, Widra felt a cold sweat break out.  

He forced himself to speak calmly.

“…Where are your parents?”

“They’re over there, butchering the meat. They used to be adventurers, but they settled down as hunters.”

He had sensed no mana from the two hunters during their initial encounter.  

He had been worried about a potential connection between the village and demons, but he breathed a sigh of relief.

While he wasn’t actively involved in conflicts with demons, as a mage dedicated to studying them, caution was necessary.  

His investigation of the ancient altar, a relic of the ancient god worshipped by demons, was driven by this same caution.  

Encountering a child with mana in a village near the mountain where the altar was located was unsettling, to say the least.

However, if the boy’s parents were human, then the boy was human as well.

‘Perhaps… the first of his kind.’

Only dragons and demons were born with the innate ability to wield magic.  

It was a gift bestowed upon them by the gods.

Before the great dragon, Noigardmu, shared the knowledge of refining mana with all races, magic was the exclusive domain of those born with this innate ability.

“Have you ever learned about mana manipulation from anyone?”

“No. Our village doesn’t get many visitors. Let alone adventurers.”

His heart began to race.

He had stumbled upon a potentially groundbreaking discovery, a turning point in human history, in the most unexpected way.  

The probability of a child born with mana encountering a mage dedicated to its study was astronomically low.

‘This must be divine providence.’

Steeling his nerves, Widra channeled a minuscule amount of mana through his hand, guiding it within the boy’s body.  

His mouth felt dry.

This tiny sliver of mana was the culmination of his life’s work.

The maximum amount of mana a human body could handle without adverse effects.  

It wasn’t enough to even cast a single fireball, but it was the result of years of dedicated research, driven by the belief that humans could wield mana.  

An ordinary person wouldn’t even be able to sense it.

“Oh?  Something’s moving.”

The boy, seemingly fascinated by the new sensation, looked down at his chest.  

Widra, fighting back tears of joy, managed to respond.

“That… is mana.”

“Ooooh.”

It was as if his life’s work, dedicated to the pursuit of magic, had finally been validated.  

He was overcome with emotion, but he maintained his composure.  

However, caught up in the moment, he forgot he was speaking to a child and continued his explanation.

“Magic cannot be manifested without theory, but sensing mana relies on intuition. Can you focus on the mana I’ve channeled into your chest?”

“I’m focusing, but what should I do next?”

“I’ll guide you. Slowly. Very slowly, try to move it to your palm.”

He didn’t even pause to consider the complexity of his words for a child.  

The boy, however, accepted his instructions without question.

Mana was like an extension of one’s body, something that could be controlled at will.  

Unlike Widra, who was essentially trying to attach a foreign limb, the boy, with a little guidance, would surely be able to wield mana.  

With that conviction, he focused all his attention.

“Oh.”

And then, the boy moved the mana.  

Effortlessly.  

A far greater amount than Widra had initially channeled.

“Ooh. I can move it now, though not perfectly.”

“…That… is the foundation of learning magic.”

The true foundation of magic, a secret once held exclusively by dragons and demons.

“Do you want to become a mage?”

“I haven’t really considered it. I just wanted to learn magic, since it exists.”

The boy, instead of being captivated by the new sensation, seemed more interested in the conversation.  

Widra made a decision.

“If you wish, I can become your teacher. Not immediately, but eventually.”

“Really?”

“Of course. A true mage never lies.”

Magic originated from the Dragon Tongue.  

Words held power, and lies were an affront to that power.  

While uttering a falsehood wouldn’t necessarily weaken one’s magic, it was believed that the consequences would eventually corrupt the mage.

Therefore, the great dragons never lied, and the mages who learned from them followed suit.

It was an archaic belief, one that many modern mages disregarded, but Widra adhered to it.

“I’m currently engaged in a very important task. It will take… at least four years to complete.”

“So, I’ll be nine years old then.”

The boy’s grasp of numbers was impressive. He was clearly a bright child.

“That’s a very long time. If you can master mana manipulation during that time and still desire to learn magic, I will do everything in my power to make you a true mage.”

He wanted to rush to the boy’s parents, explain the situation, obtain their consent, and take the boy with him.  

He wanted to teach him, even if it meant abandoning his research on the demon altar and the prophecies of the Imperial Divine Council.

But he couldn’t.  

While the boy could potentially revolutionize human magic, it would be wrong to force such a path upon him.

Five years old was too young.  

A time of fleeting interests and short attention spans.  

