
            There are countless subcultures in the world.

Even with reason, humans are still clearly animals that pursue pleasure.

As times progress, so too does entertainment culture.

People seek fun.

They enjoy pleasures that suit their individual tastes, alleviating the boredom of life.

I was no different.

"Calmly... don't get excited..."

Anime, genre novels, comics, and so on.

There were many different forms of entertainment, but the one I chose was 'games'.

There wasn't any special reason.

I simply liked the fact that I could proactively lead the story.

"Parry once here, then character switch... and a binding curse."

An action RPG game infamous for its extremely high difficulty.

'The World Seen by the Little Prince'

Contrary to its hopeful title, it was a crazy game where every route led to a bad ending.

The total number of endings discovered so far was 45.

Among them, the proportion of bad endings was 100%. In other words, exactly 45.

Truly a game with a perverted concept.

To have conceived so many branching points and conclusions, yet not include a single happy ending.

'No matter how I think about it, they're crazy bastards.'

Did they all collectively get shot in the head?

They were incomprehensible bastards.

I mulled over a slight curse directed at the developers, then refocused on the monitor.

On the other side of the screen stood a blond boy.

Half-closed eyelids. Playfully upturned lips. A tongue that seemed to flick out.

He was a character with an appearance commonly known as a 'slit-eyed character' in popular culture.

"......Finally, I'm back."

With a tense breath, I opened my eyes wide.

The mastermind who serves as the final boss in all routes of this game. Simultaneously, a deceiver who betrays the protagonist's party in every route.

He opened his mouth with a chilling smile.

[You've finally made it this far.]

[I truly want to commend your courage, but unfortunately, there's no time.]

[Because soon, that person will be resurrected.]

A short dialogue box flashed by.

Soon, the dark surroundings brightened, and the full-scale battle began.

Seeing the figure approaching, spewing out pitch-black shadows that sent shivers down my spine, I gripped the mouse tightly.

"Alright... let's do this."

A boss that was theoretically impossible to clear.

A character impossible to kill, even amidst the insane 1942nd attempt.

[Now, please die.]

[My beloved traveler. My utterly foolish friend.]

But I didn't give up.

Because I desperately wanted to see this world reach a happy ending.

With that sole determination, I moved my hands.

*Click*, with a clicking sound, screen recording began.

"Recording start. 1943rd try."

I calmly moved my lips.

A struggle solely to find the hidden 46th ending. I wanted a happy ending.

"Just you wait, you bastard."

I glared at the slit-eyed character on the screen.

This time, I will kill that bastard and create a new ending.

***

I shouldn't have.

The game called life was far more spectacular than I had imagined.

Yes. You guessed it right.

"I shouldn't have seen an ending like that."

I was transmigrated.

Dammit.

        
            Three years had passed since my transmigration.
A time that felt both short and long.
I wandered aimlessly in this world where I had suddenly fallen.
—Maybe, if I just wait a little longer, I can go back…?
At first, I harbored such hopes, but eventually, I had no choice but to accept reality.
The original story's event dates were rapidly approaching.
Yes, that was exactly it.
Transmigration is cold.
So cold, in fact, it was perfect for freezing to death.

‘I liked games, but I never wished for life itself to be a game.’
A persistent, overwhelming feeling of disillusionment.
I couldn’t stop the sigh that suddenly escaped me.
As I stood there, quietly pinching the bridge of my nose, I saw shimmering blond hair in the mirror.

“……”
I silently gazed at my reflection in the mirror.
Softly shimmering blond hair, half-lidded eyelids, and a subtly scheming smile.
It was the appearance of a typical 'squinty-eyed' character.

Yuda Snakers.
That was the name of the body I had transmigrated into.
Why, of all people, did I have to transmigrate into him?
He was the mastermind who played the role of the final boss in every route, and a deceiver who betrayed the protagonist's party in every route.
He was always the central figure who led the ending to ruin.

I had pressed the play button 1,943 times just to try and clear this bastard’s route.
I couldn’t count how many frustrations I had faced.
On my last try, I miraculously defeated him, but then I was dragged in without mercy.
I couldn’t even see the ending I had waited so long for. Damn it.

“Heh heh… This isn’t a very pleasant feeling.”
I definitely intended to spit out some curses, but what came out was a ridiculous way of speaking.
And my voice was so calm.
It was impossible to see it as the reaction of an angry person.
This was all because of this damned body.

—Ding!
[Trait 'Smiling Mask' is activated.]
[Composure is maintained in any situation. Basic dignity is not lost, and inner emotions are not outwardly expressed.]

A blue screen appeared before my eyes.
It was the status window. It looked exactly like the UI from the game.
I let out a short hum and glared at the words. Of course, perhaps due to the trait, it was replaced by a humming sound and a profound gaze.

‘Trait: Smiling Mask.’
Always maintaining a relaxed smile and a cunning demeanor.
I supposed it was a setting meant to emphasize the 'squinty-eyed character' vibe.
Low-dignity speech and actions were automatically censored, and behaviors that deviated from the character's personality were suppressed. Just like now.

“Oh my goodness.”
=Damn it.
“Good heavens.”
=This sucks.
“Hmm, how unbelievable.”
=Damn it, what a shitty situation this is.
It was roughly like this.

The strange formal speech mixed into my tone could also be attributed to the trait.
Not only did I transmigrate into the final boss, but I was also prevented from swearing.
‘This is so unfairly sad.’
I couldn’t say ‘damn it’ out loud, nor could I say ‘shit’.
Wasn’t this how the hero Hong Gildong felt too?
I shed tears inwardly.

As I suppressed my frustration and tidied my clothes, a call came from beyond the door.
—Young Master, it’s time to leave.
It was a servant attending to me.
I gave a casual nod of acknowledgment and finished getting ready.

Today was a special day.
It was the day I would leave the Snakers Count’s family, where I had lived for the past three years, and head to the academy.
How much I had lived cautiously during that time.
A mansion completely devoid of human warmth.
It was like a desert at night, perhaps.
A cold, dark, and lonely space.
Finally, the day had come to escape this damned household and go to the academy, brimming with hope.

‘Well… even if I say this, it’s still something to have transmigrated into a noble’s child, isn’t it?’
If I had transmigrated into a street beggar or a slave, wouldn’t I have died quickly, adaptation or not?
Not that transmigrating into Yuda was good, though.
I casually brushed away such thoughts and walked towards the waiting carriage.

“Please have a safe journey.”
The butler saw me off with a brusque greeting.
His mechanically bowed back showed not a hint of warmth. He was simply devoid of color.
I stood still and gazed at him.
If I left for the academy like this, I wouldn’t be able to return for at least three years.
There was no sign of worry or regret whatsoever.
It was the same for the other servants.
Not a single person treated me with kindness.

‘…The Count didn’t even come out to see me off.’
A mansion that was strangely cold.
Servants who harbored no warmth.
The Count, who didn’t even come out to see off his only child as he departed.
It was a harsh place.
Having been born and raised in such a place, it was no wonder the child wasn’t normal.
Perhaps Yuda had his own story, too?
I clicked my tongue silently and turned my gaze away.

“Then, I’ll be off.”
It wasn't really my concern.
The mastermind’s reason for destroying the world. I wasn’t curious about such things.
The gazes that looked at me with cold eyes.
Perhaps they resembled winter itself.
I deftly navigated the frosty glare. Such chilliness was familiar to me.
I simply boarded the carriage.

***

‘The World Seen By The Little Prince.’
It was a game that once swept the globe with a craze, and the title of the work I had transmigrated into.
It was even considered the undisputed top in the action RPG genre.
Outstanding hit feeling, magnificent artwork, and attractive female characters.
It was a work with many charming points, but the most highly praised part was the story.

A story that reinterpreted a familiar fairy tale in a fantasy style.
The reason I first played the original was precisely because of this fresh concept.
—What is this…? The Little Prince?
—Everyone says it’s fun. Shall I play it just for kicks?
At the time, I didn’t know.
That I would become a gaming addict who even uploaded strategy videos online.
I even went crazy trying to find hidden endings, frantically searching, and ended up transmigrating.
If I could go back to that time, I would quietly press the cancel purchase button.
It was already spilled milk.

“How regrettable.”
=Life sucks.
I mumbled to myself, shaking off distracting thoughts.
Before my neatly placed steps stood a massive main gate.
It seemed I had arrived at my destination while lost in various thoughts.
I surveyed my surroundings.
Tall walls, beautifully decorated pathways, majestic buildings.
Only after taking in that scenery did it slowly begin to feel real.
Scenes I had only seen beyond a screen were now unfolding before my very eyes.

‘Gallimard Academy.’
The original story unfolds with this place as its setting.
The plot expands, centered around the daily life and events that occur at the academy.
A slight childlike wonder stirred within me.
My heart felt warm and fuzzy.
It was an unavoidable reaction.
Although the reality of transmigration was grim, I was still a huge fan of [The World Seen By The Little Prince], after all.
It was these small things that drew me in.

“Heh heh… It’s a much more magnificent place than I imagined.”
The continent’s finest educational institution.
Its splendor certainly lived up to that name.
The academy’s scale was also overwhelmingly vast, reportedly resembling a small city.
I walked, recalling the sentences I had read in the lore book.

Near the main gate, quite a crowd was bustling about.
Presumably, they were all gathered for today's scheduled academy entrance examination.
I quietly stood and listened.
—So, what do you think this entrance exam will be like?
—Of course, I’m confident!
—Hmm… there are a lot of competitors this time.
—Indeed. There are too many children from prestigious families, so it seems it will be tough.
—Ah  I’m hungry!

The children held their own murmurs.
A tremor steeped in half worry, half excitement. It was a scene exuding a cozy, harmonious scent.
Perhaps it was because I had lived only in the desolate mansion until now.
Simply being immersed in the conversations I heard made me feel a sense of stability.

‘Yes, this is what a place where people live is like.’
I gently curled the corners of my lips upwards.
Though it had transformed into a somewhat dangerous and cunning smile due to my trait, I decided to just let it be.
Just as I was passing the time like that.

—Do you even know whose path you dared to block?!
—You commoner girl, you dare…!
A noisy atmosphere brushed past my ears.
A nervous, echoing voice.
When I turned my head to find its source, I saw a spot where gazes were particularly focused.
There, a girl had fallen.

—I, I’m sorry… I was walking distractedly and bumped into you by mistake.
It was clearly a quarrel from the looks of it.
Piecing together the conversations, it seemed the girl had collided with the child of some noble.

—What if the Young Master had gotten hurt?!
—I’m sorry… hiccup…
Actually, the one who suffered damage from the collision was the girl.
She was the one rolling on the ground, she was the one who got injured, and she was the one holding back tears.
But when do ruffians ever care about such things?
They were probably just acting up because she bothered them.
I scratched my head indifferently.
It was better not to get involved in such matters.
Troublesome events were definitely not welcome.

Just as I was about to dismiss my interest with such thoughts, the girl’s previously obscured face came into view.
“……Oh?”
Pink hair reaching her waist.
Shimmering green eyes, moist with tears.
A cute, puppy-like impression, and a firm physique with graceful curves.
It was someone I knew.

“Regia Filers…?”
Regia Filers.
The main character who drives the story in the game [The World Seen By The Little Prince], and the character with the highest importance.
In other words, the protagonist of the original story.
I recognized her instantly, thanks to her distinctive attire.
As she was modeled after the 'pilot' character from fairy tales, she wore unique equipment.
A somewhat rustic-style jacket, worn leather gloves, and flight goggles hanging around her neck.
Only one person wore such a fashion.

“This is why commoners are so utterly inferior!”
“Ugh, hiccup… I’m so sorryyy…”
I moved my steps as if enchanted.
Towards the girl who was continuously bowing her head, tears dripping down.

“I, I didn’t do it on purpose, the Young Master suddenly ran up to me….”
“How dare you blame me now?”
“B-but… I was clearly, s-standing still.”
“This insolent girl!!”
“A startled cry…!”

The Young Master was being unreasonable and threatening the girl.
It seemed he was completely off guard, perhaps trusting in the strength of his escort knights.
I, who had somehow ended up standing behind him, raised my foot.
“Oops  Excuse me!”
And then, I immediately kicked him square in the behind.

        
            Should I say a sudden annoyance flared up inside me?

Perhaps it was an absurd thought like, ‘Our precious protagonist is in danger!!’ that led to my actions.

One thing was for sure.

“Ugh…”

There was a piglet rolling around in front of me.

And the one who had knocked him over was none other than me.

“Haha, this is quite awkward.”

My lips curved into a gentle smile.

It was a sly grin.

I tried my best to look good-natured, but perhaps due to my trait, it wasn’t easy.

No matter what I did, I couldn’t shake off the sinister feeling.

Well, what could I do?

I gave up for the most part and bent down.

Then, I spoke to the piglet lying ridiculously on the ground.

“I unintentionally committed a discourtesy. Young Master, are you alright?”

“Th-this…! Who the hell are you?!”

The fellow suddenly flared up, screaming.

As the pain from the shock subsided, it seemed fury over falling had surged.

His reaction is bigger than I expected.

“Oh dear  I’m so sorry, what should I do?”

“Where did this lowlife crawl out from! How dare you knock over the son of Baron Hollinte?!”

“My steps were hurried, so my eyes were dim, you see.”

“Are you calling that an excuse…!”

“Your voice is quite booming.”

I expressed my regrets for the piglet’s anger and elegantly introduced myself.

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Yuda Snakers, the sole heir of the Snakers Count family.”

“Snakers…?”

The fellow, who had been raging a moment ago, faltered.

It seemed the name ‘Snakers’ had put a brake on him.

Yes, it would be strange if he didn’t know.

It was a family that belonged to the prestigious nobility, after all.

Gazing at his stiffening face, I smiled brightly.

“Th-the Viper Count family…? If so, are you the Viper’s son?”

“It’s an honor that you remember me.”

“Ah…”

The pig’s face turned stark white.

It seemed he had realized he was utterly screwed.

But what good was late regret?

The snake, coiled tightly around its prey, had no intention of letting go.

‘What? The Baron Hollinte family?’

As far as I knew, it was a truly worthless family with no roots, no wealth, and no talent.

And yet, it dared to bully a commoner?

And our lovely protagonist, at that?

“I-I’m sorry…! I, I didn’t recognize a person of your stature and was rude…!”

The fellow hastily bowed his head.

The way he bent his back, which had been stiff just a moment ago, was truly pathetic.

Well, he probably had good reason to react that way.

He had publicly humiliated the son of a prestigious family in front of others.

“Huhu… so you were aware of your rudeness?”

“I’m sorry. I truly am sorry…!”

“Hmm?”

I deliberately tilted my head as if to mock him.

It was unfortunate news for him, but I had no intention of being lenient.

I had no interest in such pathetic apologies.

‘If he was going to apologize, it should have been to our poor protagonist, not me.’

Then I might have considered it a little.

Pushing aside the bad thoughts that coiled in my mind, I chuckled.

“How amusing.”

With a leisurely remark, I extended my hand.

An elegant motion, like a snake parting the bushes.

It lightly touched the pig’s shoulder, bestowing a chilling sensation.

“Seeing you acting so presumptuously… makes me laugh without realizing it.”

He flinched, his eyebrows trembling.

I know this type of fellow very well.

People who are so full of pride and inferiority that they’ll do anything to show off.

They are the kind of humans I despise the most.

The way to mess with this type of person is simple.

It’s to shatter their pride.

Humiliate them, ridicule them, ignore them, and destroy their unique sense of self-worth.

“It’s pathetic, wouldn’t you say?”

Yes, operation name.

Ridicule with all your might.

I lightly flicked my tongue out.

Between my parted lips, my uniquely seductive voice leaked out.

I didn’t put much thought into my lines.

After all, if I just rambled, my ‘Smiling Mask’ trait would take care of it.

“Judging by your recent remarks, you seem more suited to a street thug than a noble, wouldn’t you agree?”
=Did you chew on a rag? And you call yourself a noble?

“Furthermore, to shout at such a delicate young lady… I see no chivalry in that.”
=No guts? If you’re going to live like that, just cut it off.

“Contrary to your imposing physique, your character seems rather small.”
=You’re built big, but your mind is tiny as hell.

“Baroness must have a hard time. Well, they do say raising children is the hardest.”
=Your mom.

A fierce barrage of blows.

The fellow seemed dazed by the dizzying onslaught of insults.

How about that? This is a K-gamer’s teabagging.

The key here is the other students watching us.

The sight of the fellow, who was raging like a tiger just a few minutes ago, being exposed as nothing more than a coward.

The onlookers would mock him.

And the more they did, the more his pride would crumble.

“You truly are a unique individual.”
=Idiot.

As I continued my delightful humiliation, a girl suddenly came into my sight.

Pink hair, trembling green eyes.

It was our lovely protagonist.

‘Regia Filers.’

She was kneeling on the ground, looking up at me.

Trembling like a frightened rabbit.

As expected, she was just as cute as I remembered from the game.

I gave her a light wink.

Towards the girl whose gaze met mine, as if to tell her not to worry too much.

‘That reminds me… it seems it’s about time.’

I muttered, checking the time.

No sooner had that thought crossed my mind than a voice echoed in my ear.

<The entrance exam will begin shortly.>

<All applicants, please proceed as guided.>

A broadcast that cut off the flow.

Only then did I stop my humiliation and removed my hand from the fellow’s shoulder.

His face was flushed red.

His arms were trembling, so it seemed he was terribly ashamed.

“Shall we stop here for now? I hope we don’t have to meet again!”
=Don’t mess with me. Unless you want to die.

I smiled brightly.

This time, I didn’t hide my sinister aura at all.

It was a blatant warning.

“…Thank you for your generosity.”

The fellow bit his lip for a moment, then bowed his head and retreated.

He was truly a textbook ‘third-rate villain.’

It really made me feel like this was inside a game.

Chewing on my idle thoughts, I moved my feet towards a certain direction.

“Lady.”

Our protagonist, trembling quietly.

I extended my hand to her.

“Are you alright?”

“……Ah.”

The girl, who had been momentarily lost in thought, soon came to her senses and took my hand.

“Th-thank you…”

“Don’t mention it.”

“I was in a difficult situation, but you saved me.”

“Haha, I merely did what I had to do.”

“B-but still, you ultimately saved me…”

The protagonist, who didn’t spare her words of gratitude even though it was merely my personal ‘punishment’ of the other person.

I could already feel how kind-hearted she was.

It felt like my chest was overflowing.

This person truly was the ‘Regia Filers’ I knew.

I’m a fan. Hug me.

I swallowed those words with effort, a smile playing on my lips.

“You might have heard earlier, but… my name is Yuda Snakers.”

“My name is Regia Filers.”

“Our meeting like this must be fate. Would you like to accompany me?”

“Ac-accompany you?”

“You see, this is my first time at the Academy. I didn’t even bring an attendant, so I was feeling quite lonely on this unfamiliar path.”

“Ah…”

Her green eyes pondered for a moment.

It was probably due to her personality of being awkward around nobles. It was still the early part of the game, after all.

The girl hesitated for a moment, then nodded.

“…If Young Master is alright with it.”

“It would be my honor.”

It was like meeting an idol I had admired for a long time.

As I was immersed in an indescribable emotion, the broadcast hurried us once again.

<We are announcing again.>

<The entrance exam will begin shortly.>

<All applicants, please proceed as guided.>

I spoke.

Towards our frozen protagonist.

“Shall we go then?”

“Yes…!”

Three years since my transmigration.

Finally, entering the Academy.

***

During the past three years, I had many worries.

As I was suddenly dragged into this world, my confusion was also immense.

-This must be a dream…?

-Or have I really gone insane? Damn it, I should have played less games.

-I don’t know anything anymore…

It seems there was a period of wandering.

To adapt to a new environment, sufficient time is always necessary, isn’t it?

I was no different.

It was only after about a month had passed that I realized.

That this entire situation was real.

And that there was no way back.

Having realized this cruel truth, I resolved to live in accordance with this world.

There’s nothing more foolish than clinging to something you can’t control.

It’s wiser to accept it.

-Well… come to think of it, it’s not so bad, is it?

I decided to look on the bright side.

After all, it had been a lonely life without a single person by my side, so I had no lingering attachments.

It was also fortunate that I had transmigrated into the game I had delved into so deeply.

-I should see the ending this time.

Hadn’t I transmigrated into the body of the final boss, for once?

Perhaps this was an opportunity given to my gamer life, which had burned tens of thousands of hours.

1943 repeated tries.

I had been dragged here without ever seeing the ending in the end, so I had never witnessed it.

The ending where this world ends happily.

-This time, for sure.

An unfulfilled dream is like that.

I wanted a sparkling story.

That was also why I had obediently come to the Academy, following the original plot.

My goal was simple.

Enjoy Academy life, help the protagonist’s party. Prevent the world’s destruction.

In the end, I wanted a happy ending.

-And in the process… it would be nice to get close to the original characters.

It was my life’s game, after all.

If the characters I had only ever seen on screen were running around in front of my eyes, how deeply moving would that be?

It was the undeniable heart of a true otaku.

If I got close to them, I would definitely treat them well.

I’d deal with dangerous enemies for them, and I’d dote on them diligently.

If Yuda in the original story was a traitor who deceived everyone, I resolved to become a reliable ally.

Yes, I clearly resolved to do that, but…

“……Ugh, ugh.”

Why is she like this since earlier?

“Regia-yang. Aren’t you too stiff?”

“Ah… I-I’m sorry!”

“Oh my  I wasn’t asking for an apology, you know.”

Regia flinched at my light remark.

She looked like a frightened rabbit.

‘What is it? She wasn’t originally this timid.’

I tilted my head.

There was a setting that she found nobles difficult to deal with, but it wasn’t this much.

Her unique innocence wasn’t visible.

‘What’s the problem?’

I pondered for a moment, scanning the girl.

It didn’t take long for me to figure out the reason.

“It seems you hurt your wrist?”

“Ah.”

Had she hurt it when she fell earlier?

Regia kept rubbing her wrist.

It seemed my probing question was correct, as the girl gave a wry smile.

“…I think I just twisted it a little.”

“This is quite serious. An injury right before the exam.”

“It’s alright. It’s not painful enough to affect the exam.”

“Still, I’m worried.”

I let out a quiet hum.

Was there anything I could do?

After fretting for a moment, I suddenly remembered something and rummaged through my pocket.

“Regia-yang. How about using this?”

“This is… a bandage?”

What I pulled out was none other than a bandage.

A pure white, medical bandage, not a speck of dust on it.

I nonchalantly handed it over.

It clearly wasn’t a size that would fit in a coat pocket, but let’s just gloss over that.

Ignorance is bliss sometimes.

“It just happened to be in my pocket. I would be happy if Regia-yang would use it.”

“Uh… uh-oh?”

“Here.”

“H-how, from such a small pocket…?”

“It’s a secret.”

I slyly evaded the flustered girl’s question.

To prevent any further questions, I grabbed the unsuspecting girl’s arm.

“H-huh…?”

“Just bear with it for a moment. I intend to fix it so it doesn’t get worse.”

I unwound the bandage and wrapped it directly around her wrist.

Regia, who had initially seemed flustered, soon accepted my gentle touch.

“Th-thank you… I feel like I’ve been nothing but trouble since we first met.”

“You don’t need to feel burdened.”

“But…”

“I am simply overjoyed to have been of assistance to Regia-yang.”

“Huh…?”

Oh dear. Had I spoken too nostalgically?

Regia floated several question marks above her head.

The pink-haired girl tilted her head and carefully parted her lips.

“Do you… perhaps know me, Young Master?”

“Hmm?”

“Ah, no… it’s just that you seem to be treating me too intimately…”

The next thing that flew at me was, as expected, an awkward question.

How should I explain this?

Just as I was letting out a faint smile.

What saved me from that situation was a deep voice from behind me.

“Yuda Snakers. It’s your turn next.”

It was the assistant instructor supervising the entrance exam.

He held the list of applicants, tapped his pen a few times, then cast a light gaze my way.

“Please follow the instructions and proceed to the examination hall.”

“Ah  Of course! I’ll go right away!”

Since it was a chance to avoid answering, I raised my hand high and stood up.

Nice timing.

“It’s my turn. I’ll take the exam and be right back.”

“Oh, oh… Yes, yes! Good luck with the exam…!”

“Haha! I’m delighted you’re cheering me on!”

Well then, I’ll be off!

With that final remark, I moved my feet towards the examination hall.

***

Stepping into the examination hall with a pounding heart.

I was full of anticipation.

The continent’s foremost educational institution, and the setting of the original story: Galimar Academy.

What interesting things would happen, I wondered?

As a prestigious institution, surely the entrance exam would be innovative and exciting, right?

“You simply need to attack the target placed here.”

However, it didn’t take long for that expectation to be shattered.

I asked the assistant instructor with a vacant expression.

“Are you perhaps referring to that very small, precious, and adorable doll standing in front of me as the target?”

“That is correct.”

“Good heavens…”

I exhaled a sigh of disappointment.

My gaze was fixed on a single scarecrow-like doll standing all alone.

I had wanted something more spectacular.

“I trust you know how the score will be measured.”

I don’t.

“The individuals in the waiting area have been able to observe other applicants’ exams, as we’ve been broadcasting it continuously with magic tools.”

I was busy chatting with our protagonist, so I didn’t see it.

“I wish you the best of luck.”

Damn it.

I couldn’t very well give those answers to the assistant instructor who was scoring.

Couldn’t I just adjust it appropriately and hit it?

I should have listened to the instructions properly if I had known this…

‘……Sigh.’

Late regret was useless.

Accepting the cruel reality, I silently shed tears inwardly and took my stance.

It was a stance for casting magic.

‘The magical output… should I just aim for a middle-tier ranking?’

I quietly examined the target.

It wasn’t an ordinary doll after all.

Various spell structures for defense, absorption, and calculation were woven within the fabric.

So it lived up to its name as ‘the best’ after all.

‘I need to be careful… not to get caught.’

I had no intention of taking first place.

A position that garners a lot of attention always comes with a corresponding amount of bother.

I declined.

I wouldn’t take it even if they gave it to me.

‘Just enough so the doll doesn’t break.’

With a small muttered thought, I aimed my finger.

A finger gun formed by extending my thumb and forefinger.

As mana condensed at my fingertips, it coalesced into a single, jet-black bullet.

“Bang.”

Whoosh—!

Leaving a sound like escaping air behind, darkness shot forth.

A rapidly flying projectile.

The next moment, it reached the target’s forehead.

Thwack—!

The shadow powerfully struck the defensive spell.

The fiercely spinning bullet seemed as if it would directly pierce its brow, but then it gradually lost momentum.

Though its appearance was humble, its essence was an entrance exam prepared by the Academy.

It wouldn’t easily allow a breakthrough.

Ultimately, the mana bullet scattered without leaving even a scratch.

Clatter…!

The doll, which had been standing still, toppled over from the impact.

I surveyed the target sprawled on the ground.

‘This should be fine, right?’

The doll wasn’t broken, and the magic I cast wasn’t particularly flashy.

There was nothing to attract attention.

Just about average output for the Academy.

Even I thought it was perfectly clean control.

“Wow  controlling power is really hard, isn’t it?”

I mumbled so no one could hear.

With a smug smile, I dusted my hand, which still had residual mana.

Perfect.

According to plan.

“Huhu, once I’m done, shall I go watch Regia-yang’s exam?”

……At the time, I had no idea.

That the Academy staff.

The professors observing through the magic tools, were in an uproar because of my exam.

        
            Breaths echoed through the wide room.
As if she had held her breath for a long time, her ragged breathing hungrily sought oxygen.
The calm air became boisterously tainted.
At the center of this chaos, a woman lay collapsed.

"Cough, hack···!"
Finally, she even coughed up a gasp.
Her name was Selena Drunkerd.
She held the position of Head Professor and was currently the person in charge of overseeing the entrance examination.
Her red eyes trembled.
Her long purple hair cascaded across the floor.
Suddenly collapsed, Selena couldn't get up for a while and had to catch her breath.
A solitary groan escaped her lips.

"What in the world is this······."
Her sentence couldn't conclude, scattering into fragments.
Only a persistent aftershock remained.
The purple-haired woman, clutching her forehead, recalled the scene she had just witnessed.

<Surely by "target" you mean··· that very small, precious, and adorable doll standing before me?>
The examination of a boy named Yuda Snakers.
Selena had linked her consciousness to the target of that examination.
It was a unique mental magic she had developed.
For a certain period, one could possess a designated inanimate object.
Her examination method was unusual.
It involved directly experiencing the opponent's attacks while in the doll's state, and then assigning a score.
In short, it meant taking the hit directly.

-You'll directly take the students' attacks?
-Haha··· Selena. I knew you were eccentric, but I didn't realize it was this much.
-Professor Selena··· You're not sick, are you?
-Perhaps you've gone mad from too much drinking······.
-Sigh.
-I knew this would happen.
-After drinking so much, you've finally lost your mind.

Despite her fellow professors' dissuasion, Selena didn't care.
Because she knew it was safe.
It was magic she had experimented with thousands of times.
Noisy worries could simply be proven by results.
In fact, for the past five years, Selena had led the entrance examinations without any problems.
She even secured the position of Head Professor as a reward for her contributions.
It had certainly been that way······.

'Unbelievable.'
She felt a fear of death.
When the boy's magic struck the doll, an unknown pressure briefly crushed the woman.
A sense directly linked to survival rang an alarm.

<Bang.>
Why was that?
It wasn't a particularly strong blow.
The raw output of the magic itself was only on par with the academy's average.
However, there was something.
Like a venomous snake hidden in the shadows, a chilling sense of unease flickered its tongue.
A feeling as if a snake was licking her nape.
It was the intuition possessed by superhumans.

'No. I'll die.'
If the boy applied even a little more force like this, it felt as though not only the doll but her own head would split open.
She hastily released the link.
As the doll's vision cut out, she saw.

<Wow  It's hard to control my power, you know?>
There was a squinting eye, muttering with a sly smile.
Power control? What did that mean?
Without time to think, Selena collapsed.
After taking time to calm down, she was now back to the present situation.

"Ugh, ugh······."
Her forehead throbbed as if it would shatter.
Stumbling to her feet, Selena roughly guzzled from a liquor bottle on her desk.
The strong alcoholic scent diluted the pain.
Yet, the tremor in her fingertips didn't disappear.

"Ha."
A hollow laugh suddenly escaped her.
Was she really going mad from alcohol?
He was just a kid who hadn't even had his coming-of-age ceremony yet, so what did she see in him that terrified her so much?
She couldn't understand herself.

[Magic Power Measurement]
Name: Yuda Snakers
Attribute: Darkness
Power: C+
[Predicted Entrance Rank: 607th]
(Top 53%)

"······."
The measured value reflected in the crystal ball.
Selena remained silent.
It was a value derived from a thoroughly objective perspective, based on numerous data points.
She felt the same way herself.
The First Princess of the Empire entering this term.
The twin siblings from the 'Vanity Ducal Family,' known as a renowned swordsmanship household.
Other prodigies called rising stars.
Compared to them, his output was infinitely inferior.
So ordinary and simple that comparing them felt almost apologetic.

'But.'
Selena hesitated to record.
It was a reason difficult to explain.
To put it simply, it was a kind of intuition.
As a strong individual, it was a caution towards an existence she couldn't understand.

"······This is crazy."
Even thinking that, the woman picked up her pen.
She wanted to test it.
What she had seen.
The pen nib, sliding as if held by a drunk, left letters on the paper.

[Top Student - Yuda Snakers]
In the spot that should have originally gone to the First Princess, she filled in the boy.
If he was just chaff, he'd be filtered out anyway.
Selena simply wanted to know.
The true identity of 'that' which had briefly shown itself beyond his empty smile.

"If the dean finds out about this··· he'll raise hell again."
Thus, an unexpected top student was born.

Meanwhile, the person who was about to be caught in a sudden storm······.
"It seems my act worked well, don't you think?"
=Wow, the mastermind is hiding his power. Goosebumps.
He was reportedly muttering something to himself, unaware of anything.

***

The entrance examination ended anticlimactically.
I sat quietly, waiting for Regia's turn to finish.

"······."
I pouted my lips timidly.
If I looked like I had a complaint, you'd be right.
Because I was full of grumbling at the moment.

-You just need to attack the target here.
It felt like I had been scammed.
I had clearly expected something amazing, but I never imagined it would be so anticlimactic.
It was like biting into what I thought was chicken, only for it to be fried tofu.
Anyway, I was disappointed.

'Still, it was my first event······.'
Honestly, I knew absolutely nothing about the entrance examination.
The original work always started after the academy entry point.
It was an unknown world, after all.
How much my heart had pounded in anticipation.

"Sigh."
I was a bit calmer now, but my disappointment at the examination venue had been truly immense.
It was hard to suppress the surging sense of betrayal.
Naturally, because of that, I think I might have released a bit of killing intent······.

"Well, it seems no one noticed."
Even the assistant supervising the exam didn't catch on.
They probably only felt a slight chill.
Unless someone was truly perceptive, they would have certainly just overlooked it.
Everything was proceeding according to plan.
Class is indeed eternal, I suppose.
Even if some of its luster had faded, I was still an old-timer who had memorized the strategy guide by heart.

'I uploaded strategy guide videos and they became a huge hit··· I even debuted as a content creator.'
Memories came flooding back.
I was the one who had garnered 3 million subscribers with my specialized videos on 'The World Seen by the Little Prince.'
You could say I was the best gamer.
If it weren't for this sudden possession, I would have become the only player to find the hidden ending and been remembered as a legend.
It was a little infuriating.

"Ah, my departed glory."
A humorous lament scattered into the air.
As I was lost in thought, a large screen projected into the sky came into view.
It was a display showing the situation in the examination hall.
Light from a magic tool created a screen in the air.

<Screeeech!!!>
A fierce roar pierced the eardrums.
In the reflected scene, a large-bodied, winged lizard was roaring.
Beautiful deep crimson scales.
A presence exuding dense mana.
A rarely seen mythical beast: a Wyvern.
Perhaps it had just breathed fire, as embers lingered around its mouth.
Exclamations of awe erupted among the examinees watching the test.

<Well done, Afri!>
<That flame was the best this time too!>
Following that, a refreshing voice was heard.
Following the camera's panning, a pink-haired girl appeared on screen.
She was riding on the beast's back.
Her appearance, wearing old goggles, was exactly as it had been in the game.

<Good job, good job  You did so well, our cute Afri !>
A hand casually stroked the formidable-looking creature.
Indeed, she was exactly the protagonist I remembered.
I noted that the examination was nearing its end and stood up to greet the girl.

Wyvern Rider.
That was the moniker used for Regia in the game.
Summoners were common enough, but those who could handle such rare creatures were few.
It was indeed a protagonist-worthy ability.

"Oh? Young Master Snakers···?"
"Regia."
I raised my hand lightly to greet the girl.
Following her steps towards the back gate, I moved my feet along with her.

"That was a splendid performance. Truly, I couldn't help but be amazed."
"Hehe··· So you were watching."
"Of course."
"I feel a little shy."
Her cheeks flushed, as if unaccustomed to compliments.
Just moments ago, she had been a formidable rider, but now she was undeniably just a girl.
I chuckled softly.

"Have confidence. Regia, you possess truly brilliant talent."
"Ugh, ugh······."
Her fair face quickly flushed hot.
It looked as if steam was rising from her.
Finding her reaction amusing, I teased the girl several more times.
Until her pretty lips eventually stuck out in a pout.

"Hey there  Regia?"
"······"
"Are you perhaps sulking?"
"······No."
She's sulking.
I chuckled, enjoying her innocent reaction.
She could have gotten angry at least once, but seeing her not do so truly showed she was our protagonist.
To not be swayed even by the whispers of a wicked snake.

"How admirable."
"Ughhh······."
After a brief moment of enjoyable time.
Our steps had already taken us outside the academy.
Unfortunately, it was time to return to our respective lodgings.
Entry to the dormitory was restricted until admission processing was complete, so we had to stay somewhere nearby.
I had a specific inn reserved, and Regia probably did too.

I clapped my hands lightly and spoke.
"Well then! Shall we part ways here?"
"Ah··· you're right. We're already outside."
The girl nodded belatedly.
A hint of regret seemed to linger in her green eyes.
Perhaps I was the first person she had truly befriended.
Since she had been wandering the continent alone until now, she might be feeling a little lonely.
I winked to reassure her.

Even if I, who always have squinting eyes, winked, it would probably only look like a furrowed brow.
But the intention is what matters, isn't it?

"Friend······."
Regia chewed on the word in place.
Her reaction was as if she hadn't expected to hear such a thing.
The girl, who had been stiff, soon clenched her small fists and her eyes sparkled.

"Yes···! Let's definitely meet after we've both been admitted!"
"Hehe, then I'll be going."
With that, I turned my back.
As if suddenly remembering something, I added one more word.

"Please be careful on your way back."
Because it seems like rats are scurrying about.
I continued my steps.
My toes pointed towards an alleyway.
The liar moved in the exact opposite direction from the inn I had reserved.

***

A street a little way outside the academy.
It was an alley where darkness prevailed more than light, due to the complex tangle of buildings.
Though not a pleasant-feeling place, traces of people were still found here.
Mostly beggars asking for alms.
Occasionally, drunkards also appeared, seemingly inebriated.
Originally, it was a place where only profound silence descended.
But now, it was different.
Because there was noise coming from a secluded corner.

Thump, thud-!
The sound of something being beaten.
Followed by an anger-soaked voice.

"Damn it! Damn it! Die···!"
The owner of the voice was Dexter Hollinte.
The second son of the Hollinte Baron family, and a noble of high lineage.
He was violently swinging his fists.
On the ground, a young beggar lay sprawled.
Judging by his bloodied face, he seemed to have been beaten for a long time.

"Damn it! You fucking bastard! I'll kill you!"
Thud, thump-!
The violence showed no signs of stopping.
He was swinging his hands with murderous intent, but there was no particular reason for it.
It was merely an outlet for his anger.

-How amusing.
-Seeing him act so brazenly··· I can't help but laugh.
The voice lingered in his ears.
The more it did, the more Dexter gritted his teeth.
If he didn't vent his rage like this, the squinting eyes that had mocked him kept coming to mind.

"······."
The young beggar, who looked to be around ten years old.
The child didn't even flinch from the relentless, unjust violence.
No, it was closer to 'couldn't'.
A corpse couldn't resist.

"Daaamnnn it!!!"
"Young Master, it's almost time for us to leave."
"Shut up!!"
"······Yes."
Seeing Dexter completely lose his reason, the guard knight sighed inwardly.
What in the world was he doing?
Crawling into the slums just to vent his anger, and beating up beggars.
It was a pathetic situation beyond words.
Perhaps the only saving grace was that he wasn't doing this at the mansion.
After all, assaulting beggars was certainly better than assaulting servants.

After a short wait.
Dexter flung the ragged child onto the ground.
"Haa, haa······."
His body was drenched in sweat, but his rage had not yet subsided.
Especially after being mocked so much.
Dexter gritted his teeth.

"This is all that bitch's fault. Damn it."
Regia Filers.
That commoner mongrel bitch who bumped into him.
If it hadn't been for her, he wouldn't have encountered the snake's son, nor would he have suffered such humiliation.
Dexter shouted at the guard knight.

"You!"
"Yes, Young Master."
"Find out the whereabouts of that commoner bitch··· Regia Filers."
"Are you planning retaliation?"
"What's it to you?! Just shut up and find out!"
The guard knight, unable to resist the scolding, nodded.
At his expression, Dexter seemed to click his tongue, then slyly muttered.

"To make me suffer such humiliation··· I'll show her a lesson."
Come to think of it, her chest was quite large.
Her face was also fairly pretty.
The pig's lips twisted into an ominous grin.

"It would be good to use her as a one-night toy too. I'll torment her until she begs for her life."
Dexter cackled, harboring gruesome fantasies.
Just as he was leading his guard to leave the alley, a blurry figure appeared in his sight.

"······Ha."
A man standing in the opposite alley, as if blocking the way.
Dexter furrowed his brow and let out a hollow laugh.
Now, it seemed all sorts of riff-raff were flocking around.

"Can't you move at once? How dare you block the path of someone like···!"
"Honestly "
A voice cut off the pig's words.
Normally, it would have been a moment for an outburst, but Dexter could only freeze.
It was a familiar tone.
One that had just been lingering in his ears.

"Are all third-rate villains really the same, I wonder? They just love to overdo it."
Yuda Snakers.
"And don't know their place."
The blonde boy stood in the alley.
With his characteristic sly smile playing on his lips.
A sudden chill permeated Dexter's entire body, and he froze involuntarily.

Why?
He couldn't move his body.
As if he were being crushed by an immense pressure.
The guard walking beside him was in the same situation.

"How unfortunate  Joint Young Master! Is that not it? Horo Young Master? Oriental Young Master?"
The correct term was Hollinte Young Master, but it didn't seem particularly important to the snake.
An unidentifiable fear descended.
The shoulders of the two men, frozen like stone, trembled miserably.
As if their reaction was amusing, the golden viper let out a chilling sneer.
It wasn't merely a sly, amused laugh.
It was a bizarre, fear-inducing laugh, as if something was about to happen at any moment.

"I clearly gave you a chance."
The snake flicked its tongue.
"And you're the one who threw it away."
His white eyes glowed emptily.
Eyes that were now fully open.
The next moment, swirling darkness swallowed the entire street.

        
            A little time passed.

Following the sun as it set beyond the horizon, the stars began to peek out.

An alley covered in strange shadows.

It was as if a black mist had fallen, making it impossible to see an inch ahead.

A scene that gave a somewhat dreamy impression.

It resembled a dream falling at dawn.

However, that scene was reversed as if it had never been.

*Snap!*

I lightly snapped my fingers.

Behind the clean popping sound, the mists that had swallowed the alley vanished instantly.

Leaving no trace behind.

"Hmph..."

In the space where the pitch blackness receded, I exhaled.

Perhaps it was because I used my abilities after a long time.

My fingertips felt a stinging sensation.

Did I overdo it too flamboyantly?

I brushed off the remaining shadows on my sleeve.

As I casually moved my hand, faint groans reached my ears.

"Ugh, oh..."
"Ughhh..."

Two people were rolling on the floor.

The pig, and the escort knight.

Their shabby bodies, eyes rolled back, were swaying dizzily side by side.

I had directly hit them with 'Lies,' and it seemed they had finally broken.

From now on, they would live the life of invalids.

Becoming idiots incapable of anything, they would spend the rest of their miserable lives.

I silently expressed my regret.

"...I didn't intend to go this far."

If possible, I wanted to resolve it amicably.

Because I am a generous person.

However, when the name 'Regia' popped out of his mouth, I couldn't tolerate it.

"Exactly  People should know their place, shouldn't they?"

For a mere extra to try to lay a hand on our protagonist.

It was an intolerable act.

If one crosses the line, they must pay the price.

"This is the price I exact from you."

A sneer spread across my lips.

Gathering the blossoming mockery, I turned my back.

The danger was handled, so I intended to return to the lodging.

Just as I began to move.

"..."

Something touched my foot.

Recognizing its identity, I quietly knelt forward.

It was a boy who appeared to be around ten years old.

No, more precisely, it was his corpse.

A bloodied face.

His face was crushed, as if he had been struck with mana.

Had he been sacrificed to someone's senseless rage?

On his hungry cheeks, only clear tear streaks remained.

With a slowly extended hand, I wiped his cold, stiff eyes.

"...How cruel."

The slums were inherently such a place.

A place where people were killed simply for being immature and powerless.

"You had to die because you were young."

All adults were once children.

But most don't remember their childhood.

"My poor Leon Bert."

Yet, even the right to forget your childhood wasn't yours.

For your time stopped before you could become an adult.

May this street remember you.

And on behalf of the adult you could not become, may it forget your childhood.

*Rustle.*

I covered the boy's face with a handkerchief from my pocket.

A moment of mourning, singing for a fleeting time.

Soon, I got up from the spot again.

'I really should head back now.'

There was much to do.

It was a week until academy enrollment.

Especially since a very important event was scheduled for tomorrow.

Preparations were needed.

'By the way... I feel like someone's been here for a while now.'

Suddenly, I tilted my head at a presence I felt from a distance.

I stared, my brow furrowed, but...

Perhaps because I had just used my abilities, my senses were dulled by nausea.

Still, there seemed to be no need for caution.

There was no killing intent, nor any strange mana circulation.

Perhaps it was just a drunkard wandering nearby.

I settled on that thought.

If this scene were discovered, it would be troublesome.

With a sense of quickly escaping the spot, I moved towards the alley exit.

***

In the alley the Snake had left.

A figure, who had been hiding around the corner, emerged.

"..."

It was a girl somewhat unfitting for the slums.

Blue eyes resembling the ocean.

Her platinum blonde hair, reaching her shoulders, sparkled even against the backdrop of the night.

Although she wore a robe to conceal her identity, her inherent nobility was not easily hidden.

The girl cautiously looked around.

She seemed to be wary that the Snake might not have completely left the alley.

Fortunately, there were no suspicious signs.

Only then did the girl take her hand off the sword at her waist.

*Thud.*

The girl slumped down as if her strength had given out.

Cold sweat beaded on her forehead.

Her face remained expressionless, but it was true that she was quite flustered.

"...What in the world was that?"

She mumbled to herself.

The girl's eyes unfocused as if recalling the recent scene.

A scene that was, quite literally, a nightmare itself.

With shoulders trembling involuntarily, the girl clenched her fists tightly.

"I've never heard of such a thing."

There had been rumors lately that the atmosphere in the slums was unusual, but she hadn't heard anything about such a monster.

What exactly was happening?

She pressed her hand to her throbbing forehead.

The girl stood up.

It seemed she felt an investigation was necessary.

Regarding the 'man' she had witnessed.

"Should I go back for now?"

The First Imperial Princess of the Empire, Charlotte Little von Staufen.

A character called another protagonist of the original game 'The Little Prince's World'.

The Little Prince, Charlotte.

The girl moved quietly.

So as not to be discovered by anyone.

***

After a day filled with many events, I returned to my lodging.

I lay on the bed.

I wasn't particularly tired.

I was merely recovering some of the power I had used so suddenly.

"It truly is a difficult ability to handle."

I casually mumbled to myself.

Perhaps due to the aftermath of using the ability, a tingling sensation still lingered in my fingertips.

I gently clenched my fist.

"Hmm."

It was a difficult ability to handle, but it was also just as powerful.

It was a power that could erase an entire continent if I so desired.

'Unique Ability: Liar.'

The power to twist the natural order through lies uttered.

I can deceive everything I wish to deceive, and deny everything I wish to deny.

Not to mention, I can manipulate others as I wish.

It was an ability that could even influence objects, magic, nature... and even laws.

To give an example:

It's easiest to recall the final battle the protagonist's party had with Yuda in the original work.

"Hahaha! Even if you swing your sword like that, it won't reach me?"
"Because I am denying you."

The Sword Saint's strike missed.

As if mocking him, the Snake narrowly dodged it.

"Hmm  Magic is a bit bothersome. Shall I set a rule here then?"
"From now on, magic will not affect me."

He casually absorbed the attacks shot by the mages.

Sharply honed mana. But it couldn't leave even a slight scratch on the Snake.

"Oh dear! You almost killed me, Miss Regia."
"Indeed, the summoned beast you control is dangerous!"
"Shall I make it disappear for a moment?"

The summoned beast controlled by the protagonist vanished. As if it had never existed in the world from the beginning.

"It's getting a bit boring."
"Shall we... make the world a little more interesting?"

He denied a law.

When the boy clapped his hands once, the gravity of the entire continent was reversed.

People fell upwards into the sky.

A scene that could truly be called an apocalypse.

Along with the shimmering black mist, the Liar wore a sinister smile.

"..."

It was a scene that brought back trauma.

Damn it. You should be strong within reasonable limits.

Who the hell puts a bastard like this as the final boss and expects anyone to clear it?

It wasn't for nothing that I had to try 1943 times.

The difficulty was insanely high.

One slip and it's a wipe, one yawn and it's a wipe, one blink and it's a wipe.

Watching the protagonist's party get brutally stomped like that, curses would automatically fly from my mouth.

Still, in the end, I succeeded in clearing it.

The problem was that I was dragged into this world before I could even see the ending.

"What a pity."
`=This sucks.`

Anyway, this body possessed such an ability.

The power to erase the world by myself.

Of course, it wasn't entirely without weaknesses.

As powerful as it was, its efficiency was poor, making it difficult to sustain the ability for long.

Yuda in the latter half of the original work seemed to have overcome this problem, but I had no such thing.

I'm still a baby, only three years into possessing this body.

You should compare apples to apples.

In short, I can't do things like 'continental gravity reversal.'

'I could try... but my power would probably run out first.'

This ability is like a battery.

Once all the lies I have are used up, the ability no longer activates.

The reason I can't be a 'Liar' on the massive scale Yuda was, is the same principle as not being able to run a computer with the power of an AAA battery.

Furthermore, after using it once, I must recharge it to use it again.

Because there's no way I can do anything with an empty battery.

The charging method was as follows:

"I confess to myself: I did nothing today."

Immediately after the short, echoing sentence, a blue screen appeared before my eyes.

*Ding!*

[A small amount of 'Lies' has been recovered.]
[Current output remaining: 57%]

Should I call it an ability true to its concept?

It was a system where it charged by telling lies.

The more perfect the lie, and the more emotional change it causes in the listener, the more effective it is.

"I ate stew for lunch today."

*Ding!*

[A small amount of 'Lies' has been recovered.]
[Current output remaining: 57.5%]

"I am currently outdoors."

*Ding!*

[A small amount of 'Lies' has been recovered.]
[Current output remaining: 57.8%]

"I hate games."

*Ding!*

[A small amount of 'Lies' has been recovered.]
[Current output remaining: 58.4%]

"I am not human."

*Ding!*

[Lies...]

You can roughly see it like this.

In truth, such trivial lies don't yield much charge, but it's still good to keep doing them.

Because I always need to be in a state where I can use my abilities.

Perhaps some other method will emerge over time.

For now, it was the best option.

It also felt like practice for having lies on my tongue.

So I lay on the bed, murmuring lies for a while.

'Come to think of it... is tomorrow already the day that event happens?'

A thought suddenly came to mind.

Following that, my indifferent lips curved into a sinister smile.

Something interesting will happen tomorrow.

Ripples spread through my calm heart.

I savored the surging anticipation, bringing the day to a close.

***

The next day, after a full day had passed.

I finally left the lodging around evening, as the sun was slowly setting.

It was to head towards the event.

Hiding my fluttering heart, I walked slowly.

*Whoosh.*

Even as the sun set, was spring still spring?

Flower petals clung to every passing breeze.

It was a harmonious scene.

As I traversed the street, I reached my destination before long.

In fact, I hadn't just walked.

I had used 'Lies' midway to deny space.

I had shortened a distance that would normally take over an hour by carriage to less than 10 minutes.

*Ding!*

[Current output remaining: 81.7%]

With the mechanical sound in my ears, I raised my head.

A colossal building came into my blurred vision.

For a building erected in an secluded area, its exterior was excessively extravagant.

'It's exactly as I saw it in the game.'

The Empire's largest slave auction house, Apple Tree.

It was an illegal facility operated by a 'Businessman,' a big shot of the underworld.

And it was also the backdrop where a certain character's story began.

I approached the grand entrance.

A gatekeeper blocked my path, as if to check the guest list.

"Only those with reservations may enter Apple Tree. May I have your name, please?"

Of course, I hadn't made a reservation.

Instead of answering the question, I subtly raised my right hand and spoke.

"Could you look this way for a moment?"

"Yes?"

The moment our gazes met.

*Snap!*

I snapped the fingers I had prepared.

Immediately after, the focus disappeared from the gatekeeper's eyes.

The broken doll seemed to twitch, then soon lost its reason and froze in place.

I whispered towards those eyes.

"Step aside."

"...Reservation confirmed. I will escort you to the special seating."

"How kind of you."

"I hope you have a good time."

And so, I leisurely stepped into the auction house.

Perhaps because the brainwashing hit him directly, the gatekeeper gave me quite a significant seat.

A high-class seat with a clear view of the stage.

I hummed a tune and leaned back into the plush seat.

"We express our gratitude to all those who have visited 'Apple Tree,' the finest auction house, today!"
"Before the main auction begins, a few announcements..."

The lively voice of the host, chattering excitedly.

Regardless of that, my attention was entirely focused downwards.

My current location. Below the auction house, there is an underground prison.

A place where illegally abducted demi-humans were imprisoned to be sold as slaves.

The person I was looking for was probably also underground.

A character from the game 'The Little Prince's World'.

A supporting character who helps the protagonist, and who would one day become a Sword Master and a great asset.

"It's time to meet the Fox."

From now on, I intended to overturn this auction house.

To rescue her.

        
            'The World Seen by the Little Prince.'

An action RPG game based on a famous fairy tale.

The work it originated from. It seems many elements were taken as motifs, perhaps to preserve its unique feel.

Backgrounds, settings, abilities, names... various details exist, but.

What truly stands out are the 'characters.'

The main and supporting characters from the original fairy tale.

Their stories were adapted or reinterpreted, transforming them into fantasy-style characters.

It received much applause along with reviews praising its freshness.

The Pilot, Regia Filers.

The Little Prince, Charlotte Little von Stauffen.

The Drunkard, Selena Drunkerd.

As seen from their names, the character designs are perversely faithful to their concepts.

And this is also true for the 'Fox' I've come to rescue now.

'Irene Foxis.'

A fox beastman known to be rare, and one of the supporting characters.

Her talent for the sword is unparalleled, and in the latter half of the game, she eventually reaches the realm of a 'Sword Saint.'

A character with good performance and abundant utility.

Thanks to this, she even earned the nickname 'Gukbap' [a hearty, reliable dish]...

"She's still an unripe grape, you see."

The fox has not yet awakened her talent.

Since this is before her awakening, for now, she's merely a weak fox beastman, number one.

If you put them in your debt at a time like this, favorability stacks up.

My goal is to see this world's happy ending.

And to become friends with the protagonist's party.

As an ardent fan of the original work, I wanted to build friendships with them.

"Well then  shall we start getting our hands dirty?"

I've waited a lot, and I'm getting tired of watching the auction.

It's like I want to move on to the highlight now.

I got up from my seat, leaving my relaxed murmuring behind.

Currently, the fox's location is in the auction house's basement.

She's probably waiting for her turn, trapped in cold iron bars.

"Tonight will be long."

A cunning smile spreading.

Gathering my shimmering lies, I walked into the darkness.

***

Meanwhile, in the building's basement.

A prison where only cold air flowed.

Beneath the auction house, where laughter never ceased, lay a dense sanctuary of despair.

Light casts shadows.

The more brilliantly a light shines, the darker the shadow's tone becomes.

This truth perfectly represents reality.

People steeped in luxury and pleasure.

In proportion to their joy, those beneath their feet groaned.