If the boy could maintain his focus and master mana manipulation for four years, then it wouldn’t be too late to seek his parents’ approval.

And even if the boy lost interest in magic, there were still ways to benefit from his unique ability.  

Compared to the years he had spent without a single assistant in his research, this was a monumental leap forward.  

Perhaps, in the process of assisting him, the boy’s interest in magic would be rekindled.

With that hope, Widra made a promise to the boy, a smile on his face.

And exactly three years later, he regretted that decision.

Annihilation.

The news, delivered while he was on assignment in the Empire, was devastating.

There were no survivors.  

Only a makeshift grave, erected by an unknown hand.  

Widra, surrounded by concerned colleagues, wept openly for the first time in his life.

The encounter he had believed to be divinely ordained, a chance encounter with a child who could revolutionize human magic, had been brutally extinguished by demons.  

Consumed by grief and rage, he joined the war effort, fighting on the front lines for years.  

Eventually, recognizing the need for further research on demons, he returned to the capital and secluded himself in the royal library.

Driven by the anger of a life denied, Widra, unaware of the true recipient of the gods’ favor, concluded his long reminiscence and opened his eyes.

The boy before him was no longer a child.

He had grown tall, almost too tall for a fifteen-year-old.  

He still possessed the dark hair and blue eyes, and the mana, flowing naturally throughout his body like Aura, was undeniable proof of his continued training.  

He had mastered mana manipulation without his guidance.

“I believe I am the only one on the continent, aside from dragons and demons, who can properly teach you magic.”

With that realization, Widra felt a sense of renewed purpose, a chance to reclaim the life that had been stolen from him.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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This life was truly a series of astonishing events.



I wanted to tell my past self, who had been whining about the lack of flying sword techniques just days ago, to be more patient.

As Cheryl, sensing the conversation would be lengthy, excused herself to seek Esmée’s understanding, Widra raised a hand to stop her.

“It’s already been six years. A day or two more won’t make a difference. The guest takes precedence.”

Widra, his face a mixture of emotions, offered a warm smile.  

He looked remarkably unchanged from ten years ago.  

Perhaps mages possessed methods to slow aging.  

Maybe Radnelbandes was older than he appeared as well.

While I was deeply moved by his commitment to a decade-old promise, his earlier words lingered in my mind.

The specific mention of dragons and demons… did he know about my mana manipulation?

“You’ve… worked hard. You’ve grown tremendously since we last met.”

His eyes, glowing with a faint blue light, a clear indication of active magic use, seemed to confirm my suspicions.

“Young Master. I apologize for this imposition, especially considering my unannounced arrival, but would you mind waiting until our conversation concludes?”

“Of course. Jenny? Please escort Royal Mage Regneva.”

Jenny, who had been standing tensely behind us, paled visibly, but I ignored her for now and returned to Esmée.

After relaying a brief summary of the situation, Esmée responded with a chuckle and a surprisingly simple answer.

“I’m fine. Go and speak with him.”

“What?”

“Don’t be so surprised. I never confuse my priorities. However, I would appreciate it if you could summon the Ogatorf heir afterward. There are still matters to discuss and apologies to offer.”

I scrutinized her smile, searching for any hint of resentment, but instead, I received a playful punch.

“Do you take me for a petty child?”

“Widra Regneva is a renowned mage, well-respected in the Empire. Before the war, he dedicated himself to the advancement of magic. Afterward, he devoted himself to understanding demons, contributing to our war efforts. He is aware of your unique situation and has been waiting years for this opportunity to become your mentor. How could I possibly postpone such a meeting?”

Her thoughtful consideration, despite her busy schedule, was truly impressive.  

This was the grace of an Imperial Princess.  

My own curiosity, however, was equally compelling.

This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to gain knowledge in a field I had been navigating blindly, relying solely on intuition.  

Considering my future plans, it was impossible to ignore such a chance.

After relaying the necessary information, I followed Jenny back to the guest room.  

Widra, who had been observing me with a curious expression, spoke as soon as Jenny closed the door.

“The Princess is aware of your mana manipulation?”

“Uh…”

My momentary hesitation served as an answer.  

Did he possess some form of telepathy?

“How…”

“How? Do you think I would have arrived so quickly, despite my busy schedule, if I hadn’t already known? Even if I prioritized this matter, it would have taken time to arrange a meeting with the Imperial Princess.”

I hadn’t considered that.  

He was right.