Though life is said to be suffering simply for being born, individual differences still exist.

While there are upper-class people who enjoy themselves without any pain.

There are also those at the bottom who live without a shred of hope.

"......"

The people trapped in this basement were at the bottom.

Whether they were born with such a fate or pushed down here by a dirty world, it wasn't a difference that held much meaning.

Things worse than street scrap.

Trying to categorize within lives of trash would only add to the misery.

"......How did it come to this?"

The murmuring girl was no different.

She was swimming in the wretched depths.

Following her lamenting state, her tied-back hair, reaching her waist, fell into disarray.

Hair with an orange hue.

Quiet, dead black eyes.

The animal ears atop her head revealed the girl's identity as a demi-human.

The girl's name was Irene Foxis.

She was a fox beastman.

"Next up for auction! Bring out the wolf beastmen!"

"Handle them carefully. Their value as goods drops if they get even a scratch."

"If they get hurt, the higher-ups will chew us out."

The surrounding noise reached her ears.

Irene bit her lip tightly.

Around her, about ten shadows were visible.

They were her fellow kind, trapped in the same bars.

The beastmen with fox ears and tails were all trembling with fear.

All of them had been kidnapped or sold by slave traders.

'Damn it.'

What would happen now?

She tried to find hope amidst her anxiety, but it wasn't particularly meaningful.

Because the outcome was as clear as day.

Fox beastmen are a highly rare species.

Especially fox slaves traded in the underworld, they're said to be worth whatever price is named.

In short, they are treated as ultimate luxury items.

Nobles' ways of using foxes vary wildly.

They are made to work, or used as sex slaves.

She had even heard rumors of some nobles having them stuffed and displayed in their mansions.

'Either way... it's all equally fucked up.'

The girl silently chewed on her curses.

As she was imagining such a miserable future, a strange sound reached Irene's ears.

Clatter-!

The sound of something metallic hitting the floor.

Following the sound, she turned her head and spotted a bundle of keys rolling in front of the bars.

"......Huh?"

Had a guard passing by dropped them?

A distance she could reach just by stretching out her hand.

After a moment of hesitation, Irene quickly snatched the keys.

Her heart pounded rapidly.

Perhaps the only chance for escape she'd been given.

The girl didn't hesitate. Her quickly moving hand fiddled with the lock on the iron bars.

A glimmer of hope.

Click-!

Soon, the sensation of the lock disengaging reached her fingertips.

Irene grasped the slowly opening door.

A shallow breath escaped between her lips.

'I need to be careful.'

Just then, many guards had left for the auction setup.

If she was going to do anything, it had to be now.

There would be no second stroke of luck.

Irene took a deep breath.

Calmly, she gathered her kin and quietly prepared for escape.

"Don't worry, everyone. I'll definitely protect you."

The girl smiled, hiding her trembling.

Because there were those she had to protect.

Most of those inside the iron cage were children.

Seeing the weeping little ones, Irene simply couldn't bring herself to escape alone.

"Instead, you must follow quietly... and well, okay?"

She picked up a sword lying discarded in a corner.

It was rusty and in poor condition, but it was certainly better than nothing.

Irene quietly raised the tip of the sword.

Creak-.

The iron bars opened with a faint creaking sound.

The foxes began to exit the prison with cautious steps.

Irene calmly thought.

Suddenly, the girl threw the bundle of keys towards a distant set of bars.

According to her memory, that was where the bear beastmen were imprisoned.

'If I can just buy some time...!'

Among beastmen, bears were particularly ferocious.

If they found the keys and diverted attention, even for a moment, a gap would surely open up.

Making the guards rush in the opposite direction.

'The few remaining here, I can handle them sufficiently.'

She had practiced swordsmanship since she was quite young.

Although her body was tired from long confinement, she had to grit her teeth for their escape.

Irene lowered her stance and held her breath.

Like a fox evading a hunter.

How much time had passed like that? A fierce echo resonated.

"ROOAAARRR!!!"

It was the direction where she had thrown the keys just now.

A thunderous roar. Sensing her plan had worked, Irene immediately led the children.

"Everyone, don't look back, just run...!"

The foxes ran.

Behind them, animal roars raged, and the floor vibrated with heavy thuds. Still, they didn't look back.

Occasionally, there were guards blocking their path.

Each time, Irene roughly cut them down.

A sword dance desperately performing slaughter.

There was no hesitation on the blood-soaked sword tip.

Because she knew that if she didn't kill, she would die.

"Haa, haa...!"

Her breath came in ragged gasps.

As her physical condition wasn't good, fatigue was accumulating rapidly.

Irene steadied her swaying balance.

Fortunately, the escape was proceeding smoothly.

The resistance of the bear beastmen was more intense than expected. Thanks to that, they secured a lot of time.

"Hup...!"

With a short grunt, she subdued another guard.

Perhaps because she was pushed to her limits, her senses felt opened to their extreme.

A strange tremor coursed through her entire body.

Her vision flashed white.

Strange sparks even flew from the sword's surface, but Irene mostly ignored them.

Because she had no time to be distracted by anything else.

"Everyone, don't stop! Just past this corridor and then...!"

The exit was right in front of them.

While confined, she had intermittently familiarized herself with the surrounding structure.

She had analyzed it in preparation for any potential opportunity.

Thanks to this, Irene could advance, envisioning the most ideal escape route.

'Almost there.'

A narrow, tunnel-like passage.

After passing through here, there would be stairs leading to the surface.

A glimmer of hope crossed Irene's pupils. It was a reckless plan, but she had finally succeeded.

Yes, that's what she mistakenly thought.

...Until a voice came from behind her.

"Ahaha  Everyone seems to be busily running away, aren't they?"

Instantly, an eerie aura licked her ear.

A chill that pierced her lungs. Irene couldn't help but freeze in place.

Her body had frozen reflexively.

Irene instinctively knew.

If she hadn't stopped just now, she would have died.

"......"

"As expected, I knew I'd meet you if I waited here!"

What on earth was it?

What was this dreadful aura?

Just perceiving the presence behind her sent a pain like her brain was being crushed.

Her orange eyes darted wildly.

Following her slowly turning head, Irene's gaze landed on the figure behind her.

"Hello!"

Golden hair resembling a wheat field.

Narrow, slit eyes.

A sly smile on his lips.

Outwardly, he was just a boy with a somewhat unique appearance.

However, Irene, whose senses were sharpened to their limit, could recognize it.

The 'thing' before her was not human.

It merely wore human flesh, but its true nature was entirely different.

"You probably don't know how much I've wanted to meet you."

An ominousness that filled the entire space.

Just by looking, it felt as though her limbs would be torn apart.

It was a 'monster' possessing terrifying power.

"......Ha."

A hollow laugh escaped her lips.

Because such a monster was blatantly revealing its killing intent and approaching the foxes.

"Fuck."

The air was pressed down with a poisonous weight.

Irene muttered, feeling disheartened.

It was all over.

Her eyes, once sparkling with hope, were now stained with pitch-black despair.

***

"You probably don't know how much I've wanted to meet you."

A voice brimming with joy.

I was smiling broadly, looking at the girl nearby.

Long hair tied back.

Black eyes visible between her orange-hued hair.

A scar beneath her chin.

Even the animal ears and tail, which are characteristic of beastmen.

'The Fox, Irene Foxis.'

One of the characters from the original work stood before my eyes.

I calmly gathered my excited feelings.

First Regia, and now Irene.

Seeing a beloved game character moving alive was quite a moving scene.

Exaggerating a bit, enough to bring tears to my eyes.

I quietly laughed.

"Hehe."

It's fun.

My smile wouldn't leave due to the intense pleasure.

Gathering my beaming lips, I posed a meaningful question to the girl.

"Have you enjoyed the stage I've prepared so far?"

Pitifully trembling black eyes.

Their gazes met briefly.

What was contained within that fleeting glance was a sense of futility.

It seemed she had realized.

The fact that the situation they were currently confronting was a planned part from the very beginning.

'As expected, she's quick-witted.'

The foxes had fortunately succeeded in escaping.

The keys accidentally dropped by a passing guard, the rusty sword rolling on the floor just then, the unusually small number of guards.

The foxes had seized a chance for escape through divine luck.

...At least, that's what they must have thought until just now.

"Following the script presented, you have truly followed splendidly."

Regrettably, everything was by design.

Behind what the girl considered luck, my hand had been at work.

Wandering the basement after leaving the auction house, I cast a mind control spell on one of the guards I happened to encounter.

"You'll have to grant me a few favors."

What I instructed was to subtly drop the keys in front of the bars.

I also requested a sword that Irene could use.

If it were well-maintained, it might raise suspicion, so I asked for the oldest and rustiest one possible.

The situation unfolded exactly as I intended.

It was an impromptu script I came up with, but I was quite satisfied.

The output of my lies was a bit on the edge, but I suppose this much counts as a success.

"Come this way."

I had roughly put the other guards on patrol to sleep.

Since I'd spread my lies quite thickly, there'd be no need to worry for a while.

If so, now it was truly time for escape.

I elegantly extended my hand.

It meant I would take her out of here, so she should grab it.

Irene seemed to stumble for a moment at that gesture, then soon slumped to the ground.

What's this? Has she relaxed too much?

As I calmly tilted my head, looking at the fox...

"You're trying to... kill us, aren't you?"

"Huh?"

"I knew it was too smooth. It was a trap to toy with us from the very beginning."

"Huuuh?"

An absurd question flew out.

I hastily denied the girl's words and conveyed my purpose.

"Haha  Why are you acting like this? I'm simply trying to send you off comfortably!"

"......"

Irene's face stiffened.

To prevent the girl's misunderstanding from deepening, I gave her a refreshing smile.

"Don't worry. It won't hurt."

Well, I do plan to have a little fun.

        
            "Haha  Why are you acting like this? I'm just trying to send you off comfortably!"
'I came to save you. I'll protect you in a safe place.'
He spoke gently.
"Don't worry. It won't hurt."
'It really won't hurt.'
I was smiling softly, gesturing with my hand.

But despite such kindness, the foxes showed no inclination to approach.
Were they scared?

Clink...!

Finally, Irene dropped even the rusted sword she was holding.
She seemed to be struggling and holding on, but eventually, her legs gave out, and she sank to the ground.
"U-Unnie...!"
"Sniff, Irene Nuna...!"
The small foxes, flustered, teared up.
Children who looked to be at most elementary school age.
They seemed to be simply afraid of the situation, trembling behind Irene's back.

"Oh dear, did I put too much pressure on them?"
I tilted my head to the side, alone.
As if completely unable to understand their reaction.

'Well... I actually know.'
As I said earlier, everything happening in this space is in the palm of my hand.
A stage I designed from beginning to end.
The current situation was also included in the thorough design.
In other words, it was all an act.

I appeared like a mastermind.
Just before the foxes were about to escape, I blocked their path, deliberately revealing murderous intent to create tension.
I even spoke significant lines, increasing their unease.
'It's natural for them to tremble in fear.'
Right now, the foxes must see me as a hunter.
The worst kind of hunter, capable of slaughtering everyone here with a single gesture.

"Hehehe."
I chuckled with delight.
Perhaps because it had been a long time since I caused such trouble, the fun felt doubled.
The corners of my mouth curled unnaturally.
My already sly smile became even more viscous.
The perfect image of a narrow-eyed mastermind.

"......"
Irene was kneeling, looking this way.
Her clear eyes were trembling madly.
Was it because the act I put on was too perfect? The girl seemed to have fallen for it completely.
'It feels like I've really become some kind of mastermind.'
That thought crossed my mind for a moment, but I quickly pushed it away.
How kind and considerate I am.
There was also a hidden reason why I was putting on this act now.

Ding!
[Current Output Remaining: 21.5%]

I had overused my Lies too much.
The output wasn't enough to return safely.
If I were alone, it would have been possible, but unfortunately, I had taken on the fox group, so it wasn't easy.
In other words, it was time to recover my Lies.
I was merely using them for that purpose.

"Mercy would be a luxury for slaves who have already caused a commotion, wouldn't it?"
Yuda's unique ability, Liar.
The more perfect the lie, and the greater the emotional change it caused in the listener, the more effectively it recharged.
I use the hearts of others.
The fear of death.
One of the most intense emotions that binds living beings.
The foxes who, just moments ago, rejoiced in the hope of escape.
And now, these children were facing death, so the emotional change that would follow was...

Ding!
[Target's emotions are rapidly fluctuating.]
(Hope -> Despair)
[Due to rapid emotional change, Lies have been greatly recovered.]
[Current Output Remaining: 47.4%]

The output of my Lies rapidly rose.
It recharged instantly with just a few words.
Normally, to fill such a gap, I would have to mutter all day long.
'......This method really is good.'
Making young children cry bothered me a little, but I begged for forgiveness inwardly.
Still, this was a process to save them.
I believed everyone would understand.

"How laughable."
I murmured in a chilling voice.
By then, there was no trace of a smile left on my lips.

Clap!

I clapped my hands once, lightly.
Following that, the numerous lanterns illuminating the passage extinguished simultaneously.
A world where only deep darkness remained.
I gathered the shimmering mist and spoke.
"Trash that doesn't know its place... I will dispose of it here."
I released a little more of my suppressed murderous intent.
The biting tension formed like frost, and a sticky darkness pressed down on the surroundings.
The children finally burst into tears, one by one.

Ding!
[Target's emotions are rapidly fluctuating.]
(Hope -> Despair)
[Due to rapid emotional change, Lies have been greatly recovered.]
[Current Output Remaining: 54.9%]

The output of my Lies was recovering smoothly.
If it continued like this, it would take about 5 minutes.
As I was gauging the remaining time, the girl with auburn hair caught my eye.
"......"
Irene was motionless and blank-eyed.
Had she lost her mind from extreme fear?
Even amidst the commotion of the other children, the girl sat with her head bowed low.
'Has she given up?'
If so, it was a little disappointing.
The 'Fox' from the original story, as I remembered, wouldn't crumble with just this much.
Is it because her awakening hasn't happened yet?
The tenacious Sword Saint I had been looking forward to meeting didn't seem to be here.
I felt my interest wane slightly.
I thought I might have some fun, but what a sorry state this was.

"Hmm."
Well, should I just move on for now?
Still, since I've come this far, I should help them.
As long as the world follows the original story, her awakening will happen someday.
"It's not what I expected, but I suppose I'll be satisfied with this for today..."
"Kids."
Just as I was tasting blandness, a short phrase brushed past my ear.
"Listen carefully to what Unnie is about to say."
A voice trembling as if utterly broken.
However, the words that followed that sentence were by no means weak.
"Don't look back, just run."

Scrape-.

She picked up the rusted sword that had fallen to the floor once more.
Shoulders trembling as if they would break at any moment.
But even in such despair, the girl used her sword to prop herself up, getting back on her feet.
"I'll hold this place."
Her black eyes sparkled vividly.
The girl's pupils held a venomous light as she glared in my direction.

"Ohh."
An exclamation of admiration escaped me automatically.
Feeling my waning interest reignite, I grinned.
'Yes, this is how it should be.'
I almost ended up disappointed.
A thrilling sensation tinged my fingertips.
I released the Lies I had gathered, spreading them all around, and let out a refreshing laugh.
"Hahahaha! What an arrogant delusion!"
"Everyone, run!"
Immediately after her sharp cry, the children began to run.
I briefly glanced at the little foxes, but soon had no choice but to face forward.
The future Sword Saint, Irene.
Because she was charging at me, her auburn hair fluttering.
I erased my playful demeanor and snapped my fingers in the hazy darkness.
"Alright  Shall we play for a bit?"

Snap!

The world flipped upside down.

***

A long passage, stretching like a tunnel.
Only a dense darkness lay upon it.
All the lanterns that should have illuminated the surroundings were extinguished, and only primordial blackness flowed.
A desolate atmosphere wafted strongly.

Swish-!

A sharp noise cut through the silence.
In the pitch-black space, only two intensely moving figures existed.
"Haa, haa...!"
Rough breaths echoed.
Irene, her breath catching in her throat, swung her sword wildly.

Clang!

With a powerful impact, her sword was blocked.
There stood a blonde boy, blocking her attack with his bare hands.
"Is this all you've got?"
A cheerfully smiling expression.
In contrast to the girl's wretched appearance, he seemed overflowing with leisure.
As if he viewed this entire situation as a game.

'Damn it...!'
Is he really human?
To block a full-power sword strike with just two fingers.
'Are his fingers made of steel or something...!'
Irene clicked her tongue and took her stance again.
Immediately after, she kicked off the ground.

Clang! Clang!! Grind...! Thud!!

The fierce, continuous sound of clashing steel.
Sparks flew whenever the sword and fingers clashed.
The momentary flashes of light briefly pushed back the surrounding darkness.

"Ugh...!"
"Please exert yourself a bit more. It seems you're falling behind."
"Sh-shut up...!"
A cry filled with malice shot out.
Irene's eyes widened.
She pushed away the sword they were locked in a struggle with. Immediately after, she delivered a strike.

Swish-!

The sword path moved horizontally. A surprise attack aimed at a gap.
Irene instinctively knew she would succeed.
Angle, distance, timing—everything was perfect. It was impossible to block.
'Got him...!'
But.
"Oh dear."

Clang-!

He blocked it as if it were obvious.
This time too, with his index and middle fingers.
With just two fingers, the boy deflected Irene's sword.
"......Hah."
What kind of monster was this?
A hollow laugh escaped her automatically.
However, there was no time to dwell on idle thoughts.
Because this time, the boy's fist was flying towards her.
Irene quickly defended with the flat of her sword.
The next moment.

Thud-!

The fist struck the sword's flat, and a heavy impact slammed into the girl.
"Kuugh...!"
Even though she had taken a defensive stance, she was pushed back a long way.
Her fingertips tingled and trembled.
She barely managed to hold on as her legs threatened to give out.
While she was trying to steady her swaying body, the boy approached her.

Click-clack.

His heels were unusually loud.
Facing the terrifying footsteps, Irene bit her lip.
"Are you already tired? I'm just getting warmed up."

Tap-.

A light step on the ground.
It was just one step, but the boy was already standing before Irene's eyes.
As if he had teleported.
"Ta-da."
"You son of a...!"
Even if she reacted quickly, it was too late.
Because the fist was already in contact with Irene's abdomen.

Whump-!

A heavy blow landed. Her body flew back once more.
Her body, which had floated up, soon rolled on the floor.
Irene lay prone in place, letting out groans of pain.
"Ugh... Haa, haa..."
Her consciousness began to fade.
The girl struggled to regain her senses.
As if to mock Irene, the boy muttered in surprise.
"Oh? Did that hurt that much? I thought I adjusted my strength..."
"......"
Irene silently bowed her head.
Her body wouldn't move anymore.
She had only allowed one blow, but it felt like her insides were being churned.
'Am I going to die here?'
The fox instinctively sensed death.
If she had known this would happen, she would have just quietly sold herself as a slave.
A bland regret rippled within her.
The boy was toying with her.
Probably, if he used his full strength, he could kill her with a single gesture.
'How futile.'
It felt as if her past life was being denied.
The sword she had diligently honed couldn't reach him. She couldn't even keep up with his movements.
A sense of exhaustion born from lamentation weighed heavily on her shoulders.
It hurt. It was scary. It was sad. It was lonely.
However, what came to mind before such emotions was...
'I wonder if everyone escaped safely.'
It was the thought of others.
She had bought a lot of time. That was at least some comfort.
The fox let out a hollow laugh.
She didn't want to die.
Because death was a terrifying thing.
But what she feared more than that was becoming cowardly.
The girl quietly raised her head.

"I suppose we should stop here for now. I wouldn't want our protagonists to get hurt."
"......"
The blonde snake, no, monster.
He was brazenly looking at her with a concerned expression.
She felt like she wanted to land a blow on him.
If the children needed more time to escape this hellish slave market, the girl had to hold her sword.
It was simply a path she walked guided by conviction.
She would hold on for even a little longer.
Even if it meant burning her very last breath.
"Hey... you snake bastard."
Irene dragged her body up, as if it might shatter.
Her balance was wavering, but the girl aimed her sword tip and murmured.
"Let's see this to the end."
The next moment.
A light sparkled from the rusted blade.
A faint radiance spreading into the darkness.
It was so faint that even Irene herself couldn't notice it, but the snake didn't miss that ray of light.
The boy unconsciously muttered.
"......That, surely not?"
A momentary question, then it solidified into an exclamation.
"As expected, it's interesting."
The corners of his eyes curved narrowly.
The golden snake, realizing a thrilling interest, showed a wide smile.
It was a clear glimpse of talent.

"I didn't originally intend to go this far... but shall we enjoy ourselves a little more?"
Putting aside his pounding anticipation, the boy gathered his Lies.

        
            There are memories that refuse to fade.

A scene whose fresh scent remains entirely intact, even after a long time.

“Always remember, Irene.”

A gentle hand caressed her head.

Master-nim smiled softly.

Back then, she’d turned her head, disliking his nagging, but now even that had become a cherished memory.

“Someday, a moment will come when you want to give up.”

His voice gently permeated her thoughts.

Beyond that aged resonance lay the childhood of a certain fox.

“Irene.”

“The world is a dawn ravaged by storms.”

“No matter how desperately you try to run, misfortune will eventually find you.”

Tenderness settled in the wrinkles around his eyes.

The old man, lying in bed, struggled to raise his body and continued.

“It will hurt. You’ll be scared, sad, lonely… perhaps you’ll even want to collapse.”

“You might even kneel before the raging storm.”

“Life is like that.”

“But, Irene.”

“This Master wishes for you not to yield.”

Become a person who does not bow down.

Become a person who can hold their head high amidst a raging storm and swing their sword.

“It’s fine to be blocked by unreasonable beings.”

“It’s fine if all your being is denied, and only a wretched tremor remains.”

Just don’t compromise on what you believe is right.

Rather than a reed that bends to the wind, become a pine tree that fiercely resists.

This is the sword I taught you.

“Swing your sword towards the storm.”

“Turn your back on cowardly comfort, and be the first tree to break.”

This is your Master’s last lesson.

The most important things are invisible. You must always see with your heart.

Life continues even in the storm-tossed dawn.

“Just as ancient navigators found their way by looking at the stars, life needs a direction to move forward.”

“So, Irene.”

Master-nim spoke those words.

His voice still lingered in a corner of her memory.

It became a signpost on a path filled only with wandering, sustaining her weak self.

“You must find your star.”

It was always like that.

I wanted to be like you.

***

Silence.

“……”

Nothing could be heard.

In a world enveloped by death-like stillness, the fox stood alone in the darkness.

Her body was, quite literally, a wreck.

Irene staggered.

Her legs had already given out, but she barely managed to keep her balance.

Only a feeling of utter exhaustion remained in her fingertips.

She desperately clung to her consciousness, which kept fading away.

“Hah, hah……”

Breath caught in her throat.

As she gasped for air, a voice soon broke the silence.

“You look tired.”

What she saw in her blurry vision was an enemy.

An overwhelmingly powerful enemy, as if embodying all the unreasonableness of the world.

A mocking taunt whispered in her ears.

“Just a moment ago, you said you’d see this to the end… What will you do if even raising your sword is too much for you now?”

The shadow twisted its lips.

It was an overt sneer, but Irene showed no particular reaction.

She felt no need to.

It was a strange feeling.

Irene’s heart was utterly peaceful.

Even at a provocation that would normally have made her boil with rage, only a gentle ripple spread.

The girl simply breathed.

“……”

Was she becoming detached in the face of death?

An unexplainable sense of comfort enveloped her.

Her thumping heart. A pulse that resonated with unusual clarity.

Click.

She re-gripped the sword she had been using as a cane.

Her palm enveloped the hilt. For a moment, a tingling sensation spread throughout her entire arm.

‘What a strange feeling.’

Something felt just out of reach.

Irene pushed aside her dazed, lingering thoughts and raised her weary head.

Her destiny awaited her there.

‘Death.’

For a moment, the girl’s shoulders trembled.

She was afraid, after all. But even so, there was a sufficient reason for her unyielding steps.

“This Master wishes for you not to yield.”

The nagging words lingered in her ears.

Irene let out a small chuckle.

To think those were the words that came to mind at a moment like this.

‘Of all times.’

At the time, she hadn’t understood and had let them pass, but now she seemed to grasp them a little.

The important things are invisible.

You must always see with your heart.

It was fine to be blocked by unreasonable turmoil. It was fine to have all her footsteps denied.

“Just don’t compromise on what you believe is right.”

“Turn your back on cowardly comfort, and be the first tree to break.”

Life continues even in the dawn.

If the star she held in her heart did not waver, the world would not shatter.

She would only move forward with a handful of will.

“I am.”

Meager courage.

Though it might appear like worthless scrap to others, for the girl, this alone was the compass of her life.

The sole light glittered.

“Still alive.”

The moment of awakening.

Crackle!

Sparks flew from her fingertips.

Following the tingling thrill, a faint glow swallowed the sword.

The halo of light grew clearer.

“Hoo.”

The snake watching exclaimed.

A brilliantly blooming scene.

Before long, the radiance covered the rusted sword, vividly illuminating the surrounding darkness.

Pure white fragments scattered.

What was this strange power?

A sense of omnipotence she had felt for the first time. Right now, it felt like she could cut through anything.

Awakening arrives suddenly.

Whoosh!

Amidst the roaring noise, the fox raised her sword.

Her focus was solely on the sword.

She exploded all the internal energy within her body.

She intended to pour all her remaining strength into this final attack.

“You must find your star.”

This was the star the girl had chosen.

Irene braced for her final moment and spoke to the stranger standing before her.

“Welcome, to my star.”

A single phrase, briefly resounding.

The girl, who had calmly taken her stance, immediately swung her sword. Immediately after, the entire passage brightened.

It was a beautiful, flashing strike.

CRASH!

A thin golden line cut through the pitch black.

A flash of light streaking at top speed.

The snake seemed flustered and tried to avoid the attack, but the fox was a little faster.

It finally reached the boy.

‘It hit.’

That thought flashed through her mind.

Just as she was about to cut down her opponent without any delay…

“That’s enough.”

The snake moved his lips.

As if he had never been flustered, he gazed at the fox with a relaxed expression.

For a very brief moment, a sliver of his eyes opened.

“You passed.”

His bleached white eyes.

As the boy and girl’s gazes met, a large crack appeared in the intact air.

CRACK! CRACKLE!

As if a mirror was shattering.

The background surrounding the two shattered into pieces. An utterly unbelievable sight.

Towards the girl, who was overcome with astonishment, the boy whispered.

“It’s time to wake up from the dream.”

SNAP!

The overturned world returned to normal.

***

SNAP!

When her consciousness, which had gone dark, returned, Irene was standing in the passage.

Her vision flickered and blurred.

The girl stared blankly, a question mark hovering in her mind.

“……Huh?”

She seemed unable to grasp the situation.

Watching the fox’s reaction, which was steeped in confusion, I let out a chuckle.

‘It’s understandable she’s confused.’

Until just now, Irene had been trapped in a world manipulated by fiction.

She had been engaged in a fierce life-or-death battle within a fantasy magic that I had arbitrarily made to seem like reality.

In short, she had been fooled by a ‘lie.’

I hadn’t moved from the beginning.

More precisely, from the moment Irene screamed for the young foxes to run and charged at me, the girl had been trapped in a mental plane.

“Did you enjoy your brief dream?”

I offered a cheerful good morning greeting.

In reality, almost no time had passed, so it was still dawn, but.

“What is this, exactly……?”

The fox murmured, frozen in place.

It didn’t take long for her to grasp the current situation and for her complexion to turn pale.

Her black eyes gazed at me.