Wait, did Esmée also not anticipate this?  

Was this a deliberate act of matchmaking?

“Don’t worry. The nature of your relationship with the Princess is irrelevant. I won’t speak of it.”

He spoke casually, gesturing for me to sit.  

I complied, taking a seat opposite him.

He seemed to be carefully considering his words.

“First, I believe you’re aware of the… unique nature of your ability to wield mana.”

“I’ve been careful to keep it hidden.”

“A wise decision, especially during wartime.  It’s not something to be revealed lightly, especially without the support of influential figures.”

I nodded in agreement, but Widra continued to observe me with his intensely blue eyes.

“I’m not sure where to begin, but I believe it’s important to ascertain your intentions.  Do you wish to learn magic?”

“I’m eager to learn, but… there are a few things I need to explain first…”

I outlined my situation: my pursuit of revenge, my aversion to political entanglements and obligations, which had led me to circumvent formal knight training, and my desire to learn magic without jeopardizing my plans.

Despite the self-serving nature of my explanation, Widra readily agreed.

“I understand. Everyone has burdens they must bear. I’m not offering to teach you unconditionally. I also require your assistance.”

“What assistance could I possibly offer?”

“Your very existence is a form of assistance. As far as I know, you are the only human on the continent capable of wielding mana so effortlessly. You can help me verify many of the hypotheses I’ve developed over the years.”

He emphasized the significance of my ability, far beyond what I had imagined.

“However, despite your efforts, the strength of those fighting on the front lines is… exceptional.  Have you encountered any demons?”

“Yes. That’s why I understand your concerns.”

“I’m glad to hear it. You can probably tell from my eyes, but I can currently observe the mana flowing within you. You’re not necessarily weaker than the average demon, but… there are many who are far stronger. You’re unlikely to encounter them unless they’re of a certain rank, but the danger is real.”

In short, I wasn’t ready.

I wasn’t offended.  

I had been seeking this information precisely because it was impossible to obtain within the kingdom.  

I was grateful for his candid assessment.

“I’m relieved to see you’re taking this calmly. Mana is different from Aura and magic. Your current state is the result of inefficient mana usage, due to a lack of proper guidance. We’ll have to observe further, but once you master the proper techniques, you’ll see rapid improvement.”

His accurate assessment of my limitations, as if he had been observing my progress, impressed me.

“Neither of us has wasted the past ten years. Be patient. The path ahead may seem uncertain, but we will reach our goal.”

I made a decision.  

From now on, I wouldn’t just offer empty thanks to the gods.  

I would start with prayer.

With that resolve, I accepted Widra’s offer without hesitation.

Our initial discussion was brief.  

Widra quickly prepared to depart.

“I’ll contact you. It’s rather embarrassing, but I’ve been living… rather austerely.  It will take some time to prepare a suitable environment for your training. But it won’t be more than a week.”

“Thank you for your consideration, Widra.”

“Indeed.  Next time, I’ll return as your teacher.”

Widra, his hood once again raised, offered a parting smile and left the estate.

Cheryl, who had overheard our final exchange while fulfilling her duties as heir, observed me with a puzzled expression.

“Training? Teacher? Truly?”

“Your vocabulary seems to have deteriorated, Young Master.”

I dodged her swift kick with practiced ease. 

She frowned.

“What’s going on? Did you know Royal Mage Regneva?”

“Uh… I didn’t know he was a Royal Mage, but I met him when my village was still… intact.”

Speaking of it brought back memories of my former home.  

The friendly neighbors, the playful children, my loving parents.

Memories I usually suppressed resurfaced with unexpected clarity.

“I thought things would finally calm down after Lagnis’s trial, but then a Royal Mage appears, and now the Imperial Princess is staying at the estate.  I wish Father would return soon.”

“…The Imperial Princess is staying here?”

“Yes. She played a significant role in proving your innocence. She wishes to share information and coordinate our testimonies. I couldn’t refuse, considering her efforts on your behalf.”

Cheryl!  

Despite her frequent threats of violence, she truly cared!

But I’m sorry!

Esmée’s explanation was clearly a pretext…!

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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“Power is a useful tool, but dangerous when abused. One never knows when a dagger, wielded by the powerless, might find its mark.”

Esmee, poised to inherit the Imperial throne, understood this truth better than most.

“Even acts of goodwill must be tempered with consideration and kindness to avoid unintended consequences. My words to that child were not untrue, so I have nothing to fear.”

I looked at Esmee, sitting beside me with a cheerful smile.  

Her words were undeniably true, leaving me with little to say.

The only problem was that the “information sharing to align our stories” she had mentioned took less than three minutes.

“I hadn’t considered myself particularly possessive, but given the circumstances, perhaps I am.  There’s a certain thrill in carefully crafting a plausible excuse and making time for a legitimate, private meeting.  And the best part is, if I succeed, I actually get to spend time with you. It’s perfect.”

Her bright smile made me blush.

“Isn’t this a violation of our three-way agreement?”

“Wouldn’t that give Asirye an unfair advantage?  Of course there’s no problem.”

Their contract, carefully considered and meticulously crafted, seemed airtight.

“More importantly, I’d like to hear about what you’ve been up to.  Even including your time in detention, it’s only been a little over a week, but I’m sure much has transpired.”

“…That’s true.”

And so, I found myself recounting the events that had unfolded since we parted ways in the Empire.  

I kept the details concise, but the conversation flowed naturally, and before I knew it, the sun had set and evening was approaching.

Asirye, who had been assisting Lagnis, returned.

“I wondered why the estate was so lively.  Esmee, what a surprise.”

“I asked the Ogatorf heir to allow me to stay the night.”

“Hmm.  Oh, I heard you were instrumental in helping Eldmia. Thank you.”

“…It was nothing.  Merely assisting my future husband.  No thanks are necessary.”

“…Indeed.  How perceptive.”

Dinner was approaching, and I had a feeling this conversation might lead to indigestion, so I quickly changed the subject.

“Asirye, come sit down.  Something unexpected happened today.”

The story of my childhood encounter with a wandering mage, who turned out to be a renowned Royal Mage and mana researcher, and our coincidental reunion after ten years, was enough to make even Asirye’s eyes widen in surprise.

However, after a brief pause, a shadow fell over her expression.

“…Eldmia, have you heard of the ‘Childhood’s end’ among elves?”

The title immediately brought to mind an Arthur C. Clarke novel, but the story that followed was unrelated.

“Elves have few children, so they are raised very preciously.  Especially before they can commune with spirits or sense mana, they are almost obsessively protected.  When they finally gain those abilities, there’s a celebration, but also a ritual to ensure the child’s future safety, as they will be less sheltered from then on.”

“Is that the End of Childhood?”

“No, it refers to the period just before that.  A time of unexpected teachings, sudden realizations, or a blossoming of abilities.”

Asirye added that while not all elves experienced this, it was common enough to be recognized across all tribes.

“But the elves who experience this often lead difficult lives.”

She explained that they shared a strange commonality: they either became the protagonists of legendary heroic tales or were met with unending misfortune.  

Their lives were far more dramatic than one would expect from elves.

“Some call it the gods’ final blessing.  The last moment of direct divine protection.  A final act of mercy from the gods, who foresee their difficult fate…”

“So, you’re saying I’m in a similar situation.”

“…Yes.”

I immediately understood why she had brought this up.

Even I had considered this encounter, a reunion with Widra, a stroke of luck worthy of prayer.  

Asirye was likely worried that, like the examples she had mentioned, I was about to embark on a difficult path.

“It’s nothing new.  My life has been difficult since I was eight.”

Actually, it had been difficult since birth.  

Many trials and tribulations had followed, but it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say my current life was the epitome of a difficult fate.

“I’ve already accepted that my future won’t be easy.  There’s no need to worry about something like this.”

If anything, if what Asirye said was true and the gods were preparing a final blessing, I would welcome it with open arms.

Without it, I would be sitting here, idly wondering how to become even a little bit stronger.

Whether it was a sign of misfortune or a gift to prepare for misfortune, it was undoubtedly the latter.

“I have no intention of dying recklessly.”

“And we have no intention of letting you die so easily.  You needn’t worry.”

Perhaps surprised by my sudden shift in mood, Esmee joined in, offering words of comfort to Asirye.

It wasn’t perfect, but Asirye responded with a smile.

“I see.  I might have been overly pessimistic, remembering some unfortunate acquaintances.  So, magic lessons will be added to your daily routine, Eldmia?”

“I don’t know how much time it will take, but… it will likely be quite a bit.  I was planning to discuss this with Cheryl and Sir Ekaf.”

I had originally intended to speak with Cheryl first and then, once the plans were more concrete, with Sir Ekaf.  