“……Illusion magic?”

“Correct.”

“That’s impossible… I felt no incongruity at all.”

“Haha, I’m a bit special, you see.”

After all, I possess a body capable of destroying the world alone. Of course, that’s based on the original story, but.

I leisurely scanned the girl.

Her pupils were subtly out of focus.

It seemed the aftereffects of the hypnosis still lingered.

While waiting for Irene to regain her senses, I recalled the scene just before.

“Welcome, to my star.”

The girl unleashing a sword strike after a simple line of dialogue.

As I watched the rapidly surging halo of light, a dizzying thrill spread throughout my body.

I couldn’t suppress my laughter.

“I was impressed.”

Ding!

[The subject’s emotions are fluctuating rapidly.]

(Despair -> Will)

[Due to the rapid emotional change, the Lie has greatly recovered.]

[Current remaining output: 100.0%]

Thanks to that, my output was maxed out.

It’s been a while since I filled it completely; it feels new.

That must mean it was an intense emotion.

As I stood there enjoying the afterglow, a sharp scream pierced my ears.

“Kids, kids?! Snap out of it…!”

It seemed she had found the young foxes behind her.

The children were all sprawled on the floor, unconscious.

Irene wavered for a moment. Then, a look of furious anger flew and pierced me.

“Damn it! What did you do to the kids?!”

“Oh, calm down.”

“You dared to do this even to these young ones……!”

“They’re merely asleep.”

“……”

The girl quickly checked on the foxes.

Only after confirming that all ten children were safe did she withdraw the venom from her eyes.

Of course, her wariness remained.

“……What do you want?”

Irene asked, her voice trembling.

Given that I hadn’t harmed the defenseless children, she seemed to have judged that I didn’t intend to kill them.

And I had just erased my killing intent.

I spoke with the gentlest smile in the world.

“First, please lower your sword.”

“Why should I trust you?”

“Hmm  If a fight breaks out here, these young ones might get caught in it, you know?”

“……Damn it.”

Clang!

Irene seemed to hesitate, but eventually disarmed herself.

“Good. It seems you’re ready for a conversation.”

“……”

“You don’t have to be so tense. I’m actually quite fond of you.”

“Fondness…?”

“Yes, I promise not to hurt you.”

I raised both hands.

It was a gesture, albeit a timid one, to propose peace.

In truth, if I had intended to kill the foxes, I possessed the power to annihilate them all with a single gesture.

Irene had no choice.

“……What conversation do you want to have?”

“That’s a good question.”

I gazed at the fox with mischievous eyes.

In my flickering vision, her appearance, still showing fragments of awakening, remained vivid.

The girl did not lose her integrity even at the edge of a cliff.

‘She’s cool.’

A Swordsman with an unyielding heart.

A cliché and childish story.

Stories like these… I’m absolutely mad about them.

“Welcome, to my star.”

A star, what a wonderful word.

It was even more so because the one who uttered that line was the girl.

Because she was, quite literally, a person who shone like a star.

Humans, by nature, when they see a light they do not possess, tend to harbor a desire to own it.

I was no different.

“I will buy your star.”

I decided to possess the girl.

“Will you not be tamed by me?”

A faint question. I gently extended my hand.

Like the Little Prince who first tamed a fox, I wore a pure smile.

        
            A voice reverberated against the dark background.

At the proposal I made, Irene furrowed her brow.

"......What?"

Perhaps it was because she had been pushed to an extreme situation just moments before.

The girl glared at me with somewhat fierce eyes, but I smiled as if understanding.

First, I'd need to ease her wariness.

Because from now on, they were going to be my people.

"I will take you in. I will help you escape from this hellish place."

"Take us in... I don't know what you're talking about."

"You can take it literally."

"You'll let us leave this place...?"

"That's right."

I nodded, meaning for them to be at ease.

The fox's face clouded with confusion.

A glint of tension flickered in her black eyes.

Indeed, it would be disorienting for someone who was radiating killing intent just moments ago to suddenly turn friendly.

Perhaps I overdid it with the intimidation.

"Please forgive my earlier impoliteness."

I offered a perfunctory apology.

Hearing that, Irene flinched her shoulders, then quickly threw out a few questions.

"......I don't understand. Why are you helping us?"

"Shall we say, personal interest?"

"Interest, you say."

Irene let out a hollow laugh.

She revealed strong hostility, hiding the fallen children behind her back.

"You intend to enslave us. You're just like those disgusting auction house bastards."

"Well, slaves aren't really my preference."

"Then... taxidermy?"

"Oh dear. You're imagining dangerous things."

I lightly denied it.

"I simply need friends."

A sly smile spread across my lips.

I was trying my best to restrain myself, but the effect of my trait was more profound than I expected.

Before I knew it, I had taken on the perfect appearance of a mastermind.

Wouldn't this scene appear to others like this?

A boy extending a hand to a future hero.

The primeval darkness corrupting a noble soul.

Irene seemed to feel a bit uneasy, hesitating to answer.

"Being cautious is good, but unfortunately, there isn't much time left."

"......What do you mean?"

"The soldiers guarding the auction house are about to storm in soon."

Although I had roughly cleared the surroundings, it was only a temporary measure.

It wouldn't be long before the auction house noticed.

I had to leave this place before things got troublesome.

"It's a moment of choice."

"......"

"Will you remain in this purgatory overflowing with sorrow... or will you take my hand and escape?"

I spoke as if giving her a choice, but in reality, there was no such option.

Because fate was cruel to the girl.

This was the Empire's worst auction house, the Apple Tree.

Even if she was the future Sword Saint, she was still a bud that hadn't yet bloomed.

For such an Irene to face numerous guards and attempt an escape with the children would be no different from suicide.

"......Ha."

The fox laughed hollowly.

Had she come to terms with reality?

If she didn't choose me, only death awaited her now.

"There was no choice to begin with."

Immediately after her bitter self-mockery, the girl cautiously extended her hand. It was a sign of acceptance.

"I don't trust humans. I know how despicable and cruel your kind can be."

"Oh. Is that from experience?"

"......That's a past I've forgotten now."

Irene bit her lip, lost in thought.

As if recalling painful memories, her eyes were filled with a venomous aura.

It was a deeply lingering hatred.

As her immediate life was at stake, it seemed she was trying to control herself so as not to displease me, but such intense emotions were not easily hidden.

Honestly, this reaction didn't feel strange.

After all, even in the early parts of the original story, Irene suffered from intense human distrust.

So, there was no reason for me to hold a grudge against her simply because she didn't fully trust the goodwill I was offering.

"You may be wary of me."

After all, taming inherently takes time.

I was willing to wait patiently.

The fox, who had been stiffened by my sly demeanor, took my hand and murmured softly.

"I hope you don't regret it... this choice you've made now."

"You certainly won't."

My existence is your dawn.

As the days pass and your stars sparkle, we will forge a bond in a wider wheat field.

I left a brief promise.

I embraced the girl generously.

Though it was a hand trembling poorly, it was a fragment that would one day cleave the heavens.

"Really... you won't hurt the children, right?"

"Because I'm someone who keeps my word."

"If it's a lie..."

"If it's a lie?"

"I will definitely get revenge. Even if it means sacrificing my entire life."

"Haha! How exciting!"

I smiled playfully.

As we exchanged small talk for a moment, bustling noises could be heard from outside the passage.

Clanking armor. It seemed the soldiers were coming.

"It's about time to leave."

"But how are you going to escape? I know you're strong, but breaking through all of them is..."

"Shh."

I cut off Irene's question.

Exuding a mysterious aura, I lightly winked.

"It's a secret."

If I show too much on our first meeting, they'll quickly get bored, you see.

With a bland remark, I snapped my fingers.

Snap!

Immediately after, the darkness covering the entire passage writhed.

The shadows, twisting like living creatures, then swirled following my gesture.

A thick, inky blackness enveloped us.

In the very next moment.

The snakes and foxes were no longer in that spot.

Behind those who had vanished instantly, only a faint shadow remained.

The escape was successful.

***

That fierce dawn also passed.

At the end of the night, a new day always comes.

Even morning flowed by, and with the sun high in the sky, I sat quietly in a chair.

"Hmm."

What met my eyes was a familiar scene.

It was the lodging where I had stayed for the past few days, having come down to take the academy exam.

It was spacious enough to rival a mansion. And comfortable.

It was a setting no different from yesterday.

"Ugh..."

Except for one thing.

"Unnie... I'm scared."

"Did I, did I get sold to bad people? Are we, are we going to d-die...?"

"Sniffle, sniffle..."

The foxes huddled together in the corner.

The children were utterly terrified, each hiding themselves.

They had been in that state since a while ago.

"What could be the problem...? They certainly seemed like angels when they were sleeping."

Immediately after the escape, when we returned to the lodging, everyone was asleep.

The harsh auction house life. Perhaps it was due to the accumulated fatigue from that period. The children truly fell asleep as if collapsing.

Even Irene, who seemed to be holding on a bit, quickly fell into a deep sleep.

They must have been through a lot.

'Still, I feel a little hurt.'

I mean, I carried them all to bed myself and even tucked them in with blankets.

As soon as they woke up, they became wary of their surroundings.

The children who made eye contact with me even had tears welling up.

Do I look that sly?

I felt a little sad.

Judging people by their looks. What a dirty world.

"......Sorry. The kids are loud, aren't they? I'll quiet them down right away."

Saying that, Irene tried to soothe the children.

Judging by her trembling voice, it seemed she was trying to gauge my mood.

As expected, I seemed to be regarded with wariness.

Perhaps it won't be easy to approach them all at once.

"Why are you bothering to comfort them?"

"If their crying bothers you... you might kill the children just because they're a nuisance."

"Huh? What exactly do you think I am?"

"......A psychopath."

A more direct word than expected came back.

That stings a bit.

Well, given the way I behaved yesterday, I can't really refute it in good conscience.

I gave a bitter laugh.

"Just let them cry to their heart's content. So they can calm down on their own."

Suppression only escalates emotions.

Because emotions don't work as one intends, I stopped Irene's scolding.

Poor children.

They were stars meant to shine innocently, but due to adult greed, they couldn't.

Having walked a thorny path without being able to shine for a long time.

I wished for them to cry their hearts out completely, now that they were liberated.

"Just wait a little... everyone will get tired and quiet down."

"Alright."

Irene quietly retreated.

Her eyes were somewhat confused.

Perhaps because I was taking a benevolent stance, she was instead furrowing her brow.

As if she couldn't understand my intentions.

"Hehe."

I quietly chuckled.

As I waited for a short while, the crying subsided, and a new sound reached my ears.

Rumble.

It was the sound of the children's stomachs rumbling.

Were they suffering from hunger?

Indeed, they probably hadn't been properly fed in the underground prison.

The foxes must not have eaten proper food for at least the past three months.

"Sniffle... Unnie, I'm hungry."

"Me too..."

"What should we do? Unnie will go outside and get something."

"Isn't it dangerous...?"

"I don't want Unnie to be in danger..."

The faint content of their conversation could be heard.

Even in their starving state, they were worried about Irene; they were truly thoughtful children.

I interjected with a light smile.

"It seems you need a meal?"

"......Yes. We've been suffering from hunger for too long."

Irene flinched slightly, then nodded.

Behind the girl, the listless figures of the children could be seen.

"Hmm..."

I hummed, resting my chin in my hand.

After a brief pause, I wiggled my finger with an unenthusiastic reaction.

"Perhaps I shouldn't have brought them."

"What...?"

"Indeed, children like that are... a bit bothersome."

Following my blunt words, the surrounding air grew cold.

"It seems I'll need to discipline them a bit."

"......What are you going to do?"

Irene glared at me, her body taut with tension.

The sniffling children also seemed to realize the situation was serious, holding their breath and trembling.

I smiled meaningfully.

"I didn't want to go this far... but it's your fault for bothering me."

I was just bored anyway. Perfect.

Shall I play with them for a bit?

I muttered to myself and opened a nearby drawer.

Then, with leisurely hands, I carefully took something out.

"......!"

"......?!"

The foxes stared at the object taken from the drawer.

Their eyes were filled with shock and terror.

But amidst their reactions, I merely smiled cruelly.

"Don't be scared, everyone. It's sure to be fun."

The snake whispered softly.

        
            "Delicious...!"

"It's been so long since I had such warm food!"

"Big brother is the best!"

The children, covering their cheeks with their hands, melted with delight.

The foxes, chewing their food with full mouths, moved their utensils with happy expressions.

The table was so full it looked like its legs might break.

Starting with warm beef stew, there were stacked steaks, soft tearing baguettes, and more...

It was a feast of splendid dishes at a glance.

"It's so delicious... I feel like crying."

"Me, me too."

"The bad uncles in the basement... they tried to hit us if we said we were hungry."

"And it was cold. But it's warm here."

"Sob..."

The starving children gobbled down their food.

It was the age when they were most hungry. They hadn't been properly fed, and had spent a long time in that dark prison.

The foxes chewed their food diligently.

Fortunately, they seemed to eat everything without being picky.

It was commendable that they readily picked up vegetables too.

Watching them continue their meal diligently, a strange fondness swelled in my chest.

"Everyone, eat slowly. There's plenty more food coming."

I said with a faint smile.

While my gaze was on the table, my hands swiftly moved the kitchen knife.

My cooking skills were expertly displayed.

It seemed everyone found it to their liking.

Even Irene, who was initially wary, wondering if it contained poison, was now diligently emptying her bowl.

"...What are you staring at?"

"Nothing at all."

Heh heh. I let out a proud laugh.

Irene seemed to glance around for a moment, then turned her attention back to the fragrant stew.

The tail behind her wagged pleasantly.

'Indeed... the first step to taming is filling their stomachs.'

I muttered to myself so no one could hear.

Just a moment ago, what I had taken out of the drawer was none other than a pink apron.

"As expected, those children are... a bit bothersome."
=Watching the children cry... my heart aches.

"I'll need to give them a little 'treatment'."
=I need to lend them a helping hand.

"I didn't want to go this far... but it's your fault for bothering me."
=Cooking myself is a bit troublesome... but I'll do my best for you all.

"Don't be scared, everyone. It'll definitely be enjoyable."
=Don't worry, I'm a good cook. It'll definitely be delicious.

I, proudly wearing the apron, headed to the kitchen and immediately began making food.

It had been a long time since I'd cooked.

Did my body remember? I quickly whipped them up.

Well, considering who taught me. If I couldn't even make food of this caliber, that person would cry.

'Thanks to that, I'm making good use of it.'

As the delicious scent spread throughout the room, the children's crying also subsided.

The wicked mastermind offered a meal to the starving children.

As the saying goes, a full stomach breaks down caution.

To the hungry foxes, such kindness must have felt like salvation.

The idea of approaching them with food as bait. I thought of it, but it was truly a terrifying stratagem.

"Does everyone like the taste?"

Hiding a sinister smile, I walked towards the table.

There, the small foxes were gathered close together.

When the children noticed me approaching, they swung their tails back and forth with wide smiles.

"It's delicious!!"

"You're different from the bad uncles..."

Children are still children, I suppose.

Their fear of me seemed to have quickly disappeared.

I gently reached out my hand and stroked the head of the closest fox.

Very slowly.

*Flinch.*

A frail shoulder trembled for a moment.

Although it seemed to tense up, it soon accepted the touch.

As we shared that gentle interaction, a bewildering reaction soon emerged.

The child's eyes began to well up with tears.

"...*Sniffle*."

"Oh. Did you not like being petted? I apologize if I was out of line."

"N-no..."

The small fox shook its head at my question.

The child wiped away the falling tears, muttering with a choked voice.

"This... it's been such a long time."

Many emotions were embedded in that short sentence.

"Tears suddenly started coming out, *hic*, and they won't stop. The food is so delicious... and that makes me so sad."

"..."

I waited quietly.

It must have been difficult for them.

Trapped in a cold basement, soothing their empty stomachs, swallowing tears, despairing about the coming future, and repeatedly enduring the agony of resignation.

It was a wound too cruel for a child in their youth to bear.

'Poor things.'

I silently felt sympathy.

To have served a sentence merely for their fate, how unreasonable this world is.

A single flower blooming from the ugliness of adults.

The name of the memory that took root so shabbily is sorrow.

Just yesterday, the children were confined in cages.

They had given up all hope.

In such a situation, a miracle happened. They were able to escape the cold floor and have a warm meal with their friends.

A sense of disconnect based on deep relief.

Perhaps that was the reason for their flowing tears.

"It's alright now."

I offered a simple comfort.

"Because no one will be able to torment you anymore."

The young fox bowed its head deeply.

I comforted the child, deliberately laughing in a playful tone.

"Now, now! Good children don't cry. You should stop, okay?"

"*Sniffle*... Okay."

"The food is getting cold. It'll be more delicious if you eat it while it's warm."

"Mm-hm."

The small fox, teary-eyed, moved its fork.

Children really do open their hearts easily if you're just kind to them a few times.

It's a pity.

They shouldn't open their hearts so carelessly to a mastermind like me.

I'll have to make them regret it terribly.

"Everyone, eat plenty. There's lots of food prepared, you know?"

A mountain of piled-up food.

This was the ultimate move.

-Grandma's Sincere 'Eat Just A Little More' Punch-

Afterwards, I fed the children an enormous amount until they lay down, declaring they couldn't eat anymore.

***

Crying, laughing, being wary, then feeling relieved.

The children, who had been showing such a spectacular range of emotions, soon fell fast asleep in a group.

It seemed they couldn't overcome their post-meal drowsiness.

They had truly eaten until their bellies were bursting.

One or two began to close their eyes, and then they all fell asleep in a pile.

'...They must be tired.'

The fatigue accumulated from their lives at the auction house must still have remained.

It was a sensitive and anxious time for them, but perhaps it was fortunate that most of them seemed to open their hearts.

"How commendable."

I unconsciously muttered to myself.

The small foxes dozing on the floor. As I carefully moved them one by one to a bed, a voice cut in from beside me.

"I'll help too."

It was Irene.

The girl who approached silently helped with the carrying.

Perhaps she still hadn't shed her suspicion of me, as she would glare at me with menacing eyes every time I lifted a child.

The fox fiercely hissed.

"I haven't done anything yet."

"I know."

"I don't plan to do anything in the future either."

"That's something we don't know."

"Is that so?"

Taming is truly difficult, it seems.

With that quiet murmur, I gently laid the last child I was holding in my arms onto the bed.

Carefully, so as not to wake them.

As I covered the foxes with blankets, I felt a faint gaze.

"..."

The girl gazed silently in my direction.

On her cold-featured face, rather complex emotions were evident.

She also looked confused.

'Did I treat them too well?'

From Irene's perspective, it would likely be unsettling.

The person she met for the first time yesterday was showing her inexplicable kindness.

Is something wrong?

Such worry would be natural.

'No... since I've been caught by a mastermind, maybe it's true that something is wrong.'

I chuckled quietly, putting aside the frivolous thought.

As I quietly gazed at the deeply sleeping children, Irene spoke first.

"Unexpected."

"What is?"

"That you seem to like children. I thought you'd be straight-faced and say they were annoying."

"Of course not."

It was closer to liking them.

Because I liked the unique innocence children possessed.

Unlike adults, stained by the world's grime, their freshness was untouched by a single blemish. I envied that.

It was something I hadn't had for a long time.

"I just don't get close to them."

"...Anyway, I'll thank you for now. It's true you took us out of that hellish place."

"Don't mention it."

"And thank you for the meal. It was delicious."

"I'm glad it suited your taste. I'm pleased to receive such praise."

A few light exchanges.

I quietly gazed at the girl. Her clear black eyes held only the image of the children.

It was a scene filled with a gentle atmosphere.

-I don't trust anyone.

As I lost myself in thought for a moment, a scene suddenly flashed before my eyes.

It was a scene from the middle of the original work.

The part where I first uploaded a strategy video.

It was the story that appeared in the first side story [Untamed Fox] episode.

-Sold!

According to the flow of the original work, Irene was sold as a slave at the auction house.

Afterwards, the fox, subjected to cruel torment by nobles, eventually ended up killing her owner and escaping.

Thus, the girl wandered the streets.

During a time filled with despair, a fated encounter occurred.

-Who are you? You're so pretty.

The First Imperial Princess of the Empire, Charlotte Little von Staufen.

In the story, the girl playing the role of a young prince, Charlotte, discovered the fox.

-Come with me.

Charlotte, recognizing the fox's talent.

She took Irene in and made her her close attendant.

The young prince cherished the fox. The fox also relied on the young prince. The two became inseparable friends.

It seemed as though only peaceful days would follow, but...

-I heard news today.
-The children who were locked up with me... they all died, I heard.

Starting from the news that arrived one day, the story's atmosphere drastically darkened.

The fox said to the young prince.

-They died in so many different ways, apparently. From abuse to torture, taxidermy, even butchery...
-Every single one, miserably.

Tears poured down.

However, what was contained in those tears was not just sorrow. It was closer to bitter self-reproach.

The girl bit back a lament.

-Even what little was left is being taken away.

They were the only hopes I had protected since my master passed away.

-I couldn't protect them.

-Even in those cold cages, the children who trusted only me withered away miserably...

-But I shamelessly survived.

The part concluded with the despairing fox.

It wasn't a general storyline, but an extra story, a [Hidden Episode] that could only be seen by taking a specific route.

I was the first one to discover this.

The reactions from when I uploaded the video are still vivid.

'Half were people admiring how I found it, the other half were people saddened by Irene's story.'

Irene, who had always seemed so steadfast.

Since it was a scene where such a character broke down, users seemed quite shocked.

I felt a little proud.

It means I prevented that event.

'The original story will change, but... that's something to think about later.'

For now, I thought it might be fine to celebrate.

I had prevented Irene's misfortune, and with this, I had laid the groundwork to get closer to the original protagonist's party.

A content feeling lingered for a while.

What snapped me out of my thoughts was none other than the fox's call.

"I don't get it."

"Huh... what?"

"You. I just can't figure you out."

When I turned my head at the sudden remark, I saw eyes staring intently at me.

The quietly shining pupils resembled stars.

The girl, who seemed to hesitate for a moment, then spoke again.

"...You said you wanted something from me, didn't you?"

"Hmm?"

"That you'd tame me."

"Ah, I certainly did say that."

Realizing it belatedly, I nodded.

She remembered. I thought I had mentioned it in passing and she had simply let it go.

"That's right. That's why I brought Miss Irene here."

"Is it that important?"

"Of course."

A clear answer. But the girl instead wore a puzzled expression.

She asked in a low voice.

"What does... 'taming' mean?"

She questioned the meaning of taming.

At that bold question, I couldn't help but pause for a moment. I reflected on the meaning internally.

To tame something.

It was a value now forgotten by many.

Yet, despite that, it was still my shining milestone.

I answered without thinking.

"To tame is to... form a relationship."

"......?"

Silence passed for a moment. Our differing gazes met.

"What?"

"I intend to form a relationship with you. I will tame you to my liking."

"..."

The definition of taming, recited plainly.

I thought I had conveyed my genuine feelings as they were, but Irene's reaction was somehow strange.

Her dazed face twisted.

Her brow furrowed, and contempt filled her pupils.

The fox stepped back a few paces, then muttered in a chilling voice.

"...You trashy bastard."

It was a gaze as if looking at waste.

Irene hugged her own shoulders, tightening her previously loosened guard once more.

I reacted stupidly.

"Oh, my...?"

Did I say something wrong?

        
            There was a strange misunderstanding for a moment, but it was quickly cleared up.

The definition of taming. It seemed the girl had taken it to mean something rather cheeky.

It was a good thing I hastily added an explanation...

'I almost got labeled as a shameless human.'

How could she misunderstand our relationship like that?

Of course, it meant becoming friends. Had she never read a fairy tale in her life?

I stared at the fox with narrowed eyes.

"......"

Irene sat, needlessly averting her gaze.

She was pretending to be indifferent, but her ears were already flushed red.

Her tail fluttered frantically.

It seemed she was genuinely embarrassed about having such a cheeky imagination.

Seeing her squirm, a chuckle escaped me without realizing.

Is this what they call 'gap moe'?

She projected a sharp, defiant aura, yet crumbled when poked.

I opened my mouth.

"You have an unexpectedly cute side, don't you?"

A mischievous remark.

Irene flinched her shoulders for a moment, then glared fiercely at me.

"......I already said I was sorry."

"It's revenge."

"No..."

"To think you were imagining such naughty things in your head, my shocked heart can't calm down."

"......"

Ultimately, the fox was crushed.

Watching her head hang low, the corners of my lips twisted on their own.

A sly smile spread across my lips.

'This is fun.'

She's quite fun to tease.

She was popular in the original work precisely because of these aspects.

Especially, she showed great chemistry with the quirky Little Prince, drawing explosive reactions from users.

[Irene's reaction is so damn cute LOL]

[Irene was prickly and unlikeable, but after watching this episode, she's become my favorite character!]

[Charlotte x Irene yuri vibe starting?]

[What yuri? Dude.]

[The game company already declared there's no love line.]

[Until all the glaciers in the Arctic melt]

[Grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind grind]

[You, get out of here;;]

By the way, these were comments left on my video.

Some strange comments were mixed in, but let's just ignore them for now.

In any case, Irene's influence was considerable. When the character popularity poll for [The World Seen by the Little Prince] was held, she proudly took third place.

'Of course, I voted for Regia, but...'

Still, seeing her in person like this, I felt like I understood the fans' feelings.

Tsundere characters always have a demand, don't they?

It was a charm exactly opposite to Regia's gentle personality, one might say.

"Irene-yang."

"......Why."

"Cheer up. I'll stop teasing you now."

I stroked the fox's head a few times, as if admonishing her.

I heard a fierce hiss, but I mostly ignored it and gently withdrew my hand.

"Our conversation was getting sidetracked. Let's get back to the main point."

Clap clap!

Clapping to signal attention.

Irene, thoroughly riled up, glared at me, simmering with frustration at being unable to retort.

I continued speaking smoothly.

"I told you, didn't I? That I would guarantee the children's safety."

"You did."

"And in return, Irene-yang, you promised to become my 'friend'."

"I don't know exactly what 'friend' means, but... if it means I can protect the children, I'll do anything."

"Anything?"

"......Within acceptable limits."

"Huhu, of course. Please put your worries aside."

I lightly gestured with my hand.

Although I was playfully treating Irene, it was just a one-sided approach.

She must still be afraid of me. And probably suspicious too.

It wasn't a particular problem.

There's plenty of time. We'll be together from now on, so we can build trust.

"In that case, Irene-yang."

"What now."

"This is my first request as your friend. And just so you know, I won't accept refusal."

The snake flicked its tongue.

Its dangerously glittering golden surface seemed ready to swallow the fox at any moment.

I whispered lightly.

"You'll have to come with me to the Academy."

It was the moment a new story began.

***

Meanwhile, Gallimard Academy.

The entrance exams, which had continued for a week, came to an end.

With everything from grade calculations to bothersome paperwork finalized, the faculty members were gathered in the dean's office, conversing.

They were confirming the results of this year's exams.

While new students always garnered much attention each year, this cohort's level of interest was different entirely.

Not only was the overall standard of applicants high.

But several promising talents, hailed as geniuses, were also included.

The Empire's First Imperial Princess, Charlotte Little von Staufen.

The twin siblings of the Benity ducal family: Emilia Benity and Ruthka Benity.

Even a commoner capable of summoning a wyvern as a familiar.

It was a season where promising talents, typically appearing perhaps once in a generation, poured in as if by prearrangement.

Thus, the professors were filled with overflowing expectations, but...

"This is preposterous!"

"We cannot accept this. This kind of unilateral decision is truly disappointing."

"It must be corrected immediately!"

The atmosphere in the dean's office was somewhat chaotic.

Somewhat agitated voices could be heard.

At the center of the faculty members sat a white-haired old man with a tired expression at his desk.

He pinched the bridge of his nose, calming the professors.

"Everyone, calm down."

"But, Dean-nim...!"

"Enough."

"......"

A firm voice of restraint.

As the commotion subsided, the dean looked down at his desk with a heavy gaze.

A thick, bound document.

[Gallimard Academy New Semester Entrance Exam Rankings]

1. Yuda Snakers

2. Charlotte Little von Staufen

3. Emilia Benity

4. Ruthka Benity

5. Regia Filers

.

.

.

1206. Dector Hollinte

1207. Margo Frank

[Document Approved - Selena Drunkerd]

"Haa..."

A sigh escaped him unconsciously.

The old man ran his hands over his face, trying to suppress the dizzying feeling.

The very content of this document was what the professors were collectively protesting.

"These rankings are absurd!"

"Not only did Her Royal Highness the Princess lose the top spot, but to put someone so unqualified in that position!!"

"We, too, were present at the entrance exam."

"Although he is from a prestigious family... his skill was barely mid-tier, we tell you!"

"Honestly, we cannot accept these results."

Yuda Snakers.

The biggest topic of this entrance exam.

He was the boy who, despite showing somewhat subpar grades, somehow managed to secure the top spot.

The dean quietly turned his head.

"......"

Standing where he looked was a woman.

Softly cascading purple hair. Her red eyes sparkled captivatingly.

She wore an indifferent expression.

As if she had no interest at all.

"......Selena."

Selena Drunkerd.

The Academy's chief professor and the person responsible for overseeing this entrance exam.

The dean sighed once more.

"Selena."

"Yes, Dean-nim."

"Explain how this happened."

"It's exactly as you see it."

The confident reply.

As usual, she seemed to have been drinking, as the strong scent of alcohol clung to her.

"Didn't Dean-nim grant permission?"

"Selena. Even if I delegated all authority regarding the entrance exam to you, this is..."

"I merely stayed true to my assigned role."

Selena replied indifferently.

The dean felt his head spin.

Even though he had been lenient with her, wasn't she being too brazen?

As the old man ruminated on his doubts about his student, the professors' complaints buzzed annoyingly in his ears.

"You cannot let this slide this time!"

"We can't help but question Professor Selena's handling of affairs. Didn't she once grade while completely drunk, resulting in jumbled rankings?!"

"That was only once, though."

"Even once is a problem, Professor Selena!"

"Hm?"

Selena tilted her head as if she hadn't known.

This thoroughly grated on the already riled up faculty members.

Would this escalate into an emotional quarrel? The dean let out an old groan and forcibly brought the chaotic situation under control.

"Everyone, that's enough. We'll conclude the matter of the freshman valedictorian here."

"But, Dean-nim...!"

"Are my words amusing?"

"......"

"There's a separate class placement exam prepared anyway, isn't there? If there was a problem with Selena's judgment, the rankings will change then."

"......Understood."

The dean's demeanor was resolute.

As if he would not permit any more idle talk.

A subtle tension flowed. Only then did the faculty members realize they had been too agitated and backed down.

Only Selena maintained her detachment.

"Selena."

"Yes, Dean-nim."

"I'll let it pass since the document has already been approved... but I too have doubts about this matter."

"I apologize."

"Do not take the position of chief professor lightly."

"I will keep that in mind."

The dean quietly furrowed his brow.

He vaguely wanted to end the lecture there, but it was clear other faculty members would complain.

This issue could not simply be overlooked.

"The student who became valedictorian this time. Do you remember him?"

"Yes, they say he's the son of a snake."

"If that student cannot maintain a top 10 ranking in the class placement exam two weeks from now... I will strip you of your chief professor position. Since this was your responsibility, it's only right that you bear the consequences."

"I will accept it readily."

"Good. And you all must be satisfied with this, right?"

The other professors remained silent.

It meant they would follow the dean's words.

Although it was somewhat of an admonishing tone, in reality, it meant stripping her of her position.

The princess who entered as second in this cohort. It was impossible for a student with only mid-tier skill to compete against her, who was called an unparalleled genius.

He would probably be utterly defeated.

'It's over.'

'What a shame.'

'Serves her right. She was acting so arrogant, riding on the Dean-nim's back.'

'She was a brilliant person though, if only it weren't for her excessive drinking...'

'So this is how it ends.'

The faculty members, showing various reactions inwardly.

The professors seemed to glance at Selena for a moment, then shifted their gaze elsewhere.

Perhaps that's why.

The others didn't see it.

'......A class placement exam, huh. I'm looking forward to it.'

A fleeting smile.

A clear sense of anticipation was held on Selena's lips.

***

The Clatter-Bang Fox Rescue Incident!

A week had passed since then.

The calendar, fluttering by in what felt like an instant, now pointed to the date of the Academy's entrance ceremony.

The point where the original story officially began.

"I'm so excited  So excited !"

"......Be a little quiet."

"How can I be?! It's the first day of the Academy!"

I gave a clear answer to the fox's scolding.

Irene and I. The two of us were walking towards Gallimard Academy.

"Huhu."

A pleasant laugh escaped me.

Was it because of my pounding heart? My steps felt much lighter than usual.

Whoosh .

The spring breeze was especially refreshing.

I calmly settled my heart, which was tinged with excitement.

As I continued to walk with light steps, a strange groan suddenly came from beside me.

"Ugh..."

"Irene-yang? Is something wrong?"

"Are you... seriously asking because you don't know...?"

A voice trembling severely.

Turning my head slightly to look, there was a girl whose face was flushed crimson.

A stinging gaze pierced me.

I deliberately responded casually.

"Hmm? I don't know why you're like that."

"You're truly... the worst."

"Oh, Irene-yang. Such blunt criticism isn't good."

"Then don't make me wear clothes like this...!"

Ultimately, Irene exploded.

Following her vigorously wagging tail, her short skirt swayed gently.

A black and white color scheme. And a tight-fitting design that boldly revealed the curves of her entire body.

The girl was dressed in a maid uniform.

"It suits you well."

I lightly tossed out a remark.

But even that compliment seemed to be a fatal blow to her. The fox ears atop her head twitched, reacting.

She seemed utterly mortified.

"......You pervert."

Tears even welled up slightly in her eyes.

Irene bit back her shame and anger, showing intense hostility towards me.

"Friend? What nonsense... This was your goal from the start, wasn't it?"

"What hurtful words."

Would I really end up being hated at this rate?

Worried, I added an explanation.

"Didn't I tell you? That this was the only way for us to go to the Academy together."

Irene couldn't enter the Academy.

To be precise, she missed the window.

The entrance exams had already concluded.

To enter the Academy as a student, she would have had to wait at least a year.

That's why I chose an alternative.

-I will hire you.

-From now on, you'll be my personal maid.

That is, keeping Irene as a servant.

While it was generally a rule that the Academy was a space solely for students, there were some exceptions.

Each student could be accompanied by a few servants.

It was probably a consideration for the children of noble families.

-I'm alone.

Conveniently, a servant position was also open.

Since my family hadn't assigned any, there wouldn't be a problem if I hired one on my own.

And so, Irene became a maid.

"B-But...! What about th-this tight, sh-shameless outfit...?!"

"It's a recently trending design. I got the most popular one from the shop."

"I don't understand human society..."

"How is it, Irene-yang? Isn't it as cheeky as what goes on in your head?"

"Shut up!!"

Irene finally threw a punch.

I lightly dodged the attack, mischievously teasing her.

She was indeed someone whose prickly reactions were amusing.

As we continued our bickering conversation for a while, Irene, who had been fuming, suddenly closed her lips.

As if something had just occurred to her.

"Irene-yang?"

The atmosphere quickly grew somber.

Her expression somewhat stiffened. The girl seemed to hesitate before opening her mouth again.

"......The children are really okay, right?"

"Ah."

It seemed she was worried about the little foxes.

We couldn't bring the children to the Academy, so we had to leave them elsewhere.

From Irene's perspective, she must be anxious.

Since she couldn't keep them by her side and protect them herself.

"Please put your worries aside."

I said to alleviate the girl's worries.

"I called some people I know. They are trustworthy, so they will surely take good care of the children."

"Because *you* called them... I trust them even less."

"Oh dear."

"They're not dangerous people, are they...?"

"They'll probably be fine. They're people who follow my commands absolutely."

"......That sounds dangerous."

"Again with the hurtful words."

I evaded the question with a sly smile.

Irene gave me a suspicious glare, but I diverted her attention by teasing her a few more times.

I muttered to myself inwardly.

'Come to think of it... it's been a while since I last saw them.'

The last contact was a letter I sent half a year ago.

I wonder how they're all doing. I hope they haven't been causing too much trouble just because I'm not around.

I should show my face to them soon.

'Astro.'

The infamous criminal organization of the slums.

I savored that name for the first time in a while, and continued my steps.

        
            A place not far from the academy.

There is a city famous for thick fog settling over the entire district, making it impossible to see the sun even during the day.

The Uncrying City, Leqiye.

It boasts the largest slum in the Empire.

With its somber atmosphere combined with its characteristic lack of light, it naturally became a crime-ridden slum.

Leqiye is like a sanctuary for the wicked.

—All dirty money passes through Leqiye.

By name, it was a slum where beggars gathered.

But in reality, it was no different from a hell where assassins, black mages, and murderers ran rampant.

Even the Imperial Guard could not easily patrol it.

As such, it was a place where many villains thrived.

Though there were countless criminal organizations in the city, the most infamous among them was undoubtedly…

—I hear the slum has been overturned once again.
—Was it that 'Astro' or whatever again this time?
—That's right.
—The world is truly ending.

Astro. Sometimes called 'Starless'.

Now, beyond the city of Leqiye, they were considered one of the most dangerous groups in the entire Empire.

After appearing like a comet about two years ago, they quickly swallowed the slum, becoming the new overlord of the underworld.

For some reason, their activities had been quiet recently.

—Speaking of Astro. There's no news from them lately.
—Did they get taken down by other organizations?
—Rumor has it they left the Empire.
—I heard there was a split.

Many speculations ran wild, but no one knew the truth.

They had been thoroughly veiled from the very beginning.

All people could do was pray that those nightmares would not reappear.

"……."

Meanwhile, in a building located in the city center.

In a basement covered in blackout curtains, only one girl sat at a desk.

Long, disheveled silver hair.

Her empty eyes reflected only void.

The girl's identity was Astro's vice-captain. The second-in-command of the criminal organization that had swallowed the Empire's slums.

The girl made no movement.

A living corpse. She was breathing, but that was all.

To her, nothing in the world held meaning. Breathing was merely an act to prolong life.

She resembled a puppet with severed strings.

"……I miss you, Captain-nim."

Suddenly, the girl mumbled something incomprehensible.

Tears had already welled up in her eyes.

Her deeply sunken pupils were recalling a certain scene.

[This is a temporary farewell. I hope everyone is doing well.]

A hastily scrawled letter.

The captain vanished from the members after that, leaving only this.

The girl fiddled with the innocent paper.

"Where are you, exactly?"

Nearly half a year had passed.

He had always been elusive, but it was the first time contact had been lost for so long.

Perhaps… she had been abandoned.

A terrible assumption suddenly surfaced. The girl desperately tried to erase it.

Just thinking about it felt like her heart was tearing into pieces. Teardrops fell with soft thuds.

"No, he wouldn't abandon us… I shouldn't doubt him…"

She tried hard to calm herself.

Yet, in her terribly trembling silver eyes, longing remained.

As she sat there listlessly, a cold sense of loneliness behind her, a noisy commotion suddenly came from outside the door.

Bright laughter rang out.

It soon burst through the open door.

"Neria!!"

*Bang!*

The door was roughly kicked open.

Beyond it stood a middle-aged man with red hair.

Had he had a drink? When his eyes met the girl's, he flashed a foolish, gaping smile.

"Neria! You were here!"

"……What is it?"

"It finally came! It came!"

"I don't know what trouble you've gotten into again, but please calm down first."

The girl glared at the man.

Whatever the matter, she didn't seem pleased with him coming in such a fuss.

The Captain-nim wasn't here. What was there to be so happy about…?

"The Captain-nim finally contacted us!"

"……Pardon?"

The silver-haired girl was momentarily stunned.

She seemed to be checking in her mind if what she had just heard was correct.

Soon, light returned to her vacant pupils.

"Really?! When, where, how did it come?!"

"Now now, calm down. Look at this letter."

"Give it to me quickly!"

Neria snatched the letter quickly.

As if he knew she would be happy, the man smiled contentedly.

"The content is simple. He asked us to protect a few children. All ten of them are fox beast-kin."

The girl quickly checked the letter.

The handwriting, style, composition, and even the habit of dotting periods, all matched the Captain's.

Jubilation spread across her silver eyes.

"I handled it quickly on my end. I selected only the elite forces and had them bring the guests."

"Haaah, haaah……."

"You're not listening."

The girl, nose buried in the letter, was smelling it.

On the thin surface of the paper. Faintly, but clearly, the Captain's scent lingered.

Her shoulders trembled as if in ecstasy.

After breathing it in for a while, the girl commanded.

"……Prepare. The Captain will soon need us."

Her brilliant silver hair fluttered.

The girl hugged the letter tightly to her chest and bowed her head as if in prayer.

"Everything according to his will."

It was a reverence solely for her god.

***

A snake and a fox, walking side by side.

We soon reached the academy's main gate.

It was truly an overwhelmingly majestic building, even on a second look. Even Irene couldn't stop admiring it for a while.

We would be spending three years in a place like this.

A strange mix of excitement and tension coexisted.

Thus, we entered the academy.

The main building where the entrance ceremony would be held. On the way there, we encountered a familiar face.

I readily offered a greeting.

"Miss Regia! Long time no see."

"……Young Master Snakers?"

Green eyes looked this way.

Pink hair, fluttering in the spring breeze, resembled fully bloomed cherry blossom petals.

The flight goggles around her neck were like a trademark.

'Regia Filers.'

The girl who played the protagonist in the original work.

Also, my most beloved character.

When Regia's eyes met mine, she flinched and froze. Was it still difficult for her to deal with nobles?

I chuckled.

"How have you been?"

"Ah… yes, yes."

"Oh my  You're too stiff. I thought we got quite close last time."

"S-sorry."

"Was it perhaps just my imagination?"

"Ah, no… it's just, this is like a chronic habit…"

Regia frantically offered excuses, perhaps worried about upsetting me.

It would be fine if she just said she was uncomfortable.

Even though she couldn't properly say anything she disliked.

I thought that was just like a protagonist, and stood beside her.

"It's a relief that I could keep my promise."

"Pardon?"

"I told you we'd enter together and meet again."

"Ah… I just remembered."

"I almost felt a bit disappointed."

I added with a mischievous smile.

"Congratulations on your academy admission, Miss Regia."

A light congratulatory greeting.

At first glance, it might seem like a customary remark, but it held special meaning for me.

'I really wanted to say it. Even just these words.'

Regia had no family.

Living a wandering life without a home, it was perhaps natural.

That's why no one congratulated the girl on her admission.

A staggering 1943 times. I had seen this scene in the game.

The girl, standing alone in the entrance ceremony procession every time.

She tried hard to act bright, but beyond the screen, there was clearly a sense of bitterness.

Every time, I wanted to tell her.

"Let's enjoy a fun academy life."

Just a warm word.

Regia was stunned, as if she hadn't expected it.

Her green eyes trembled for a moment. The girl, who had been stiff, then broke into a wide smile.

It was a perfectly pure curve.

"Yes…!"

"Haha, shall we go then?"

We started walking again.

Perhaps her tension had eased a little, as Regia's demeanor seemed much more relaxed.

The girl, having regained her energy, took an interest in the fox.

"Wah…! This is my first time meeting a fox beast-kin!"

"W-what, what's wrong with you?"

"I've met various beast-kin while traveling the continent, but not a single fox among them! C-could I perhaps touch your tail?"

"Absolutely not?!"

"Hmph…"

Irene hissed fiercely.

Regia, whose eyes had been sparkling, became crestfallen again at the sharp response.

It was quite a sight to behold.

As I enjoyed this two-shot of popular characters from the original work, we soon arrived at the main building.

The place where the entrance ceremony would soon begin.

"Shall we head to the waiting line first? It looks like people are getting instructions over there…"

Inside, students were bustling.

As I was looking around to find a line, someone called my name.

"Student Yuda."

"……?"

"Yuda Snakers. Is that you?"

Turning my head, I saw a man looking at me. Judging by his attire, he seemed to be a staff member.

I tilted my head but answered the question.

"That's me… What is it?"

"Student Yuda's seat is over there. Please take the first chair placed on the dais."

"Pardon?"

The man stopped me, who was heading for the general seating, and pointed towards the dais.

A question mark popped into my mind at the sudden statement, but the staff member simply pushed my back firmly.

"The entrance ceremony will begin soon. Please hurry."

"Wait a moment? Could you at least explain what's going on…?"

"It is as you were informed beforehand. Student Yuda, as the valedictorian of this term, is scheduled to give the freshman representative speech."

"Pardon…?"

For a moment, I wondered if I had misheard.

What, valedictorian? Freshman representative? Speech?

What the hell is this nonsense?

I was quite flustered and questioned the staff member.

"……Valedictorian?"

"That's right. Were you perhaps not informed?"

Only then did the staff member falter.

"Student Yuda has been admitted as the valedictorian for this term. A speech is also prepared for you as the freshman representative."

"……?"

Valedictorian? Me?

At this utterly unexpected news, I felt my vision spin.

        
            The continent's finest educational institution, Gallimard Academy.

As winter gave way to spring, a new breeze swept through the Academy.

It was the day of the entrance ceremony.

In the auditorium, where students of the new cohort had gathered, the ceremony was well underway.

Excitement filled the eyes of the fresh-faced children.

[Congratulations to everyone present on your admission.]

[I am Gaston Gallimard, the dean of this Academy. Before I begin my introduction...]

An aged voice echoed widely.

The white-haired old man stood on the podium. Though it was merely a ceremonial congratulatory speech, it held the power to stir the students' excitement.

Most of the children, steeped in anticipation, listened intently to the dean's address.

Of course, not all of them were.

There were also students whispering among themselves.

As if they had an interesting topic of conversation, they exchanged hushed words.

It was a story about a certain boy.

"Did you hear? About the top student this time?"

The rankings of the entrance exam had been released a few days prior.

Due to the entirely unexpected results, the students couldn't hide their bewilderment.

"The Princess Royal lost the top spot... Honestly, it's unbelievable."

"Do you know anything about this year's top student?"

"Well, I heard he's the son of the Serpent..."

"The Snakers family? It's undeniable that they're a prestigious family, but weren't they unrelated to martial arts?"

"That's what I find strange too."

The First Princess was called a genius seldom seen in a generation.

Her reputation was comparable to that of any hero.

The news that such a girl had only managed to secure the second place in a mere Academy entrance exam was difficult to accept.

Especially since the one who took the top spot instead was an unexpected individual.

"The young master of the Snakers family?"

"He's been veiled until now, hasn't he? He's never once shown himself in high society..."

"In the first place, they haven't had any interaction with other families for the past few years."

"What on earth happened?"

"Oh, come to think of it, my friend said they saw him at the entrance exam. The Snakers young master, that is."

"Really? What was he like?"

"Well..."

The topic grew even hotter, especially as eyewitness accounts spread.

Anyone who had observed him on the day of the entrance exam knew that the boy's performance hadn't been particularly outstanding.

"I heard he was subpar?"

"Subpar is too harsh a judgment... Maybe just barely scraping by in the middle ranks?"

"What, that means he's still far from the top student, doesn't it?"

"How did he surpass the Princess Royal? Wasn't there really an error in the ranking?"

"Isn't that highly probable? They say there was a similar mistake once before."

"I don't know about anything else, but one thing I can definitely say is..."

Public opinion turned negative.

"That this current top student is all hype."

The students quietly swallowed their mockery.

A subtle flicker of hostility.

Those who rise to high positions are inherently disliked by others.

This is especially true when someone unqualified sits on the throne.

"Ha, top student. Unthinkable."

"My father always said he disliked the Serpent family. He said they were too sly to know their true intentions."

"How dare he steal the Princess Royal's position?"

The Serpent boy was also in such a situation.

Though it was not his intention, he ultimately incurred the students' wrath.

The children, each with a biased view, glared at the podium.

[My address as dean concludes here.]

[Next, we will have the freshman representative speech by this cohort's top student, Juda.]

[Please come up immediately.]

Click-clack.

With the sharp click-clack of shoe heels behind him, the blond boy ascended the podium.

Despite his rather casual gait, an air of dignity flowed from him.

It was, unexpectedly, not a bad first impression.

[Hello. I am Juda Snakers, and I will be delivering the freshman representative speech.]

His narrow eyes were slightly squinted.

The boy, wearing a somewhat unsettling smile, greeted the students.

His voice had an ominous quality to it.

***

In life, unexpected accidents always occur.

Situations where plans, thought to be progressing smoothly, are completely overturned.

Unfortunately, I was in such a situation right now.

-I'm the top student?

The role of an inconspicuous extra.

My dream of quietly blending in with mediocre grades had just been spectacularly shattered.

To make matters worse, a freshman representative speech?

A headache pulsed at the reality, which was utterly impossible to accept.

What on earth was this situation?

Based on my entrance exam scores, it should have been difficult to even be in the middle ranks, let alone be the top student.

No, more than that, if there was going to be a representative speech, the Academy should have informed me in advance...

-We sent a letter to the Snakers family.

-We even received a reply confirming it... Could it be that you weren't informed of the relevant details?

I had nothing to say. Damn it.

The Academy probably didn't anticipate such a case.

That a talent capable of claiming the top spot in the entrance exam would be treated as nonexistent by his own family.

'Aish, my father.'

Even if you're not interested in your son, there's a limit.

This is why Juda went astray in the original story. I seriously feel like I'm going to snap.

-Student Juda, it will soon be your turn to go up to the podium. Please prepare yourself.

The freshman representative speech I was unexpectedly entrusted with.

It was enough to drive me crazy, but there was no paradise to escape to. It was simply a moment where I had to comply.

I stiffly moved my feet.

As I approached the podium, I felt all eyes converge on me.

"..."

Before I knew it, eyes were focused intently on me.

From the original characters to the dean, the faculty, and all the other students, everyone was staring in my direction.

It was too overwhelming a situation for an outcast, but...

What can I do? If they tell me to do it, I have to do it.

I couldn't exactly hypnotize the entire auditorium. Swallowing tears of sorrow, I opened my mouth.

"Hello. I am Juda Snakers, and I will be delivering the freshman representative speech."

It was a relief that I at least had the 'Smiling Mask' trait.

At least I didn't have to worry about stuttering or making mistakes.

Finishing what wasn't quite a consolation, I turned my eyes to the students... and noticed something strange.

"..."

"Hmm?"

The students were unnaturally quiet.

A chilly silence hung in the air. I tilted my head, a question mark hovering above it.

"Why is everyone like this?"

What, why are they so proper?

Aren't children usually talkative no matter where they go?

Could it be that they're nervous because it's the entrance ceremony?

As that thought occurred to me, my tension eased a little.

Perhaps kids are just kids after all. They have a docile side without even realizing it.

"Huhu... Seeing everyone frozen like this, it seems you're all nervous because it's the entrance ceremony."
=So cute, so cute.

I had no intention of standing out in the speech.

I should only say pleasant things.

A typical protagonist would declare war on the entire student body here, but I didn't have the capacity for that.

I also had no intention of staying in the top student's position for long.

I just planned to make a brief impression on the original characters and then return the position to its rightful owner.

The top student spot was a hassle, despite the good treatment.

I wasn't the type to covet unnecessary fame.

'I just need to see the ending.'

There's no point in me forcibly clearing it.

I'm just a player who loves games.

I just wanted to see our protagonists break through their limits and reach the end of the world.

Being an extra who subtly offers help was enough for me.

Yes, I am a shadow.

I hope to be an inconspicuous supporting character.

Reminding myself of my goal, I smiled faintly and continued speaking.

"I believe you've all heard about me. I've risen to the top student position, beyond what I deserve."
=I also don't know why I'm the top student, but it means 'please take care of me' for now.

"I was worried it might be boring... but indeed, my expectations weren't off the mark after all."
=I had worries, but... it means 'it's a relief that everyone seems to be excellent, just as I expected.'

"So this is the continent's finest Academy."
=This is the continent's finest Academy. It means pure admiration.

"I'm truly looking forward to life here."
=It means I'm genuinely looking forward to it.

As I offered these pleasant words, I heard murmuring among the students.

They must all be impressed by the top student showing such an attitude.

Oh, it's Hyung speaking. Yes, that's right, that's true.

Hyung received K-etiquette training, so he's always humble.

"I look forward to it."
=I look forward to it.

"My seat is always open, so those who covet it are welcome to challenge me. I will accept you anytime."
=My seat (friends) is always open, so those who wish to become close are always welcome.

"I hope you will be able to satisfy me."
=I hope we can all become good friends.

Warm lines, inviting friendship.

It was a passage that evoked a scene from a youth slice-of-life story.

"This should be enough."

Before I knew it, the given speech had reached its end.

I roughly finished what I was saying.

Just before stepping down from the podium, I left one last remark that came to me belatedly.

"Oh, right. I'm not a villain. Please don't hate me."
=Even though I have narrow eyes, I'm not a bad person.

It was a reasonably satisfying time.

This should have surely instilled a sufficiently positive image in the students.

I exited the podium with a benevolent smile.

'Perfect.'

There was a slight hurdle, but I overcame it splendidly.

With this, I must have definitely made an impression.

Even if I'm later dethroned as the top student, I might still receive an evaluation like, 'That guy. His skill wasn't much, but his character was decent,' right?

Spinning my 'happiness circuit', I returned to my seat.

***

[Hello. I am Juda Snakers, and I will be delivering the freshman representative speech.]

The moment the boy's first words echoed, all the students in the auditorium couldn't help but freeze.

They closed their mouths as if by a pact.

They didn't know why. It was simply instinct.

It felt as if something terrible would happen if they didn't shut their mouths immediately.

"..."

A chilling silence descended.

An unknown sense of uncanny foreignness licked stickily at their necks.

Even as an unpleasant sensation colored their entire bodies, the children couldn't even twitch a finger.

What on earth was this ominous feeling?

Surely no mana, no aura, no killing intent was felt. What was this dreadful premonition then?

Screech-.

Even at the mere sound of creaking planks, it felt as though their necks would be severed.

Most of the students were sweating coldly, and among them were some who were breathing raggedly as if they couldn't get enough air.

[Hmm? Why is everyone like this?]

Trembling gazes were fixed on the podium.

Tension rippled across the thin surface.

Goosebumps, rising as if about to spill, seemed to perfectly convey the students' terror.

It was a sensation utterly difficult to explain.

Clearly, the boy's power was dreadful.

His mana was below average, and even that was faint in density. Nor was his body trained in martial arts.

All information visible to the eye indicated the boy was weak. But...

'What on earth is going on?'

'He clearly looks like a weakling... but I can't let down my guard.'

'My limbs feel like they're stiffening.'

'It's not magic, not an illusion, not an aura. So what on earth is this terrible uncanny feeling...?'

'Damn it. Just a top student who's all hype...!'

For some reason, their senses rang an alarm.

No basis existed.

Reason asserted that they could crush the opponent immediately, but instinct warned the exact opposite.

To beware of that boy.