However, considering the Imperial Princess was staying at the estate, I doubted he would be returning from the palace anytime soon.

Come to think of it, without proper communication devices, he might not even be reachable.  

Crystal balls weren’t exactly commonplace.

“Depending on the circumstances, I might have to move out of the estate and find an inn to focus on the training.”

“If you leave the Ogatorf estate, I imagine Lagnis will come and get you immediately.”

“That’s… likely…!”

Lagnis had been sulking ever since I first arrived in the capital and mentioned staying at the Ogatorf estate.  

If I left, she would likely move heaven and earth to take me in.

“I think it’s time I distanced myself from this luxurious lifestyle…”

Humans were adaptable creatures, but drastic changes were difficult to adjust to.

I would likely receive my wandering knight title early next year.  

Considering the journey to the front lines, it would be wise to acclimate myself to a more ordinary lifestyle.

I had learned enough about general pricing, market values, common knowledge, and etiquette while working as a butler at the estate.



It was time to dedicate that time to adventuring and magic.

“Wouldn’t living outside the estate be quite expensive?”

“I have plenty of money.”

It wasn’t something one would typically say in front of the Imperial Princess, but from a commoner’s perspective, I was wealthy.

Even if the cost of living in the capital was high, my accumulated earnings, the unpaid rewards from the abandoned dungeon, and the official compensation from the Empire would be more than enough to cover my travel expenses.

“I’ve been wanting to distance myself from the royal family anyway.  This might be for the best.”

It was a surprisingly appealing plan, considering I had just come up with it on the spot.

We continued chatting, discussing our plans like friends preparing for a long-awaited group trip.  

A servant arrived, announcing that dinner was ready.

As expected, Sir Ekaf was absent.  

Cheryl, sitting uncomfortably in the head of the household’s seat, clearly wasn’t pleased with the situation.

The tense atmosphere in the dining hall made me wonder if I should feign some awkward distance, but thankfully, due to the rigid etiquette, Esmee was preoccupied with conversing with Cheryl, who was acting as her host.

This allowed me to shift all the burden of social interaction onto Cheryl and fully enjoy the special dinner prepared for the Imperial Princess.  

Cheryl occasionally glanced at me, silently pleading for me to join the conversation, but I ignored her.

When else would I get to see Cheryl so flustered?  

It was so entertaining I almost wished for popcorn.

“You’re being petty again.”

Only Asirye, who seemed to have a sixth sense for my mischievousness, clicked her tongue and gave me a look that said, “I can’t with you.”

I thought, ‘Hey, as long as it’s not me suffering, it’s all good!’

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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After the exceptionally peaceful and luxurious meal (excluding the anxiety of Cheryl and the estate staff), Asirye and I retired to our rooms at Esmee’s suggestion.  

It was a decision made out of consideration for Ogatorf’s reputation, as it would be disrespectful to ignore the head of the household while engaging solely with their guest.

Honestly, Cheryl’s expression suggested she would have preferred to be completely ignored, but that wasn’t happening.  

It was the first time we’d seen each other since my confinement, and Asirye, having perfectly predicted Esmee’s clinginess, wasn’t letting me out of her sight.  

Aside from that small incident, the time passed smoothly.

I discussed the dinner invitation from Rellie and the others with Asirye, securing her agreement.  

Then, after Esmee returned from her business and bestowed upon me another unabashed display of affection, the day finally drew to a close.

“Even considering my recent absence, this has been rather hectic.”

My belongings, which I usually shared with the other retainers, had been moved to a guest room.  

There were no issues with our camaraderie; we’d lived and worked together for two years, after all.  

Even in the Korean military, a certain level of comradery develops among those who serve together, unless someone is utterly incompetent.  

The bond between individuals united by a common purpose was even stronger.  

The decision to move me was purely for appearances; it wouldn’t do to have the person who killed a knight sleeping in the same room as the retainers.

Leaving things as they were might have led to bravado like, “Even our retainers can defeat a knight with battlefield experience!” which would inevitably attract unwanted attention and trouble.  

Those obsessed with honor and reputation would seize any opportunity to challenge and criticize.

I, myself, could think of countless ways to retaliate if provoked, so I could only imagine the lengths those immersed in that culture their entire lives would go to.

“The timing of all this seems… opportune.”

Even though my goal was to earn the title of wandering knight, the Ogatorf estate had become like a workplace I’d grown fond of.  

I wanted to leave on good terms.  