Most students were filled with bewildered expressions.

Only a few top-ranked students maintained a detached attitude, observing the podium with interested eyes.

Did he know of such an atmosphere?

The narrow-eyed boy began his speech with a sly smile.

[Huhu... Seeing everyone frozen like this, it seems you're all nervous because it's the entrance ceremony.]

The opening remarks were blatant provocation.

It was an ill-natured greeting, mocking the students who had just been frozen stiff.

"Such insolence...!"

"He's just a brat who'd fly away with one punch...!"

At that, some students' eyes widened. Regardless, the boy continued speaking.

[I believe you've all heard about me. I've risen to the top student position, beyond what I deserve.]

His words had a subtle underlying jab.

The rumors circulating among the students about him. The boy seemed to be scoffing as if he knew everything.

[I was worried it might be boring... but indeed, my expectations weren't off the mark after all.]

[So this is the continent's finest Academy.]

[I'm truly looking forward to life here.]

His narrow eyes slowly scanned the students.

It was a meaningful passage.

It felt as if he was treating the students as trivial beings. Contempt was etched onto the boy's tongue.

[I look forward to it.]

[My seat is always open, so those who covet it are welcome to challenge me. I will accept you anytime.]

[I hope you will be able to satisfy me.]

Furthermore, the boy displayed an arrogant attitude.

If you have complaints about the top student's position, don't just grumble behind my back, come out. I will face you directly.

His words were calm but held an oppressive air.

It melted into the boy, forming an unsettling atmosphere.

[This should be enough.]

Before long, the allotted time had reached its end.

The boy roughly concluded his speech.

He, who had been giving an unpleasant eye-smile, left one last remark just before stepping down from the podium.

[Oh, that's right.]

[I'm not a villain. Please don't hate me.]

An echo resonated in the silent auditorium.

The students merely wiped the cold sweat from their foreheads, gazing at his retreating back as he exited.

***

"How astonishing."

"..."

The white-haired old man murmured, as if in admiration.

Selena snapped out of it at that voice.

Her consciousness wasn't entirely clear, perhaps due to the alcohol, but she strained to focus her eyes. Her long purple hair cascaded down.

The call was heard once more.

"Selena."

"Yes, Dean-nim."

This time, she answered without missing a beat.

Seated beside her was Selena's master and the Dean of Gallimard Academy, Gaston Gallimard.

He was expressing interest in a certain boy.

"I've got my eye on an interesting child."

"Thank you."

"Though no great power is felt, to still possess charisma that overwhelms the audience..."

The old man's lips curved into an arc.

He wasn't destined to be the top student, but he was a flower that, if polished, could blossom beautifully.

"It is regrettable. The fact that a child with such potential is suffering due to your stubbornness."

"..."

"Do you know? Because of the crown you forcibly placed on him, that child is now hated by many students."

"...I know."

"If you knew, then that in itself is outrageous."

The dean lightly smacked Selena's head.

As she silently accepted his touch, the old man quietly posed a question to his disciple.

It was a question filled with concern.

"This time, I will not help you. Are you confident?"

"What are you referring to..."

"The class placement test."

The faculty meeting that took place a few days ago.

There was a condition imposed on Selena, who had arbitrarily decided the top student, as a form of punishment.

"Do you truly believe that child can maintain the top student position?"

It was a question, yet not truly a query.

The dean had already concluded that the boy's rank would plummet in the class placement test, and the other faculty members felt the same.

Some were even scoffing among themselves.

Selena ignored their childish reactions and lightly opened her mouth.

"Well..."

Her crimson eyes were imbued with an indifferent light.

Selena reminisced.

The overwhelming pressure she had felt from the boy during the entrance exam, and the unknown terror that had crushed her.

"We'll soon find out."

The woman replied plainly and turned her head.

        
            Even after the new student representative's speech ended, the entrance ceremony continued a little longer.

There was nothing particularly special.

Simple announcements, faculty introductions, facility tours, etc... These were the typical things informed on the first day of school.

If there was anything worth listening to, it was probably the part about dormitory assignments.

The news that it was possible to move in starting today was quite useful.

It meant that I no longer needed to stay at an inn and could settle down at the academy.

The original story is really beginning.

It was the moment it truly sank in.

[With this, we conclude the entrance ceremony of Gallimard Academy.]
[I wish you all good luck.]

With the Dean's encouragement as the last note, the event concluded.

Students gradually exited the auditorium.

I, too, entrusted myself to their flow.

As I moved, my head turned at a voice that suddenly called out.

"Snakers Young Master-nim!"
"Over here."

A pilot with pink hair, and a fox with scarlet hair.

They were Regia and Irene, respectively.

It seemed they had been waiting for me, as they were lingering around the auditorium.

I smiled broadly and waved my hand.

"Both of you waited for me. How touching this is...!"

The unexpected top student title.

I had been slightly annoyed by the unforeseen situation, but seeing the two of them, that feeling washed away.

My favorite characters from the game were welcoming me.

Isn't this what a successful fan is?

"What are you talking about? You told us to wait."
"I didn't know you cared for me so specially! Are we all friends after all?"
"No, earlier you..."
"Of course, Irene-yang! I'm so grateful."
"...Never mind."

There was a somewhat impure attempt to ruin the touching moment, but I largely ignored it.

"Shall we head back now?"

The dormitories were open now.

I was planning to look around the room I'd been assigned. Because if there were any issues, I needed to know in advance.

Since the academy itself was as vast as a small city, it was a good idea to figure out the path leading to the dormitories.

It was a distance that would be inconvenient without taking a carriage.

The three of us walked towards the nearby carriage stop.

Regia and Irene. Perhaps because they had just met today, an awkward feeling still lingered between them.

I broke the ice with small talk.

"So... how was my speech for everyone?"

A casual question.

I thought it was a pretty good speech, something that might appear in a youth drama, so I was curious about others' impressions.

"Eh, eh? Yes?"
"Why are you so flustered? I asked without any hidden intention, so feel free to answer comfortably."
"Ah, yes, yes. Th-that, Young Master-nim's, sp-speech, you mean..."

Regia's reaction was strange.

As soon as she received the question, she stuttered like a broken person, even stammering her words diligently.

What is it? Is there some problem?

"Regia-yang? What's wrong?"
"Uh, uh... it was w-wonderful! Young Master-nim's speech, it completely, m-moved my heart, you could say!"
"Haha ! It's an honor to be praised like that!"

They say praise makes whales dance [a proverb about the power of compliments].

Well, I don't know about whales, but it seems it can make a little snake dance. I felt like I could break into a tap dance right then.

As I hummed a pleasant tune, Irene looked at me with a fed-up expression.

"You really are..."
"Yes? Why, Irene-yang?"
"...It's nothing."

"Hmm?"
"Never mind, just watch where you're going. What if you fall?"
"Goodness, you're worried about me. Are you finally opening your heart to me!"
"Absolutely not."
"How could you be so cold-hearted...!"

Childishly continued banter.

As we walked, exchanging such idle chatter, I suddenly felt a gaze.

"......?"

Someone was standing, blocking the path.

What is it, suddenly? When I looked up with that thought, what I saw was none other than a brilliantly shining girl.

I let out a dumbfounded sound.

"...Oh."

It was a quite familiar appearance.

Platinum-blonde hair falling to her shoulders. Blue eyes that transparently reflected the world.

"Hello."

A greeting that fell lightly like fluttering leaves.

Even her voice held a mysterious aura. It was calm, like the dawn seashore.

I knew the girl.

Another protagonist of the original game 'The World Seen by the Little Prince'.

The best playable character chosen by users, and a character modeled after the Little Prince.

'Charlotte.'

The Empire's First Princess, Charlotte von Little Staufen.

In the original story, she had entered the academy as the top student, but she was the girl who was pushed to second place because of me.

I immediately knelt.

"I greet the Star of the Empire."
"Mhm, nice to meet you."

Charlotte nodded.

A somewhat free-spirited way of speaking. It was a passage that highlighted her characteristic as an eccentric girl.

I quietly racked my brain.

Charlotte was not the type to show much interest in others.

It was rare for her to approach someone first like this.

Is something wrong? Surely, she's not trying to pressure me because I took her top student spot?

'...That can't be.'

Charlotte didn't particularly care about grades.

No, to be precise, I should say she didn't care about anything in the world. Except for her precious 'Rose'.

'Then why on earth?'

She was such an unpredictable person, it was difficult to infer her reasons.

Just as I was frozen.

"I just came. Out of curiosity."

Charlotte spoke first.

She tapped my head a few times, then stroked my hair as if it were nothing.

Everyone stared with question marks at her sudden action.

"Your hair. It's soft."
"Excuse me?"
"Well, goodbye. See you later."
"......?"

Immediately after, she turned her back as if her business was done.

The girl who suddenly approached, only said hello, and then left again. My thoughts stopped at this never-before-experienced flow of conversation.

What was that...?

What just happened to me? A sudden appearance and disappearance?

It happened so fast that I didn't even have time to feel flustered. Is this what the 'Little Prince' style of speaking is like?

I remained frozen in the bewildered situation for a moment, but Charlotte was already walking far away.

"I wonder... was I too slow-witted to follow the flow?"
"Eh? Th-then, I-I guess I'm slow-witted too..."

It seemed the fox and the pilot were just as flustered.

I, who had been kneeling still, soon let out a hollow laugh.

It was supposed to be a historical moment meeting a new character, but she left before I could even feel touched.

"Well... I guess this kind of demeanor is her charm."

I dusted myself off and stood up.

I felt glances from around, but I decided to pretend not to notice.

"Shall we go now?"

I quietly took a step.

Then, the two people who had been immersed in confusion also snapped out of it and followed behind.

'By the way.'

What exactly was Charlotte trying to say?

She said she was curious about something... but I didn't hear it clearly, so I don't really know. It would have been better if she had told me everything.

I pondered the bland question as I walked.

***

The dormitory building we arrived at by academy carriage.

What awaited us was a row of buildings comparable to... no, perhaps even grander than ordinary mansions.

Facilities of a quality incomparable to ordinary academies.

Everyone couldn't help but marvel, perhaps because it was their first time at Gallimard.

Regia was openly staring blankly out the window, and while Irene pretended not to, she seemed very interested in the surrounding scenery.

Yes, such a magnificent sight is hard to see anywhere else.

It's a semi-city-level academy capable of accommodating up to 5,000 people.

'My chest swells with awe.'

Of course, I was no different.

Although it was a background I had seen many times in the game, the impression of seeing it in reality was on a different level.

I felt instinctively overwhelmed.

Clatter clatter-.

After driving for a little more time, we were finally able to arrive at the dormitory we were assigned.

More precisely, it was the space where Irene and I would stay.

The building Regia was assigned to was located a bit further away.

Because of that, we got off the carriage first. I lightly raised my hand to say goodbye.

"It was a pleasure today, Regia-yang."
"If it weren't for Young Master-nim, I think I would have been lonely by myself at the entrance ceremony. Thank you very much."
"Hoho... I look forward to our continued interactions."

I casually spoke a lie.

"Let's meet again. My friend."
"F-friend...?"
"Yes. Friend."

Aren't we inseparable friends who have been together since the entrance exam?

As I leisurely whispered those words, Regia's initially blank expression gradually brightened.

It was a line for building affection, and fortunately, it seemed to be a success.

Regia nodded, trying to hide the corners of her mouth that kept turning up.

"Yes! See you next time...!"

Neigh neigh-!

Coinciding with the girl's greeting, the carriage set off again.

As I watched her receding figure for a moment, I felt a poking gaze from beside me.

"Why are you looking at me like that, Irene-yang?"
"No... it just seemed like you were smiling particularly ominously. I wondered if you were plotting something."
"What on earth do you take me for?"
"An untrustworthy person."
"Oh dear. My tears are blinding me from the unfairness of it all."

I wiped my eyes, putting on a crying act. Of course, it didn't work at all.

"By the way... what did you think?"
"What are you talking about?"
"I mean Regia-yang. Isn't she quite a nice person?"
"She seemed naive."
"That's because she's still young. She hasn't learned how to hide her true feelings, so her innocent side is transparently visible..."

"You're young too."

Irene tossed out a blunt remark. I replied to the fox.

"I may be young... but I don't look naive, do I?"

Only a sinister smile lingered on my twisted lips.

The girl glanced at my face for a moment, then slowly turned her head as if she understood.

"...Definitely not."

What the heck. That secretly hurts.

Of course, I threw out that line expecting such a reply, but it still pained me when the answer actually came.

Who criticizes people based on their appearance?

A dirty lookism-filled world.

I'll overturn it all someday.

As I mulled over my sadness for a moment, a fact suddenly occurred to me.

"Something just came to mind."
"What is it?"
"The room I'm assigned will probably be the largest in the academy."

Gallimard Academy fundamentally operates on a rank-based distribution system.

The higher one's rank, the broader the benefits one can enjoy, and the quality of life also improves.

The dormitories are no exception.

"As the top student's room, it's bound to be incredibly spacious. So there's an advantage!"
"An advantage?"
"It means there will be a lot of cleaning to do in the future. It's a task that Irene-yang will have to handle entirely, by herself, with enthusiasm."

"...Where on earth is that a good part?"
"It doesn't concern me. I'm not the one doing the cleaning."
"......"

The blatant teasing continued without batting an eye.

Irene's expression soured. We continued walking, bickering for a while.

***

After the bustling entrance ceremony ended, there was a week of free time.

All academy schedules would begin after the class assignment exam. In other words, there would be no particular schedule for a few days.

The new students were still unfamiliar with the academy.

It was the academy's consideration for them to have a light period of adjustment.

I welcomed it with open arms.

My body had been itching to explore the academy anyway.

The space I had longed for most over the past three years.

Excitement surged at the thought of finally achieving my wish.

As I was wandering around the academy, feeling like I was on a picnic...

"You! Did you understand what I said?"
"......"
"I don't know how someone like you became the top student, but I'm telling you not to act arrogantly!"

Who is this one now?

        
            The new students were still unfamiliar with the academy. It was the academy's consideration for them to have a period of gentle adaptation.

'It feels nostalgic.'

This part also existed in the original work. It was the process where the player explored various parts of the academy, built connections with other NPCs, and uncovered basic settings. In short, it was the tutorial phase. It also meant that the story of 'The World as Seen by the Little Prince,' which I knew, was truly getting underway.

My heart was filled with excitement. How long had I waited for this moment? How bored had I been for the past three years since my possession? I seemed to have done all sorts of things to alleviate the boredom.

'It meant those days were now a thing of the past.'

The space I had dreamed of so much. During the week given by the academy, I diligently explored the campus. It was so vast that I had to ride a carriage all day. Irene, who had been inadvertently dragged along, grumbled, but it seemed she was secretly intrigued as well.

It was called the continent's best educational institution. Furthermore, it was also a space that embodied the essence of Imperial architecture.

Whoosh.

The roadside trees swayed gently with the rustling spring breeze. A clear stream flowed beside the path where I walked. On the transparent surface of the water, clear enough to see the bottom, several cygnets swam leisurely.

It was a feast of unparalleled beauty.

"It's truly wonderful... I feel like I've missed out on half my life."

"Hmph. It's not bad."

"Irene-yang. I apologize for interrupting your chic demeanor, but your tail is wagging quite violently."

"......I said it was good, didn't I?"

Irene subtly turned her head at my remark. Nevertheless, as if unable to hide her emotion, her tail was still wagging rapidly.

A chuckle escaped me. She was sharp yet possessed a cute side. She was certainly a talent that was fun to tease.

We walked a bit further along the path. Just as we were continuing our pleasant stroll.

"You there!"

Suddenly, a voice came from behind us. Who could she be calling? When I turned my head, thinking that, a girl with blue hair entered my sight. Could she possibly be calling me?

"......Did you call for me, Lady?"

"That's right, I called you. Let's talk for a moment."

Click-clack.

The proud click-clack of high heels echoed. The girl, who had approached so close, calmly crossed her arms and stopped in place. Her posture exuded dignity.

"You... are the eldest son of the Snakers family who entered as the top student this time, correct?"

"That's right."

"Ha, your grinning face is quite a sight."

Her rudeness was evident from her very first greeting. Her way of speaking felt somewhat familiar. I belatedly recalled and stared at the girl.

"For a man like this to be a representative student of Gallimard Academy."

Blue eyes resembling the sea. Long blue hair, reaching her lower back, featured cinnamon bun-shaped curls. A girl with the typical appearance of a villainess noble daughter.

She was a person I knew.

'......Emilia?'

Emilia Beniti. The eldest daughter of the Beniti Ducal family, and an elite who entered as the third-ranked student this term. In the original work, she appeared as a high-ranking noble who tormented Regia, a commoner, and was a villainous character who harassed the protagonist's party until the mid-point.

The corners of the girl's mouth twisted into a sneer.

"How truly disappointing. Even the academy's standards."

It was the sudden appearance of the villainess noble daughter.

***

Emilia was fundamentally a person overflowing with vanity. She was obsessed with receiving attention from others. She felt extreme inferiority towards those who shone brighter than her. Since the character she was modeled after in the fairy tale was 'the vain person,' one could say she was faithful to her concept.

-A mere commoner dares to act so brazenly... I cannot accept it.

The reason she tormented Regia in the original work was simple. It was out of jealousy for the protagonist's talent, and because Regia received more love and attention than she did. Minor inferiority feelings sprouted the seeds of conflict.

-Oh dear  My apologies? My foot just slipped.
-I told you not to stand out, didn't I?
-A commoner, no less... May I interpret your current attitude as a challenge to the Beniti Ducal family?

The intensity of the bullying wasn't severe. There was no direct violence, nor was there any financial extortion. At most, it was limited to actions that could be dismissed as pranks. But even that was a tremendous stress for Regia.

-I-I'm sorry... Lady Beniti.
-I, I, sob, I didn't mean to, ah, no......

Especially since she had a personality that found nobles difficult. It must have been painful for her that a descendant of one of the Empire's top three prestigious families harbored hostility towards her. Eventually, she even ended up shedding tears.

Anyway.

The person rambling in front of me now was such a character. A character in the 'villainess noble daughter' position who mentally rattled the lovely protagonist. Both a stumbling block and a stepping stone for growth.

"You! Did you understand what I said?"

"......"

"I don't know how someone like you became the top student, but don't act so arrogant!"

Unfortunately, Emilia was not at all favorable towards me. Perhaps it was natural. She was someone who showed hostility even to our harmless protagonist, so how would she react to someone as ominous-looking as me?

In the entrance exam, I had surpassed her and taken the top spot. And I had even struck a cool pose during the new student representative's speech...

'Did I get on her bad side?'

Actually, it was something I had somewhat expected. Even I didn't know why I was the top student in the first place, so how would other students feel?

'Still, we're both nobles. I thought she might let it slide, but...'

Not a chance. The moment Emilia encountered me, she bared her fangs. I casually echoed her words, trying not to upset her, while bitterly chewing on my own sorrowful feelings.

Very bitterly, indeed.

"Oh dear  My apologies for this."

"What are you sorry for?"

"Because I was so exceptionally talented that I surpassed Lady Beniti and took the top spot!"

"What did you say?!"

"I should have restrained myself out of consideration for Lady-nim's dignity, but I failed to think of it. Please, forgive me like this..."

I deliberately dabbed at my eyes as if wiping away tears. As I put on my best performance, the girl's face flushed crimson.

"Are you making fun of me? You've been acting like this since earlier...!"

"Making fun? How absurd! It's simply that I genuinely feel regretful that Lady-nim was pushed down to 'third place'..."

"Aargh!"

Emilia was now even making a sound like a boiling kettle. I grinned broadly, feeling a thrilling sense of pleasure. I had poked at her a few times for fun, and quite a 'tasty' reaction emerged. I simply couldn't resist teasing her.

"Ah... I resent my own talent. To have a talent that even incites jealousy in my closest friend."

"I've never been jealous! And since when were we best friends, after only just meeting?!"

"My goodness! So you're telling me the thirty minutes we just spent together was all just a midday dream?"

"That means it hasn't even been thirty minutes since we met!!"

"Oh, you're smarter than I thought."

"So you thought I'd fall for that?!"

"A little?"

This was dangerous. It was a very stimulating kind of fun. Especially because the one reacting like this was a ducal daughter, the thrill of playing a dangerous game was immense. The blood of a troublemaker surged hotly.

"Third, third, third."

"......What?"

"It means 'third place' in total."

"You... are you truly not afraid of the Beniti Ducal family?"

"Of course, I am."

However, I merely pursue entertainment. Beyond that, there was nothing left for me. If things went wrong, I could simply erase her memory with my abilities. It wasn't a method I particularly preferred, though.

"It's alright, Lady-nim. Isn't third place also an excellent result?"

"I don't want to hear that from an underachiever like you!"

"Isn't third place also an excellent result? Isn't third place also an excelle--..."

"Don't you dare repeat it three times!!"

From Emilia's perspective, it must have been utterly infuriating. She had come to torment someone she disliked, only to be tormented herself. How many times in her life had she been teased? No, perhaps it was her first time ever. And since I was careful not to cross the line, it would have been ambiguous for her to genuinely retaliate. After all, it was just a prank between kids.

'Although not widely known externally... Emilia's standing in the Beniti family right now is akin to a kite with a broken string [a proverb about someone who has lost their influence or support].'

And the same went for her twin younger brother. Originally, the twins were the legitimate heirs of Beniti, but due to various entangled matters, they were in a rather difficult position. Well, let's just gloss over this. It would get too complicated if it went on for too long. In short, Emilia had no leeway to mess with me. She might be able to punish someone like the eldest son of a mere count's family, but even that would only be possible if there was a legitimate reason.

"I don't understand why Lady-nim is so angry. I'm simply speaking purely in the spirit of congratulation..."

"Don't make such a pitiful face like you're the most miserable person in the world!!"

"Truly... I'm hurt."

"Eek, eeeek!!"

In the end, Emilia fumed as if sinking. As I savored this long-awaited happiness, her blue eyes glared fiercely at me.

"Ha! Let's see how long you can maintain such an impertinent attitude."

"It's an honor that you'll be watching."

"Rumors are already rife among the students. Everyone knows that you're a terrible, 'bubble' top student!"

"Oh, I've been found out already."

"Then enjoy your composure now. Everything will be revealed soon enough."

The girl smiled sinisterly.

"The upcoming class placement test... it's conducted in a duel format, isn't it? I heard your opponent would be Her Royal Highness the Princess."

"Weren't duel opponents only revealed on the day of the test?"

"Do you want to know how I found out?"

"Oh  You were scarier than I thought."

"Obviously."

She snorted as if I were beneath her. Her characteristic gaze, as if looking down on others. After continuing the standoff for a while, Emilia finally walked away. It seemed she finally decided to leave.

"Well, this was a waste of time."

"That's a disheartening thing to say."

"A frivolous man like you could never defeat Her Royal Highness the Princess. Your position will be taken away soon enough, so enjoy it while you can."

Leaving a 'kind' warning behind, the girl turned her back. Amidst the hazy season, the blue cinnamon bun-haired girl walked away, one step at a time. I watched her retreating figure for a moment.

As I stood there lost in thought, Irene, who had been observing the situation from nearby, peered into my view.

"Ah, um, excuse me..."

The fox was being uncharacteristically wary. Why was she suddenly acting like this?

"Irene-yang? Why are you suddenly like this?"

"......"

"Irene-yang?"

"......Are you going to kill that person?"

"Huh?"

Irene abruptly threw out a strange question. It was a completely incomprehensible turn of events. I asked back, with a question mark floating above my head.

"Suddenly?"

"She just criticized you arbitrarily. She also ignored you, calling you a 'bubble' top student."

"No, that's true, but... why do you think I'd kill Lady-nim?"

"Well, you were making a face as if she was annoying. Like you were looking down at a crawling bug..."

"That's my usual expression, though?"

"Liar."

The fox growled in a wary voice. Perhaps she was truly nervous, as her forehead was covered in cold sweat and her tail was stiffly rigid. I asked, dumbfounded.

"What on earth do you take me for?"

"A monster."

"It seems my evaluation is getting harsher and harsher, doesn't it...?"

I saved you, fed you, housed you, and protected the children too. I did everything for you, yet you slander me like this. Is this what they call an ungrateful fox?

"......But you have the power to do that, don't you?"

You could cruelly murder that girl and then cover it up. I don't know how great the Beniti family is, but I don't think you'd lose, at least.

"That's why it's scary. The moment you make up your mind, you'll become a disaster."

"Oh dear, it seems you're overestimating me quite a bit."

"Are you saying you can't?"

"Well, that depends on your imagination."

"See?"

"Hehe."

I brushed off the awkward question with a laugh, mixing in a slight lie.

"Don't worry. Even I couldn't take on a ducal family by myself."

"I guess so...?"

"Of course."

Ding!

[Target's emotions change.]
(Wariness, suspicion -> faint reassurance)
[A small amount of 'Lie' has been restored.]
[Current Output remaining: 76.4%]

The clear mechanical sound echoed in my ears. The singular chime signified deception. Between lips that exhaled falsehoods like breathing, only a flickering serpent's tongue resided. I grinned faintly and continued walking.

"Shall we head back for today? I think we've explored enough."

"......Okay."

The fox hesitated for a moment, then came to walk beside me. If she was going to do this anyway, why bother being so wary? Feeling mischievous, I firmly grabbed the girl's tail.

"Yelp?!"

A somewhat cute shriek. A fluffy sensation was felt at my fingertips. As I toyed with that luscious clump of fur a few times, the girl's disgusted reaction could be heard.

"W-What on earth... why are you touching, *gasp*, there!"

"It's punishment."

"S-Suddenly, what kind of punishment! Augh, w-wait, not there...!"

"This is soft."

"T-Tell me the reason, at least!!"

You don't know why? You really are hopeless. Today, I'll instill some respect for your employer. And so, the tail experience continued for a while.

"Ugh, ugh...!"

"You cry quite cutely."

"T-This is... the worst!"

"Hehe."

I had originally planned to just play with it for a bit, but Irene's reaction was much more intense than expected. Finding it amusing, I ended up fondling it for quite a while.

In the end, I only let go of her tail when...

"......Pervert."

...tears welled up in the fox's eyes. It took quite a long time to appease her after she became completely sulky.

***

Thus, the chaotic week passed, and before long, it was the day of the class placement test. I thought it was quite a long time given, but once I started touring the academy, even that felt insufficient. Still, there were no particular regrets. I'll be staying here for the next three years, so there's no harm in getting to know it slowly.

For now, it was time to focus on the immediate situation. I lifted my bowed head and looked around.

"Please take a seat over here. Check your duel opponent and wait for your turn."

I followed the staff member's guidance and took a seat. Our current location was the public training ground near the main building. It was a spacious amphitheater capable of accommodating thousands of people. It was truly as expected, one might say. The scale always left me impressed.

I was momentarily distracted but quickly regained my focus. As I examined the bracket I had received at the entrance, my name caught my eye.

[Trial 7]

[Juda Snakers vs. Charlotte Little von Staufen]

"Lady Beniti's words were correct."

My opponent was Charlotte. It wasn't particularly surprising. I had expected that if the staff intended to test me, they would pair me with the strongest opponent. Our little prince was more than capable of handling such a test.

"Hmm."

"Young M-Master-nim, are you alright?"

"Ah, Regia-yang."

Then, pink hair settled into the seat next to me. Tremors resided in her clear green eyes. Regia cautiously asked, pointing to the bracket in my hand.

"Your opponent is Her Royal Highness the Princess... What should we do? I heard she's truly incredibly strong."

The girl subtly glanced my way. Was she worried about me? A peculiar, unsettling smile unique to a certain kind of enthusiast escaped me.