Even the royal family was hesitant to openly praise me; I couldn’t predict what further complications might arise if I remained within such a prominent knightly family, even one as esteemed as the King’s Ten Swords.  

A discreet dismissal, disguised as continued mentorship, would be the most palatable solution within noble society.

Changing into more comfortable clothes, I finally lay down on the bed, only to be struck by the shocking realization that even the guest bed was less comfortable than the one in the detention center.  

However, the psychological comfort far outweighed the physical discomfort.

As I lay there, mentally organizing the details I needed to explain to Cheryl or Sir Ekaf the following day, I drifted off to sleep.

Perhaps it was the sense of being home, but I slept soundly.  

I usually woke at dawn, but this time, I slept until nearly breakfast, waking to a lavish spread, undoubtedly prepared with Esmee in mind.  

After bidding her farewell as she returned to the delegation’s lodging, I began the process of sorting out my affairs, as planned.

I explained the situation to Cheryl and outlined my plan.  

Her initial reaction was less receptive than I’d anticipated, putting the whole endeavor on shaky ground.  

However, after a three-way meeting with the head butler, my arguments were deemed reasonable, and the matter was settled.

“…So, you’re really leaving next year?”

“Don’t act so surprised.  This was decided when I arrived.”

Cheryl, with a deeply dissatisfied expression, finally signed my resignation after much deliberation.

My next destination was Lagnis’s estate.  

With everything resolved and returning to normal, the estate buzzed with activity, servants bustling about in a flurry of organized chaos.

I hesitated, wondering if my visit would be an intrusion, but then, just like on my first visit to the Empire, I spotted Renissa amidst the chaos, directing the activity with her usual efficiency.  

She noticed me and approached with a welcoming smile.

“Sir Eldmia!  It seems your confinement has ended!”

“It’s good to see you again, Lady Renissa.  I’m glad everything worked out.”

“It’s all thanks to your efforts.  Lady Lagnis has been eagerly awaiting your return.”

“You seem incredibly busy.  Can I offer any assistance?”

“Haha, no thank you.  I received help from an acquaintance yesterday; I couldn’t impose any further.”

She didn’t mention any names, suggesting a purely professional interaction.

Deciding that lingering would only be a hindrance, I nodded and entered the estate, making my way to the office.  

There, in stark contrast to the bustling activity outside, Lagnis lay sprawled on the sofa, staring at the ceiling.

“Your confinement is over!”

“Yes, I was released yesterday, but I had some matters to attend to.  Why are you the only one relaxing in the estate?”

“I’m being forcibly…  benched.”

Apparently, out of consideration for her recent stress, she’d been ordered to rest until the estate returned to normal and the royal family issued an official statement.  

She dramatically described how she needed Renissa’s permission to even lift a finger, emphasizing her boredom repeatedly.

Her complaints weren’t her sole focus, however.  

She mentioned Gies’s reinstatement, the execution of the noble who challenged her to a duel, and other such updates.  

Despite her claims of boredom, she seemed genuinely fatigued, which likely explained Renissa’s insistence on rest.

“Speaking of which, I have some news that might alleviate your boredom.”

“Oh?  What is it?”

“I think I’m going to be learning magic from a Royal Mage.”

“…What?”

Whether it alleviated her boredom or not, she was clearly surprised and bewildered.  

As I recounted the events of the previous day, her expression morphed into one of astonishment and disbelief.

“That’s an incredible coincidence.”

“My life has been full of incredible coincidences.”

“…Well then, how about staying at our estate this time?”

“That’s what I was about to discuss.”

As expected, Lagnis was prepared to throw a tantrum, but my persuasive arguments won her over, and she reluctantly agreed not to drag me back to her estate.

“The specifics will depend on my discussions with Widra and scheduling, but that’s the likely outcome.”

“I knew he was renowned for his independent research, but I never imagined he studied mana, let alone had such a connection with you.”

Lagnis shook her head in disbelief, and all I could offer was a sympathetic chuckle.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇

 

The following few days felt like a true vacation.  

I enjoyed a pleasant dinner with Gaendal and the others, explained the situation to Sir Ekaf upon his return, tested the throwing weapons Vulcun had crafted, and scouted potential inns for long-term stays.

Three days later, Asirye made a sudden suggestion.

“Eldi?  Let’s visit Ogwen while we have the chance.”

“Oh.”



Time would be tight once I began my magic training.  

There was no reason not to go, and it would be more difficult next year, so the timing was perfect.

Even though I’d submitted my resignation, I was still living at the Ogatorf estate, so I spoke with Sir Ekaf first.  

He even offered me the use of his horse.

“You’ve done so much for us; it’s the least I can do.  I’ll inform Cheryl.”

As soon as the royal decree was officially issued, Cheryl returned to the Academy.  

I’d honestly assumed she was on break, given her casual presence at the estate, but apparently not.  

She explained that maintaining her grades required considerable effort.

In any case, I’d initially planned to travel by stagecoach or on foot, so this was a welcome development.  

I left Sir Ekaf’s office and headed to the adventurer’s district with Asirye to purchase travel supplies.  

Asirye had traveled to the capital unexpectedly, so she was unprepared, and my adventurer work primarily consisted of day trips, so I needed to replenish almost everything.

It wasn’t a problem, though.  

The rain that had fallen the night of the incident at Envelde’s mansion seemed to have ushered in an early winter; snow felt imminent.  

Even if I had existing gear, it was time for an upgrade.

“Let’s splurge on cold-weather gear.”

“Agreed.  I’ve grown accustomed to Ogwen’s climate; the capital’s winter is harsh.”

“Let’s stop by the guild.  There are a few things I’ve had my eye on.”

A two-person tent.  

And a magically warm blanket.  

I hadn’t expected to purchase them so soon.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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Having made my decision, swift action was the next step.  

Donning proper casual clothes for the first time in a while, I headed to the Adventurer’s Guild with Asirye.  

While the city itself hadn’t drastically changed in the intervening days, a sense of accomplishment, of having shed a significant burden, made the world seem brighter, more vibrant.

It was… yes.

It felt like taking a vacation day for a leisurely stroll while everyone else was stuck at work.  

My attention was drawn to intriguing sights, and I found myself pausing more often, simply enjoying the newfound freedom.

Asirye, I was certain, had noticed this shift in my demeanor.  

She simply smiled more frequently, sharing in my observations, mirroring my relaxed pace without comment.

The guild hall, upon our arrival, was filled with unfamiliar furnishings, seemingly in preparation for the approaching winter.

Nothing particularly noteworthy, but the preparations were undeniably thorough: thicker curtains, a roaring fire in the secondary hearth that was usually unlit, a small mana-stone heater on the reception desk.

The adventurers passing through were also more heavily dressed than I recalled.  

As we approached the reception desk, the clerk, who typically greeted us with a perfunctory nod, offered a warm, welcoming smile.

“Eldmia!  It’s been ages! We thought something might have happened!”

It was the same clerk who had cheered and offered us a discount after the Dantel incident.

“Indeed. I’ve been rather preoccupied.  How have you been?”

“Same as always.  Haven’t seen Dantel around, which is a plus.  Shall I check for mail?”

“No, I doubt there’s anything.  The intended recipient is right here.”

Knowing that my frequent guild visits were primarily for exchanging letters with Asirye, the clerk’s thoughtful inquiry was appreciated.  

I gestured towards Asirye, and the clerk’s eyes widened in surprise.

Realizing that several other clerks, busy with their tasks, had overheard, I quickly changed the subject.

“Actually, I had a question.  I was provided with some supplies, including a tent, during a previous guild request. I was quite impressed with it.”

“Supplies? That’s quite rare.  Do you remember which request it was?”

“The one overseen by the Guild Master.”

“Ah.”

As she had indicated, it wasn’t a common occurrence.  

It was unlikely anyone but those directly involved would remember.  

The clerk excused herself and returned with an older gentleman.

“Greetings, Eldmia. I’m Medellin, the one who managed the supplies for that request.”

“A pleasure, Medellin. I’d like to purchase a similar tent.  Do you know where I could find one?”

“Glad you liked it.  It was from the Seneran Magic Library. They specialize in magical tools for adventurers. You should be able to buy one there.”

Whether he had been prepped or simply had an excellent memory, Medellin answered immediately.  

He retrieved something from under the counter.

“They’re shrewd businesspeople. They gave us this, anticipating such inquiries.”

He held a simple… what was it called? A pendulum?

A teardrop-shaped blue object dangled from a thin cord, resembling braided hair.

“Take this to the Dwarven District. It will react and guide you.  Returning it gets you a small discount.”

“Oh…”

The object itself was intriguing, but the Magic Library’s marketing strategy was even more so.  

Asirye, sharing my curiosity, stepped closer, examining the pendulum with interest.