"This is delightful."

"Are you really okay with this?"

"Is there any reason for me not to be?"

"T-This might be a bit presumptuous to say, but... rumors say Her Royal Highness the Princess is incredibly amazing."

"Ahem."

Come to think of it. Regia also saw me taking the entrance exam. It seemed that since my appearance at that time was still fresh in her memory, she was worried about me maintaining my rank. Someone like me being the top student might warrant jealousy at least once, yet her heart was so kind.

I reassured the girl with a satisfied smile.

"Don't worry... This time will be different, alright?"

It was different from the entrance exam. I was already in the top position, and with attention drawn to me, acting excessively weak would only be detrimental. I intended to reveal a bit of my strength. Neither too little nor too much. Just enough for me to maintain a high rank in the academy.

"You can look forward to it."

I murmured meaningfully.

        
            The public training grounds of Galimar Academy.

In the spacious arena, shaped like a circular stadium, the students' fervent energy was in full swing. Every child's face was etched with tension.

Galimar's schedule was notoriously fierce. Among them, the 'Class Placement Test,' known as the first hurdle, was underway.

Students were proving their abilities, each in their own way. Some for honor, some for reputation, and still others for their future.

"Heh heh… This batch is also full of passion."

The dean, observing the test, smiled contentedly. Although wrinkled with age, his eyes still gleamed with intelligence.

"What do the other professors think?"

"It seems many talented younglings are emerging. Even compared to past generations, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call them the 'best generation'."

"I also agree with Professor Cadell's words."

"All the talents of the continent have gathered here."

The faculty members responded immediately to the dean's question. Only evaluations filled with praise followed.

The dean nodded with a satisfied expression. "It truly is astounding."

The top ranks of this batch were simply overwhelming. From the runner-up to 15th place. Children who, under normal circumstances, would have easily claimed first place were lined up.

From the academy's perspective, it was an unparalleled blessing.

"This, too, will become the foundation that further solidifies our academy's reputation."

The dean quietly chuckled. Someone subtly approached the old man.

"I fully agree with Dean-nim's words, but... there's something that bothers me a little."

"Tell me, Professor Cadell."

He was a professor who had been actively expressing his opinions.

"There is no doubt that the students in this batch are outstanding."

"Indeed."

"However, regarding the top-ranked incoming student... it seems there are many whispers."

The professor spoke as if regretfully. But this was merely a pretense. The corners of his mouth twisted mockingly, and his eyes were fixed on Selena.

It was clearly a taunt aimed at Selena.

"I am concerned that it might cause students to doubt Galimar's name."

"Isn't that already a settled matter?"

"I am merely stating my concern."

"I remember the terms regarding Professor Selena's head professorship. I won't retract the conditions now."

Yuda Snakers, who entered as the top student. If he fails to maintain a top 10 rank in this class placement test, Selena's position as head professor will be revoked. In a word, it meant she would be demoted to a regular professor.

"So, do not act rashly."

"I will bear that in mind."

Professor Cadell retreated with an unpleasant smile. The reactions of the watching faculty members were divided into two. One side was the group that mocked Selena, the other was the group that cast sympathetic gazes.

Surprisingly, there were professors who sided with Selena, but even those reactions stemmed from pity.

Everyone was predicting Yuda's defeat. In a way, it was natural. Although he had shown a rather impressive display during the entrance ceremony speech, it was true that he was far from deserving the title of top student.

Selena was pushed to the brink.

'It's over.'

'Even if she had a screw loose, she was a capable person... It's a shame.'

'The day has finally come to drag her down.'

'They said she was an alcoholic... I guess her mind got messed up too.'

'If it were any other student, maybe, but since her opponent is Her Imperial Highness the Princess...'

The faculty members quietly cast sidelong glances. At the center of their gazes, stood only the woman with purple hair.

"......"

Selena, lost in thought, seemed blank. She was clearly in a precarious situation, yet her demeanor was no different than usual. Her red eyes calmly rippled.

[The 7th Test]
[Yuda Snakers vs. Charlotte Little von Staufen]

"It's starting."

The woman muttered quietly. Her eyes were fixed on the center of the arena. More precisely, they were on the boy entering it.

His golden hair shimmered under the beaming sunlight.

A battle with no apparent chance of victory. Nevertheless, the boy was confidently stepping onto the stage.

***

The class placement test was conducted according to a fixed order. My assigned turn was the seventh.

Considering the number of new students this year was close to 1000, and about 100 students were taking the test on the first day, it was a very early turn.

Perhaps that was why. My turn came without much chance to get bored. Just 30 minutes ago, I was watching other students' tests, but now I was standing in that very spot.

I stepped onto the arena with a trudging gait.

《The 7th test will begin shortly.》
《Students participating in this test, please move according to the announcement.》

The announcement blared somewhat loudly.

The test method was simple. Two students of similar skill levels would spar. Regardless of win or loss, all aspects would serve as the basis for evaluation, and would be used as grounds for reassigning ranks.

'No way... Charlotte is really my opponent.'

I let out a wry chuckle. Was it because an underqualified student took the top spot? It seemed the faculty was thoroughly vexed. They must intend to drag me down.

"It wasn't a position I wanted in the first place... This is quite awkward."

=I didn't want to be the top student either. They forced it on me, and now they're making a fuss.

If this was their plan all along, why did they make me the top student?

"It's truly regrettable."

=Idiotic handling of affairs. This is bullshit.

It seems they're expecting me to be thoroughly defeated. Sorry, but this time, there's no way. If they intended to use others, they should be prepared to be used in return.

'Not a bad opportunity. I needed a chance to solidify my position anyway...'

As I was pondering this for a moment, my eyes met with the platinum-haired girl standing opposite me.

"......"
"......"

Blue eyes resembling the ocean. As our gazes briefly lingered, the sudden blare of the announcement once again grated on my eardrums.

《Participants, please take your respective positions.》
《The test will proceed as a spar. The test ends when one opponent is subdued or incapacitated.》
《Additionally, the test will also end if one side concedes.》

It's about to begin now.

I gathered the lies at my fingertips. A pitch-black mist covered my arm.

A voice came from the opposite side.

"I won't go easy on you."

Charlotte, still looking at me with unreadable eyes. She was every bit the little prince. I deliberately replied in a playful tone.

"For Your Imperial Highness to show your true intentions... This is troublesome."

"I'm curious about you."

"Are you speaking of me?"

"You resemble someone. Someone I saw once. I'm not sure if the two of you are the same person yet, so..."

"So, Your Highness intends to test me as well."

"Yes. I'm going to do my best."

"Haha, I hope I can live up to Your Highness's expectations."

"Please take care of me."

Charlotte drew a sword from her waist. A smooth, flowing draw. The pristine blade glinted, reflecting the sunlight.

《Prepare.》

Not to be outdone, I condensed the lies. The shadows gathering in my palm soon took shape, and quickly settled into the form of a sword.

We pointed our sword tips at each other.

《Begin!》

Following the brief signal, the test began.

Charlotte, who had been gathering her mana. The girl seemed to lightly shake her arms a few times, then immediately kicked off the ground and leaped.

Thud-!

A single sharp crack echoed. The next moment, Charlotte was right in front of me.

A sword strike delivered without a shred of hesitation. A silver line sliced through the air and came flying.

Clang-!

I barely managed to block it. It was a blow that an average student would have been hit by directly. Charlotte muttered as if she had expected it.

"As expected, you reacted."

"I was lucky."

"Indeed."

Clang! Clang!! Grind...! Thwack!!

The attacks continued fiercely. Sparks flew with every clash of swords. Amidst the storm of swords, I retreated step by step.

"Ugh...!"

I groaned, furrowing my brow. Of course, it wasn't truly difficult; I was just pretending to struggle. You could say it was a plan I had devised.

'Just block adequately... just adequately.'

The rank I was aiming for in this class placement test was none other than the top 10. I had no intention of going higher or lower. Higher was too much, lower was not enough. My goal in this life was to live as if I didn't exist, and watch the world's happy ending. That was also why I had controlled my power to get a mid-tier score during the initial entrance exam.

If I remained the top student, I would constantly draw attention. But if I lost without any fight and my rank plummeted to the bottom, that would also draw attention in its own way. My reputation would probably be tarnished, with people saying 'He was just a fake top student after all,' or something similar.

'I'm definitely weaker than Charlotte, but... I still need to give the impression that I have potential.'

I continued my act, gripping my sword tightly. The slight lies I had released into the air made the fight appear even more perilous.

Clang-!

The furious song of steel continued. Sparks flew with every clash of our swords.

As the fierce duel continued, reactions slowly began to emerge from the watching students.

-W-what the... he's fighting better than I thought?

-That's not just 'fighting well'. He's continuously blocking Her Imperial Highness the Princess's sword...!

-I thought he'd be knocked out by the first attack...

-Didn't they say he was a fake top student?

-It's true that his opponent is Her Highness, but his skill isn't to be underestimated, is it?

Yes, that's it. Go on, think of me as 'Extra No. 1, ambiguous as a top student but certainly strong'.

Behind the murmuring atmosphere, I grinned.

"Haaah, haaah......"

"Are you tired?"

"Yes... Your Highness."

"For someone who's tired, you're blocking remarkably well."

Thwack-!!

Charlotte, who had been looking at me with suspicious eyes for a moment, suddenly pushed back hard against the sword that had been in a struggle of strength, then distanced herself and took a stance. Both hands gripping the sword, its tip pointed downwards.

"Whether that tired look is real or an act... shall we find out?"

Her clear blue eyes blinked. The mana within her body exploded. The overflowing energy rapidly spread throughout the girl's entire body.

A blue aura swirled around Charlotte.

Whoosh-!

The frightened atmosphere began to tremble.

An overwhelmingly magnificent sight. Knowing what that precursor meant, I couldn't help but be flustered.

'No way... she's using her ultimate skill in just a class placement test?'

And against an opponent she's winning against?

A sense of bewilderment washed over me, but Charlotte's technique arrived a step faster. A chilling light flashed in her pale eyes. Her light-red lips murmured the incantation.

"Sword, be dyed."

Slam-!

The girl plunged the sword she was holding into the arena floor. Immediately after the incantation resonated, the sound of steel and stone rupturing echoed. It was a uniquely sharp noise.

The blue aura that had been swirling extended in all directions.

And the next moment.

Rumble rumble-!

Steel vines sprouted from the ground, encompassing the entire arena. The tendrils interwove and cut through each other. Thus, a single massive landscape was created.

"Haha... isn't this a bit too much of a performance?"

What came into view was none other than a rose garden. Every leaf and petal was shaped like a sword, a cradle of steel.

"I told you. I'm going to do my best."

Charlotte approached with light steps. In her hand was a Rose Sword freshly plucked from among the bushes. Her gaze at me was unusual, and it seemed she had no intention of letting me go until I played along.

Crying while eating mustard [doing something reluctantly], I grasped my sword.

"Haha......"

It's truly difficult to lose subtly.

        
            A faint noise grazed my ears. Dozens of sword strikes flashed within my flickering vision.

Silver threads surged with murderous intent.

“Tsk.”

I stepped back.

While narrowly evading, I directly intercepted the persistently digging attacks.

Sparks continuously flew from the black sword in my hand.

–Crash, screech...! Thud!!

Fragments of steel fiercely clashed.

With every step I took, the surrounding terrain twisted. Bushes soared into blades, and swaying flower petals shot out like daggers.

Rose petals bristled in all directions, hindering my path.

The metallic tang of blood grazed my nostrils.

I groaned, blocking the stubbornly clinging fragments.

‘...This is definitely annoying.’

Perhaps this truly was the continent’s greatest prodigy.

Even before her awakening, she was strong enough to beat down most graduates.

I rolled my eyes, blocking another incoming slash.

Clang-!

The barrier covered the entire arena.

The ground, which had been a flat sand floor, had transformed into the texture of cold steel.

The neatly blooming sword-flowers swayed wildly.

It was as if I was looking at a garden made entirely of steel.

‘Ash Garden.’

This was Charlotte’s ultimate skill.

To deploy an absolute domain around herself. Within this space, Charlotte gained near-invincibility.

It looked like a gorgeously blooming rose garden.

But in reality, every single flower was a sea made of swords.

When the girl waved her hand, the bushes moved. Hundreds of sword blades swept along like waves.

I braced myself to avoid being swept away.

Clang! Grinding…!

Sharp petals scraped loudly across my sword’s surface.

As I deflected each incoming downpour of steel, I saw the platinum blonde hair at the far end.

“Hmm.”

“Ugh…!”

“Is it an act? Or are you truly weak?”

“I don’t know what, you are, talking about…! I am giving, my all…!”

“…That’s strange.”

Charlotte tilted her head quietly.

As if there was something suspicious, the young prince did not easily lower her guard.

I pondered inwardly.

‘Why is she doing this?’

My act was perfect.

This time, I hadn’t made any mistakes in controlling my strength, and I had thoroughly hidden my killing intent.

Not only that, but I was currently clad in 'lies' to perfectly portray the image of an utter weakling.

Clang-!

Again, sparks flew from the sword tip.

It seemed like a wild assault, but it was an attack with finely adjusted intensity.

Charlotte's will to test me was clearly evident.

What did Charlotte know, exactly?

No… *how* did she know?

I continued to move, racking my troubled brain.

‘Perhaps it’s fortunate?’

To test meant to doubt.

At the same time, it also meant she wasn’t certain yet.

I didn’t know why she suspected my ‘existence,’ but as long as she wasn’t certain, I could brazenly continue my act.

After all, Charlotte would have no way of knowing.

“I’m curious about you. You’re difficult.”

“Again, I have no idea what you’re talking about…!”

“But, that makes me want to know even more.”

Thud-!

A heavy impact slammed into my sword.

It was definitely a more powerful attack than before.

Had she decided to increase the output?

I wiggled my tingling hand and clicked my tongue.

‘She really does have an unparalleled talent.’

One of the flagship beauties of the original ‘The World Seen by the Young Prince.’

Overwhelming performance. She was considered the best playable character, so if it weren’t for me, she would definitely have taken first place.

This is why talk of a ‘bubble top student’ came about.

To the students, Charlotte must have appeared as something beyond ordinary.

‘Since it’s the early part of the story, it’s a bit disappointing… but I suppose this is a passing grade.’

I muttered to myself.

By the way… how could I lose naturally here?

While dodging the swirling fragments of steel, I glanced at the magic tools placed here and there.

Screen transmission magic tools.

Although the arena was covered by Charlotte’s barrier, the situation inside was being broadcast through the magic tools.

The faculty must be gathered, watching.

‘It would have been good if other students could watch too.’

Unlike the entrance exam, there was no separate scoreboard prepared for students this time.

These magic tools were prepared solely for scoring.

In short, others besides the faculty had no way of knowing what was happening inside the barrier.

If it were a barrier deployed by an ordinary student, its interior would be transparent, but this was a ‘domain’ created by none other than the young prince.

An ordinary person’s eyes wouldn’t even register an image.

“Huff, huff…!”

“It’s strange. Are you really just weak? Are you not hiding anything?”

“Didn’t I, tell you, already…!”

Crunch, grind…! Clang, thud!!

It was about time to collapse.

I wished a big attack would come, but it was troublesome since only ambiguous attacks had been pouring out.

Her strength control was adjusted to the level I could parry.

Perhaps she was considerate, not wanting to hurt me.

‘At this rate, it’ll never end.’

Of course, I’m touched! I’m so happy to be taken care of!

But I still have to do what I need to do.

Amidst the fierce clang of steel, I subtly twitched my finger.

A single thread of a lie fell to the floor.

The shadow squirmed a few times like a snake, then moved toward the platinum-blonde girl.

And then.

Snap-!

It bit her ankle without hesitation.

“Urgh…!?”

A faint groan escaped her lips.

For a moment, Charlotte’s leg stumbled.

The fiercely dancing petals fell back into place. The girl stood frozen like a stone.

“…Your Highness?”

I asked as if wondering what was wrong.

My tone was worried, but a smile I couldn’t quite hide was etched on my lips.

Everything was going according to plan.

I smiled ominously.

***

“Hoo.”

Charlotte quietly caught her breath.

Perhaps because she was deploying such a wide-range domain, her mana was draining faster than expected.

The thought that she might have overdone it crossed her mind, but she quickly shook it off.

A landscape filled with the pungent smell of iron.

Beautifully blooming roses. In this cruel yet infinitely beautiful garden, only two people stood.

“….”

The girl gazed silently forward.

Reflected in her clear blue eyes was a boy with golden hair and narrow eyes, an unusual appearance.

His name was something like Yuda, she thought.

Clang! Grinding…!

The boy was busy blocking the sword strikes pouring in from all directions.

The sweat profusely wetting his forehead gave the impression that he was truly pushed to the brink.

Charlotte casually asked.

“Hmm.”

“Ugh…!”

“Is it an act? Or are you truly weak?”

“I don’t know what, you are, talking about…! I am giving, my all…!”

“…That’s strange.”

A panting reply came back, but Charlotte still didn’t lower her guard.

Instead, she tilted her head suspiciously.

There was a reason for her suspicion.

It was due to a scene she had witnessed half a month ago.

-The atmosphere in the slums has been unusual recently.

-Incidents of kidnapping, murder, and disappearance are happening ceaselessly… it seems cultists are running rampant again.

It was a report she received from her direct informant.

To confirm the details, Charlotte herself went to the slum.

As she wandered around, collecting clues, she coincidentally witnessed a chilling scene in a deep alley.

-I clearly gave you a chance.

-You’re the one who threw it away.

-Right  A person should know their place, shouldn’t they?

A bizarrely squirming shadow.

It soon spread into a vast blackness, swallowing its surroundings. The landscape, devoid of even a sliver of light, resembled primordial darkness.

Nothing survived in that pitch-black mist.

There was only a golden-haired man smiling as if enjoying himself.

Charlotte could only hold her breath.

If she showed even the slightest sign of presence, she felt her life would be instantly cut short.

A rope of silence tightened around the girl’s neck. In her trembling eyes, the retreating back of the ‘monster’ still remained.

‘That was the first time I saw something so terrifying.’

A transcendent power with no end in sight.

Simply facing it brought a despair as if falling into an abyss.

It was, quite literally, a calamity… no, an apocalypse.

The girl had witnessed a fragment of destruction, brief as it was.

Her breathing trembled with an eerie tension.

Charlotte painstakingly maintained her composure and focused entirely on the opponent before her.

‘That student, Yuda… he resembles the man from back then.’

Of course, many things were different.

Compared to the man back then, his aura was fainter, and his skill was far below her own level.

But there was one thing that was similar.

It was the atmosphere.

A sticky, sweet, and ominous… unique atmosphere existed.

It was a scent that, once smelled, could never be forgotten.

“I’m curious about you. You’re difficult.”

“Again, I have no idea what you’re talking about…!”

“But, that makes me want to know even more.”

Thud-!

So Charlotte pushed harder.

To confirm if the boy’s true identity was the person she knew. And hoping it wasn’t.

The flower petals of the garden fluttered mournfully.

“Huff, huff…!”

However, as the situation continued, her confusion only deepened.

Her fundamental senses pointed to the boy, but his fighting style was merely that of a frail student.

At best, he was barely clinging to a spot in the top 10.

“It’s strange. Are you really just weak? Are you not hiding anything?”

“Didn’t I, tell you, already…!”

Her certainty slowly vanished.

Charlotte thought.

Was it just a misunderstanding? Was she simply tormenting an innocent person?

Such thoughts gradually permeated her mind.

Her heart softened.

Naturally, the strength in her attacks also weakened.

Just as the girl’s suspicion was slowly falling away… something bit her ankle.

“Urgh…!?”

A momentary wave of nausea rose.

Her consciousness grew hazy with an unknown dizziness, as if she were intoxicated by a potent alcohol.

Her managed mana scattered, and her concentration shattered into pieces.

Charlotte swayed for a moment.

Stumbling, she unconsciously swung her arm.

It was an unconscious movement caused by nausea, but the result it brought was immense.

Rumble-!

This steel garden reacted to the girl’s movements.

The larger the motion, the wider the power generated.

This was why Charlotte had been standing still, only wiggling her fingers until now.

“Oh, uh…?”

She hadn’t intended to launch an attack that would endanger the boy’s life.

She had been meticulously adjusting her control with that thought, but then an unknown force abruptly intervened from outside. This caused a control error.

Swish-!

The ground roared.

Behind the vast backdrop, vines, roses, bushes, and all other structures squirmed and rose.

They seemed to mix and align, then became a massive current, forming a wave.

This wasn’t just an exaggerated expression.

It was, quite literally, a colossal steel tsunami crashing down.

Roar!!

The tidal wave of blades tore apart everything in its path.

Standing where the calamity looked was the golden-haired boy. He appeared rigid with panic.

“No, no…!”

Charlotte’s consciousness finally returned.

She hurriedly moved her hand, but it was already too late.

The flow of the garden was raging more fiercely than ever, making it impossible to stop it without damage.

Even for Charlotte, who was called an unparalleled prodigy.

‘This isn’t right.’

She had intended to test the boy.

But she hadn’t wished for this.

She no longer wanted to see others get hurt.

In Charlotte’s world, there was only one person who could be hurt, so she reached out without hesitation.

“Hup…!”

If she couldn’t break the flow, she would slightly shift it and turn it back.

The girl reset the attack’s targeting.

Not on the boy, but on herself.

The tsunami that had been rushing towards the boy changed direction.

Her clenched fist, and behind it, the wave of blades was drawn in like a magnet. To swallow her.

Swish, Roar-!

A storm rushing in with a fierce roar.

Charlotte stood still and looked up at it. It seemed difficult to block it without damage.

At the very least, she’d be carried to the infirmary.

“…It’s going to hurt.”

Charlotte murmured politely.

Even in this situation, the girl didn’t lose her characteristic composure.

She was simply satisfied that she hadn’t harmed the boy.

Swish…!

A single rose brushed past her nose.

The girl closed her eyes, bracing for the impending impact. Immediately after, a shattering sound hit her ears.

Boom-!

“….”

But why was it?

Long after the loud sound had resonated, no pain was transmitted to Charlotte’s body.

Could it be that she was too injured to even feel anything?

“….?”

With that question, she slowly lifted her eyelids…

“Are you alright?”

There was the golden hair, calmly illuminated by the sunlight.

As their eyes met, his rarely open white eyes closed again, returning to their narrow slit.

“Well, well… I suppose you owe me one, wouldn’t you say?”

The boy, holding her in his arms, smiled slyly.

Behind him were the shattering remnants and the landscape of the garden dissolving into dust.

        
            Swish, CRASH!

A thunderous roar ripped through his eardrums.
Fragments of sword blades, soaring like butterflies, swirled into a storm.
He murmured quietly.
"This... I didn't expect this."

Standing before the wave of steel was a platinum-blonde girl.
Charlotte stood frozen in place, dazed.
Was it due to a sudden control error?
She immediately reached out to regain control, but it was already too late.

Swish!
Therefore, the girl intended to bear everything alone.
To prevent harm to others.
A flurry of scattered flower petals.
Charlotte stood still, bracing for the impact.

'...Did she twist the flow of power, straining herself, to protect me?'
He couldn't believe she'd redirected the attack like that.
Thanks to her, his plan for a spectacular defeat had gone up in smoke.
Her personality was truly unpredictable.
Just moments ago, she was relentlessly pushing him, yet in a dangerous situation, she stepped forward to protect him.
She was indeed a quirky, unpredictable girl.
Well... that part was what made her a charming character, though.

'What should I do?'
If he left her like that, she would get hurt.
No matter that she was Charlotte, she was still a young girl.
As this was the early part of the original story, her abilities lacked stability, and she couldn't perfectly control her own power.
She was a genius in the midst of growth.
If they collided like that, at the very least she would suffer light bruises or lacerations.
At worst, she might end up so badly injured she'd be carried off to the infirmary.
Of course, with priests on standby, she would heal quickly... but imagining his favorite character getting hurt made him uneasy.

'Damn it.'
However, he hesitated to save her directly.
The loss was too clear.
His life had been spent as an unnoticed extra, seemingly present but hidden.
He had gone to such lengths to conceal his power and act like a weakling, and if he saved Charlotte here, everyone would undoubtedly find it strange.
The students couldn't see past the barrier.
But the faculty members were different.
They were observing the situation.
For a moment, he thought about blocking all the magical device's vision, but it was impossible with his current remaining output.
He had to choose.
Should he save Charlotte for a moment's satisfaction?
Or should he let her get hurt for his future stability?

'What to do about this...'
A fleeting moment, less than five seconds.
Tens of thousands of thoughts flashed through his mind.
What pushed his back, as he stood frozen, unable to make a hasty decision, was...

"...That's going to hurt."
It was nothing more than a single phrase.
A monologue without even a hint of wavering.
The platinum-blonde girl, who had been standing calmly, gently closed her eyelids. As if falling into a peaceful sleep.
He let out a hollow laugh.
"Ha."

How could he not save her after seeing something like that?
It was a foolish dilemma from the start.
Hadn't he enrolled in the academy to see the children?
To want to protect them as a helper, yet trying to avoid his own responsibility?

"I need to reflect on this."
Snap!
He snapped his fingers.
Following the clear popping sound that echoed, his vision flickered.
The next moment.
He moved behind Charlotte.

Charlotte was standing still, as if she had no intention of bracing for the impact.
"Excuse me for a moment."
He gently wrapped his extended arm around the girl.
As he pulled her slender frame into his embrace, with his other hand, he gathered 'falsehood'.

Whoosh!
A sound tearing through the surrounding air.
He pointed a finger towards the tsunami-like wave of blades, gathering an appropriate amount of power.
A fleeting smile crossed his lips.
What he spoke was darker than anything.
What he accomplished was more enchanting than anything.
The youngest ossuary in the world.
He was the Star's Proxy, or the Tooth that hung upon the bowstring.
"Shatter."
He moved his lips.
And then.

CRASH!
The showering fragments of steel shattered into countless pieces.
As if unable to withstand immense pressure and exploding, the surrounding scenery fractured again and again.
The sturdy barrier collapsed.
A grey garden scattering into dust.
It was a scene perhaps resembling a non-existent apocalypse.
What was once a single world was consumed by paradox, slowly colored by a beautiful disintegration.

'Perhaps I overdid it.'
He contemplated his indifferent thoughts, shaking his hand.
He had tried to control his power, but it seemed the unstable barrier had shattered along with it.

"Hoo."
As he briefly composed his breathing, he soon felt a squirming movement from his chest.
The platinum-blonde girl held in his arms.
Her transparent blue eyes looked up at him.
It was a gaze that didn't understand the situation.
"..."
"Are you alright?"
He lightly questioned, checking the girl's condition.
Fortunately, she seemed unharmed.
A sigh of relief escaped him.

Charlotte seemed unable to grasp the situation.
Her expression was blank, lost in thought. He deliberately threw a playful remark at her.
"Well, well... Could I say you owe me one?"
"..."
"Heh heh."
A knowing smile played on his lips.
He held Charlotte carefully until every aspect of the barrier had crumbled.