“There’s also additional compensation pending for that request. We’ll process it as soon as possible.”

Even though the guild was likely waiting on the royal family’s response, Medellin politely apologized for the delay.

“No worries. These things take time.”

A courteous professional was always a welcome sight.  

I smiled and left the guild with Asirye.  

I could faintly hear the clerks gossiping, but I ignored them. 

Asirye, captivated by the pendulum, didn’t seem to notice.

“Simple, yet clever.  This will be interesting to see in action in the Dwarven District.”

“You find it intriguing?”

“The concept is fascinating. This person is clearly more of a merchant than a mage.”

Asirye shared my assessment.  

Satisfied with her examination, she returned the pendulum.

“I suspect they’ve made arrangements within the district.  To have such influence suggests a well-respected librarian, with considerable skill and resources.  It might be more expensive than you think.”

“I have a fair amount of gold. I doubt it will break the bank.”

Not just silver, but gold. 

Over twenty coins.  

Being the exclusive butler to a knightly heir was a lucrative position.  

Combined with my adventuring income and diligent saving habits, I had accumulated a substantial sum.

If they tried to charge me all of it for a tent, I would use the gold as a bludgeon.

“Everything is relative, of course.  Still, it’s good to try before you buy.”

“You’ll like it.”

Since it was a library, I also planned to purchase one of those mana-stone heaters.  

It would ensure a warm night’s sleep in the tent.  

While a luxury, it was compact and, with a luminescent stone, could double as a lantern.  

No reason to skimp on comfort.

Shopping was a strange beast.  

Even without buying extravagant items, the act of acquiring necessities with my own hard-earned money was strangely satisfying.  

It was a feeling distinct from purchasing everyday consumables.  

I felt a thrill of anticipation.

Perhaps due to the pleasant company or my buoyant mood, the journey to the Dwarven District felt remarkably short.  

As we crossed the district’s boundary, the pendulum in my hand began to glow faintly, lifting into the air.

“Oh.”

Even I found it fascinating.  

Activating my mana-enhanced vision revealed thin, almost invisible strands of mana connecting the pendulum to the streetlamps lining the road.

“It’s interacting with the streetlamps.”

“Oh? How… ah. You said you could see it.  That’s incredible.”

It was likely the first time I had used my ability so openly in front of Asirye, which explained her surprised reaction.

“But it doesn’t seem to do anything.  Magic that affects vision usually has a more noticeable effect.”

“It’s not magic…?”

“Hmm.  Even magical eyes are usually more distinct.  Well, being inconspicuous is a benefit.”

I explained what I saw, how the mana connected, and we continued towards a building that bore little resemblance to a library.

“The Seneran Magic Library?”

“This is just… a shop.”

I had been curious about libraries in this world.  

However, as Asirye observed, this was more akin to a general store.  

I glanced at the pendulum, now pointing resolutely at the shop, confirming my suspicions.



“Welcome!  The pendulum suggests you’ve come with the guild’s recommendation! What are you looking for?”

“This product is our latest model, featuring…”

“Magical tools are on the first floor, magical supplies for mages are on the second!”

I’d wager this was the busiest establishment in the entire Dwarven District.  

Even Vulcun’s forge wasn’t this packed.

“…This is… a magic library…?”

“This is just… a shop.”

I had been curious to see a library in this world.  

However, as Asirye had pointed out, this was simply a general store.  

I checked the pendulum, now pointing rigidly at the shop, confirming my suspicions.

“Welcome!  You’ve come with the guild’s recommendation! What can I get for you?”

The greeting was remarkably smooth and professional.  

The shops in the Dwarven District had a surprisingly modern approach to customer service.

The unmistakable aura of a carefully constructed trap, baited with smiles and questions, designed to ensnare customers.

“I’m interested in a tent similar to the one provided by the guild, and some other travel supplies.”

“Ah! Our Magic Library always provides the finest goods to meet the guild’s high standards!  You have excellent taste!”

I simply nodded at the well-worn sales pitch.  

Asirye, observing my reaction, adopted a serious expression and whispered,

“Eldmia, I don’t know the quality of their merchandise, but don’t be swayed by their sales tactics.”

“…I’ll be careful.”

I couldn’t very well tell her that I had encountered far more aggressive tactics in my previous life, so I simply nodded.

A modern person who had survived a post-apocalyptic world filled with pushy hawkers was immune to such ploys.

◇◇◇◆◇◇◇
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