***

"I forfeit."
With Charlotte’s declaration of forfeiture, the match ended.
Perhaps the aftereffects of the hypnosis still lingered, as the girl stood, swaying unsteadily.
Murmurs could be heard from the surroundings.
-What? She suddenly forfeits?
-Then the top student from the 'bubble' won?
-No way.
-Princess Charlotte was clearly dominating... what on earth happened inside the barrier?
-That Her Highness lost to such an unqualified person...
The students hadn't seen what happened inside the barrier.
All they remembered was how he struggled to keep up before Charlotte unleashed her domain.
Their bewildered reactions were natural.
They had expected a scenario where he would be thoroughly crushed.
But when it played out, the exact opposite result appeared.
It was a situation where question marks couldn't help but pour out.
-What trick did he use?
-Honestly, just looking at his sword skills, he wasn't a 'bubble'. He seemed quite outstanding...
-No, but for him to defeat Her Highness, does that even make sense?!
-Didn't Her Highness go easy on him intentionally?
Ignoring the clamorous reactions of the students.
He looked at the girl standing before him.

"..."
"..."
Charlotte was also staring at him.
Silence stretched between them, devoid of conversation.
It was Charlotte, no less, who broke it.

"So it was true after all. That person I know."
She murmured plainly.
The girl, who seemed to have fallen into thought for a moment, parted her lips again and spoke to him.
"Hey."
"Yes, Your Highness."
"Why did you save me? You could have just left me."
"Well..."

He lightly shrugged his shoulders.
He pretended to ponder the answer slyly, but he already had a clear reason.
He subtly poked the girl's cheek with an outstretched finger.
A soft, squishy touch.
Charlotte tilted her head.
"..."
Her eyes were truly innocent.
Her pupils transparently reflected the light.
A gentle smile naturally formed on his lips.

"I just... didn't want you to get hurt."
This time, it wasn't a lie. It was entirely his sincere feeling.
"Does that answer your question?"
"I don't know."
"That's unfortunate."
"Yeah."

Her voice came back curt and blunt.
He, who even enjoyed hearing such reactions, let out a chuckle.
It was a smile filled with ominousness, as usual.
His unique trait was truly inconvenient at times like these. Not allowing him to laugh freely...
Just as he was muttering, a lament that wasn't quite a lament.

"Your smile is pretty."
A sudden compliment came his way.
The speaker was none other than the Little Prince.
Hearing words he had never heard in his life, he asked back, with several question marks floating in his mind.
"...Are you talking about me?"
"Yes."
"What part, exactly?"
"It's a clean color. That's why it's pretty."

What did 'clean color' even mean?
While he looked at her with skepticism, a faint smile formed on the girl's lips.
"I think I can watch you for a bit."
"Hmm?"
"I still don't know if you're a good person or a bad person. So, yes. I'll watch."
"You mean judgment deferred?"
"Something similar."

This was somewhat unexpected.
Given that she now knew about his ominous power, he had at least expected her to show some reluctance.
But Charlotte was showing interest instead.
Should he call her eccentric? Or innocent?
He couldn't say which, but... it was exactly the reaction of the 'Little Prince' he remembered.

"Are you perhaps a bad person?"
"What do you think?"
"I don't know."
"Your Highness truly possesses a mysterious discernment. Perhaps nine out of ten would say I seem like a bad person."
"Just because it's one out of ten doesn't mean it's always wrong."
"You are right."

As they exchanged those simple words, an announcement signaling the end of the test could be heard.
《The 7th test has concluded.》
《Students whose tests have ended, please exit following the faculty's guidance.》

"It seems this is the end here,"
"Mm."
"I'll be going now."
"Alright."
They each slowly took their steps.
Turning their backs on each other as if no conversation had taken place, they proceeded towards the respective entrances they had used.

《Charlotte Little von Staufen has forfeited. The winner is Juda Snakers.》
And so, the class placement test ended.

***

Meanwhile, in the faculty waiting room.
All the faculty members, including the dean, were gathered in the spacious room.
They were seated to evaluate the class placement test.
As it was one of the important academic schedules, it should have proceeded seriously, but for some reason, the waiting room was filled with commotion.

"What on earth did I just see?"
"Rewind to that scene quickly! Wasn't something recorded incorrectly?"
"...Impossible."
"Is that magic even possible at a student’s level…?"

The professors stared at the screen, each with a dumbfounded expression.
The screen, streamed through a magical device, repeatedly replayed a scene that had occurred during the 7th test.
《Shatter.》
A narrow-eyed boy lightly murmured the incantation.
Immediately after, the sturdy garden of steel shattered into countless pieces.
Witnessing the barrier being terribly crushed, the professors could not hide their astonishment.

"What in the world… was that?"
A professor’s murmur echoed softly.
The faculty members stared blankly. At the golden-haired boy, who wore an ominous smile.

        
            Swoosh!

Behind the roar, fragments of steel poured down.
Hundreds of swords swept in like a storm. It was a sight that naturally inspired awe in those who witnessed it.
It was as if an insurmountable wall of talent was being displayed.

However.

Yet, there was a boy who wasn't daunted by such a catastrophe.
His golden hair fluttered in the blowing wind.
He stretched out his arm towards the furiously charging waves, as if to block them.

“Shatter.”

Everyone thought the boy was reckless.
But the moment his lips uttered the incantation, the mundane situation was overturned.

Boom!

With a violent crash, the screen shook.
Beyond the wildly flashing scene, a pitch-black shadow instantly engulfed its surroundings.
It was an ominously shimmering darkness.

Clatter!

Immediately after, the barrier covering the circular arena shattered.
The wall of talent, which had seemed unreachable just moments before, shattered into a thousand pieces like a mere glass pane.
Little by little, it turned into dust and scattered.
It returned to a state as if it had never existed.
Everything happened in a fleeting moment, less than 3 seconds.

Hoo.

The golden-haired boy casually took a breath.
He seemed to consider it a natural outcome.
The scene froze, with him flicking off residual mana from his fingertips.

“……”

The faculty members stared at the screen in silence.
They had replayed that section multiple times since earlier, but it was still hard to shake off the shock.
The sharply fluctuating murderous intent.
The mana waves extending to their limit.
Even the composure of not losing his cool in a dangerous situation.
Everything far surpassed a student's level.

As complex silence continued among them, an unconscious murmur escaped.

“……Is this really a student who just enrolled in the academy?”

The dazed voice was filled with surprise.
Perhaps it represented the feelings of all the faculty members currently sitting in the waiting room.
They sputtered briefly like a magic device encountering an error, then began to erupt.

“What on earth did I just see?”
“Rewind to that scene quickly! Wasn't something recorded incorrectly?”
“Unbelievable.”
“Is that level of magic possible for a student…?”
“Did he reverse-engineer a small amount of mana to cause dispersion? That's not a technique a student could handle, it's incredible!”
“Where on earth did such a kid pop out from?”
They stared at the screen with intensely excited eyes.
Perhaps because it overturned the prediction of an overwhelming defeat, the faculty's reaction was incredibly enthusiastic.
It was truly the emergence of a raw talent destined to leave his name in history.

“I didn't expect much from the Serpent's Son… but this is interesting talent.”
“To think there would be a genius surpassing even Her Imperial Highness, the Princess.”
“This far exceeds even a graduate's level, doesn't it?”
“At the very least, assistant professor level… If we push it a bit, we could even consider him professor level, couldn't we?”
“Ah, that's pushing it too far.”
“Right, I thought so too?”
The young professor scratched his head awkwardly.
It seemed he had indeed given an excessive evaluation.
Each professor at Galimar Academy was a monster among monsters, so he couldn't even be compared.

Of course… there are always exceptions.
This was intentional on the boy's part.
He subtly controlled his power during the process of breaking the barrier, not revealing himself beyond a certain level.
In the eyes of others, the boy would simply appear as a 'raw talent of immense potential'.

“Still, he's amazing.”
“Amazing is an understatement. He's more skilled than even the teaching assistants right now.”
“To reach this level at such a young age… I look forward to his future.”
The faculty members did not know.
That if the boy put his mind to it, he could easily annihilate all of them.
Sometimes, ignorance saves lives.
The ignorant professors continued their heated discussion for a while.

“Everyone, quiet yourselves.”
It was none other than the Dean who calmed the boisterous atmosphere.
The white-haired elder reacted calmly. Experience could be seen in his unwavering pupils.

“Selena.”
“Yes, Teacher-nim.”
“It seems the top student for the class placement exam has been decided.”
“Indeed.”
Selena gave a lukewarm reply.
Her fatigue-laden red eyes blinked.
With her purple hair flowing haphazardly, a bottle of strong liquor was clutched in her slender hand, as always.
She clearly looked like a drunkard.

“……”
The Dean suppressed a sigh.
He wanted to point out her attitude immediately, but he was somewhat indebted to her at the moment.
He spoke with a reluctantly admonishing voice.

“I made a mistake.”
“What are you suddenly talking about?”
“It's about the top freshman. Didn't I doubt the document you approved and even press you with conditions?”
“Ah… yes, well.”
The woman shrugged indifferently.
It was a reaction as if she hadn't cared from the start, but the Dean couldn't help but feel uneasy.

“I apologize.”
“It's alright.”
“I expected you to answer that way… but is there anything you wish for?”
“What do you mean by 'wish'?”
“If it's something I can grant, I will.”
“Hmm.”
Only then did Selena start to show interest.
She hummed for a moment as if lost in thought, then parted her lips with a hazy smile.

“Then I shall tell you. For this cohort, I wish to…”
What followed was her disciple's request.
The other faculty members' pupils widened at the completely unexpected content.
Their fellow professors stared blankly at her.
Regardless, Selena simply brought the bottle of liquor she was holding to her lips.

***

The plan had completely fallen apart.
Originally, I had intended to spectacularly lose the exam and hand over the top student spot… but the situation got too complicated, so I couldn't help it.
It was my miscalculation for not considering Charlotte’s excessive thoughtfulness.

Still, it wasn't an entirely despairing turn of events.
I had properly gotten acquainted with the young prince through this opportunity, and we even exchanged a few words of small talk.
His reaction wasn't too bad.
At least, he didn't seem wary.

'Considering Charlotte's personality, she probably won't go around talking about me either.'
Anyway, I can't turn back time, can I?
Though, there is actually one person who can turn back time… I'd rather not get involved with that person.
Let's just be satisfied with this much.
With that thought, I raised my head.

What first appeared in my hazy vision was none other than the circular arena.
“Hmm.”
I was watching the exam from the waiting area.
Currently standing in the arena were a pink-haired girl and a villainess with blue bun-shaped hair.
I subtly checked the match schedule.

[23rd Exam]
[Regia Filers vs. Emilia Vanity]

'Is it the protagonist versus the villainess...?'
It was content I already knew from the original work.
I quietly recalled that section.

[EP1. The Stranger]

Regia entered the academy with an excited heart.
An event awaited her… the class placement exam.
As a top-tier student, there was pressure, but the anticipation of meeting new people was even greater.
She intended to get acquainted with the students through this opportunity.
-I'm going to make friends.
-Ugh… I'm a little nervous, but let's do our best!
Regia, who had never had a single friend in her life due to her wandering existence.
She resolved.
This time, she would definitely build good connections.
In the arena she walked into with confident steps…

-How pathetic.
The girl was utterly defeated.
Unfortunately, her opponent was not good.
It was Lady Vanity, who was called the next genius after Charlotte.

-You need to realize your place.
-This is a place for those who are qualified… not a place for mere commoners to aspire to.
The protagonist, who enrolled as a commoner.
Naturally, the villainess treated her as an eyesore.
Then, the opportunity of the class placement exam arrived, and Emilia thoroughly subdued her opponent with skill.
Including her fragile spirit.

-Leave, stranger.
A cold voice aimed at the girl.
That harsh single phrase remained a wound in her heart for a long time.
Showing the protagonist struggling from the very beginning, that was the general plot of the first episode.

“……I'm worried.”
A soliloquy that unconsciously escaped.
Growth comes with trials.
I knew it was a necessary process, but I couldn't help but feel a sense of pity.
As I watched the exam with a complicated gaze.

“She's really being pushed back unilaterally, isn't she?”
“Irene-yang.”
The fox sitting next to me murmured.
The girl in a maid uniform, leaning back and watching the exam. Irene soon tilted her head and asked.

“But that pink-haired girl… wasn't she a summoner last time?”
“That's right.”
“But why isn't she summoning anything and fighting bare-handed?”
“Ah.”
Irene was right.
Not a single creature could be seen within the circular arena.
The formidable wyvern she had shown during the entrance ceremony was nowhere to be found; only the frail girl was trembling in her spot.
I gave a bitter laugh.

“There's a reason.”
“A reason?”
“It's Regia-yang's weakness, I suppose.”
Regia's abilities don't activate when she falls into a panic.
Because the mental strength primarily required for summoning rituals was overwhelmingly lacking in her compared to the average person.
In urgent situations, summoning usually failed.
In the original game, if she was afflicted with the 'Confusion' effect, she would be judged unable to use all her skills.
A powerful character, but one who requires just as much care.

'She does overcome her weakness in the later stages, but…'
This was a point closer to the tutorial.
It was, in a way, natural for the exam to unfold this way.

“That's a shame.”
“It is unfortunate. But this too is Regia-yang's charm.”
“But how do you know all this? The pink-haired girl wouldn't have told you such things…”
“Hehehe… Do you really want to know?”
I gently smiled.
Behind my narrowed eyes, my lips curved into an ominous arc. It was a chilling, unsettling laugh.

“……No, I'll pass.”
“That's a relief. I was wondering how to answer.”
For some reason.
Everyone avoids my gaze when I smile like that.
Thanks to that, it was useful whenever an awkward question came up or I wanted to avoid answering.

Irene subtly changed the subject.
“Anyway, leaving that aside… isn't she going to get hurt like that? The pink-haired girl seems to only be able to use basic magic.”
“She'll be fine.”
“On what basis?”
“Well.”
Although she appears as a villainess extra.
Emilia was a person who strictly adhered to the lines she drew for herself.
While she mentally broke Regia multiple times, she wasn't the type to genuinely make her suffer physical harm.

“Though I say this… I'm actually worried on the inside.”
“That's unexpected.”
“Hmm?”
“You worrying about someone, I mean. I thought you wouldn't worry about anyone.”
“Haha, how could that be? I'm just a mere human, after all.”
“……Are you really human?”
“No, then what do you think I am?”
“A chimera?”
“……Let's stop there.”

I'm sure we've had similar conversations multiple times before.
Psychopath, monster, now a chimera?
I was even curious what kind of outlandish answer would come next.

'I was so good to her… but she thought of me as Edward Oppa on the inside.'
It was a lamentable truth.
Filled with a bitter feeling, I gripped the fox's tail.

“Yelp?!”
“This is your punishment.”
“Wa-wait…! No, not my tail! It feels weird…! Eek!?”
“Accept it gracefully.”
I vigorously stroked the soft ball of fur.
As I continued to 'educate' the naughty fox for a while, an announcement soon reverberated.
It was the voice announcing the end of the exam.

《The 23rd exam has concluded.》
《Students whose exams have ended are requested to exit according to the faculty's guidance.》
Two girls stood in the arena.
The villainess turned her back with a chilly air. Behind her, the protagonist knelt.

《Regia Filers has forfeited. The winner is Emilia Vanity.》
There was no surprise.
The pink-haired girl froze for a moment, then staggered to her feet.
She walked out of the arena with trembling steps.
Her retreating figure appeared particularly lonely.

“Then… should we get going?”
“Already? There are still about 10 teams left.”
“Because someone needs me. A friend should stay by your side when you're having a hard time.”
“What are you planning now…?”
“Hehe.”
Instead of answering, I smiled.
The sky I looked up at was unusually cloudy. With so many dark clouds, it looked like it was going to rain.
I casually asked the fox.

“Irene-yang.”
“Why.”
“It looks like it's going to rain.”
“I brought an umbrella… but there are only two of us, why did you specifically tell me to prepare three?”
“Because there's someone I want to cover.”
I replied simply.
“I don't want them to be alone.”
Well then.
Shall we go give our protagonist some comforting pats?

        
            Tap tap-.

Fine raindrops fell.

The dark sky seemed to be slowly swallowed by dark clouds, and soon enough, rain began to fall in earnest.

Thin dots formed drops on the dry ground.

The wet marks gradually spread, covering the ground with dampness.

For spring rain, it was quite fierce.

It looked like it would pour heavily.

Due to the unexpected downpour, people sought shelter.

But even amidst the falling raindrops, a lone girl wandered through the academy district.

"......"

Her school uniform was disheveled.

Through her damp pink hair, blurry green eyes were visible.

The girl was stumbling as she walked.

Where was this place?

Where was she heading?

Fragmented, crude questions muddled her mind... but they were washed away by the rain as if they had never been there.

The girl simply took steps to keep herself from falling.

Thud thud-.

Her precarious steps were filled with emptiness.

As she swayed a few times from intense exhaustion, a chilling voice suddenly whispered in her ear.

"How pathetic."

A scene from just a few hours ago flashed before her eyes.

A blue-haired girl stood in the center of the arena. Regia was looking up at her, kneeling.

Contempt clearly sparkled in the blue eyes.

"To think you were evaluated as a 'rising star' with such meager skill... it's truly laughable."

She couldn't do anything.

She was defeated helplessly.

Perhaps due to the pressure, mistakes kept popping out.

Her summoned beast didn't respond to her call, and the basic magic she managed to conjure was abysmal.

"You need to realize your place."

"This place is for those who are qualified... It's not a place for a mere commoner to covet."

Regia bowed her head deeply.

She must have been scared.

Perhaps exasperated by such a shabby appearance, the blue girl turned her back after leaving one last remark.

"Leave, outsider."

They were exceptionally painful words.

Sharp thorns pierced into the girl's lungs.

Her body's balance swayed precariously.

"......Ah."

Her vision blurred with heat.

A lukewarm streak ran down her cold cheek.

"How foolish."

The girl mumbled, wiping away her tears.

Fearing someone might see, she anxiously hid her vulnerable state.

She bit her lip firmly.

'Perhaps.'

Perhaps she had thought too complacently.

She had thought only good things would happen once she entered the academy.

She had thought she would settle down her life as a wanderer, make many friends her age, and have fun.

It seemed there was no place for her here either.

It was a familiar loneliness.

Even though she didn't want to cry, she couldn't suppress the sobs that escaped her.

The fine rain thickened.

Before she knew it, it had turned into a downpour.

Whoosh-!

Even as the rain poured heavily, the girl walked on.

Constantly wiping away the water she couldn't fully dry, she spit out bitter sorrow between her lips.

"Ugh, uh... sniffle..."

She was truly like a drowned mouse.

Her wretched steps continued to wander.

Just as her legs began to ache and her eyes, soaked with tears and rain, started to sting.

Suddenly, the rain stopped.

"......?"

No, in fact, it hadn't stopped.

The sound of rain still lingered in her ears, and damp raindrops still splashed at her feet.

Something was simply blocking the rain.

What could it suddenly be?

With that question, she lifted her bowed head, and golden, glittering hair appeared in her vision.

His characteristic narrow eyes formed a smile.

The boy stood holding an umbrella in both hands.

"......Young Master Snakers?"

Regia mumbled blankly.

Even though her reaction was somewhat dazed, the boy didn't mind.

"You were here, Regia."

"Young Master, why are you in a place like this...?"

"Huhu."

He simply replied.

"I came to find a friend."

Tap tap tap-.

Water droplets fell from the tip of the gently tilted umbrella.

The boy's unexpected appearance, and his unexpected words. Regia was frozen for a moment.

***

"I came to find a friend."

He spoke with a faint smile.

Green eyes gazed blankly at him.

After meeting her gaze for a moment, a belated sense of relief washed over him like a wave.

'Finally found her.'

He had been worried because of the fierce rain.

He wondered if she might be crying somewhere strange... but thankfully, she was standing where he remembered.

It seemed to be following the original story so far.

"Regia."

"......Yes."

"Shall we get out of the rain first?"

The girl replied weakly.

Her slender shoulders trembled as if from the cold.

The tear marks, covered by rainwater, added to her pitiable state.

She seemed to have a complicated mind.

Whoosh-!

First, he needed to escape this terrible weather.

He held the umbrella over the girl and walked towards a nearby structure with a roof.

There happened to be a carriage stop nearby.

"It's perfect for taking shelter from the rain for a bit."

We sat side by side on a bench.

He didn't say much.

It seemed she needed time to calm her crying for a bit, so he simply remained silent.

Pitter-patter-!

The raindrops falling on the roof were quite noisy.

Thanks to that, the sound of her swallowing her tears was also buried.

No, in fact, it wasn't completely buried... but he decided to pretend he couldn't hear it.

For our protagonist.

"......"

The silence continued for a while.

What broke the rigid, frozen stillness was none other than Regia's voice.

She seemed to have calmed down somewhat.

"I'm sorry, Young Master."

However, that didn't mean her tears had stopped.

She had turned her head as if trying to pretend, but watery streaks still remained on her cheeks.

He asked softly.

"What are you sorry about?"

"You said we'd go back together after the exam... but I just left on my own."

"You did."

"Young Master came to find me, even in this terrible weather, for hours..."

Her green pupils trembled sadly.

Dew formed on her eyelids. The sparkling light couldn't bear its own weight and dripped down.

"I, I absolutely didn't mean to bother you, Young Master...! It's just that, I, suddenly, my stomach felt queasy..."

"I see."

"I, I really mean it...! For a moment, my mind went blank, I, I couldn't think of anything. I'm, I'm sorry."

"Ahem."

He smiled wryly.

To be so desperately mindful of others even in this situation, it was truly a Regia-like reaction.

A regrettable yet affectionate feeling welled up.

He quietly raised his hand.

And then placed it on the head of the rambling girl.

"Regia."

"So I wasn't trying to ignore you, Young Master... Huh? Yes, yes?"

Regia was flustered by the sudden touch.

After a brief pause with a smile, he calmly spoke.

"You worked hard."

"Huh...?"

"I'm talking about today's class placement exam. You truly worked hard."

At the unexpected words, the girl made a dazed expression.

She probably hadn't expected to hear something like that.

Following the disheveled pink hair. He slowly stroked the girl's head.

As if comforting an injured child.

"I just wanted to tell you that."

In the original story, no one had comforted her.

A girl hated by none other than the Duke's eldest daughter. Moreover, she was a commoner, so no one would want to get close to her.

So Regia cried alone.

Even until the moment the terrible downpour stopped.

"Outsider."

She had lived her entire life trembling in loneliness.

Only now had she ended her wandering and stepped into the world, but what awaited Regia was still solitude.

The girl couldn't bear it and sniffled for a long time.

'I wanted to comfort her countless times.'

Of course, it might be trivial pity.

Soon, good friends would appear by her side, and she was destined to be loved by many.

Perhaps at that time, such humble encouragement wouldn't be needed.

But.

"It's okay to waver a little. You're only taking your first steps."

Because it's not yet.

Because right now, no one else will offer you warm comfort.

He wanted to stay by her side.

'If it weren't for your stories... I would have lived as a loser long ago.'

This was a form of repaying a favor.

He had endured a period filled with despair thanks to their stories, so now it was his turn to be a pillar for them.

He quietly murmured.

"Everything will be alright."

Regia stared at him silently.

The girl sat there, dazed.

As he waited for a response for a moment, suddenly, tears began to well up in her eyes again.

Drip drip, the tears fell.

"Oh dear."

"......Huh?"

She belatedly realized she was crying.

Regia hastily wiped her eyes, forcing a "I'm okay" expression.

"Ah... th-this is nothing, n-nothing at all. It's just that, suddenly, dust, dust got into my eye..."

"Regia."

"Yes?"

"Are you really okay?"

"......"

Her lips closed involuntarily.

It seemed he had hit the mark.

The girl seemed to stutter for a long time, then bowed her head deeply and mumbled.

"I'm... okay."

"Really?"

"Really. Just a few months ago, when I was traveling alone, I wandered through deserts with not a single person. Compared to then, this is nothing."

"Why do you think that?"

"Well... deserts are lonely. There are no people, you see."

Deserts are lonely.

The endlessly stretching sandy plains resembled a vast, open sea.

Naturally, it was an environment where humans couldn't survive, and even if they did, their numbers would be very small.

Compared to the academy bustling with students...

"But Regia."

Is that truly the case?

"Being lonely among people is the same, you know."

How many people there are isn't important.

What's important is whether there's someone you can lean on.

Most people can't readily nod their heads to this question.

This is precisely why we suffer from endless loneliness, even though we live in a forest of people.

"Sometimes, being among people... can be lonelier than a desert."

"......"

Regia didn't deny it.

Was she agreeing?

Or was she simply lost in thought?

The pitiable silence continued. He didn't know what meaning was hidden behind it.

But it was a sad expression.

He didn't like that.

It pained him to see the protagonist so intimidated.

He always wanted her to shine brightly.

Because he was still alive to see that.

"So I want to ask."

"......Yes?"

"As I told you last time... I truly wish for you, Regia, to become my friend."

"Me...?"

She asked with a questioning look, as if not understanding.

Tears still traced lines on her face. He gently wiped the girl's cheek.

"If only you, Regia, would permit it."

He might not be able to do anything grand for her.

"But I still wish to alleviate a little of your loneliness."

Her slender shoulders trembled.

A profound question was embedded in her voice, hoarse from crying.

"......Why, exactly?"

The girl asked.

"Young Master, why exactly... are you doing all this for me?"

From their first meeting, he had been excessively benevolent.

During the entrance exam, he saved her from being bullied, and afterward, he was the only one to congratulate her on her admission.

At the academy, he accompanied her so she wouldn't be bored.

Today, he comforted her distraught heart because of the class placement exam.

And now...

"I don't understand why Young Master would show interest in someone as pathetic as me."

He was offering to be the friend she had so desperately wished for.

It was a terribly sweet temptation.

Like the cunning flick of a snake's tongue.

While it had an unsettling atmosphere, the girl couldn't bring herself to refuse.

"Why, exactly..."

"Well now."

He put his index finger to his lips and smiled mischievously.

"It's a secret."

Before long, the sound of rain was no longer heard.

What followed the end of the shower was sunlight, peeking its head through the clouds.

The last question followed.

"What do you say, Regia? Will you allow me to draw close?"

Regia bit her lip tightly.

Following the warm sunlight, the tears in her eyes sparkled with a beautiful light.

The girl stopped crying.

Instead, she simply smiled brightly.

"Yes...!"

The clear, bright answer came back.

She seemed to be regaining her spirits. Indeed, such an expression suited Regia best.

He set aside his pride and stood up.

"The rain has stopped, just in time. Shall we go back?"

"Yes, Young Master!"

"Haha, you can just call me by my name now, you know? We're friends, aren't we?"

"Ah... th-that's still, too difficult..."

"What a pity."

The light conversation continued.

We walked along the rain-soaked sidewalk.

"You don't need to worry about today's exam. Regia, you're going to be in the top-tier class."

"What? B-but I messed up the exam so badly..."

"Someone recognized your potential, Regia. They'll probably take care of it."

"Such a gracious thing... But Young Master, how do you know all this?"

"That's a secret this time too."

"......Che, that's unfair."

In two days, the academy's official schedule would begin.

The story of [The World Seen by the Little Prince], as he remembered it, would unfold.

His heart was filled with excitement.

Various characters like Regia, Charlotte, and Emilia would meet in one classroom.

Since he was at the top of his class, he would also go to the top-tier class.

'The homeroom professor of the top-tier class... wasn't his name Cadell?'

He moved his feet, recalling the face he would soon see.

It was definitely that way...

"Greetings, everyone. I am Selena Drunkerd, the chief professor who will be the homeroom teacher for the top-tier class for the next year, starting today."

Why are *you* here, damn it?

        
            Two days after the fierce class placement test ended.

The final approved ranking list was revealed, and class assignments based on performance were completed.

I was assigned to Class A.

An elite class where only the top 20 out of nearly 1000 classmates could enter.

Having defeated the Princess, who was called the continent's greatest genius, and taken the top spot, it wasn't surprising that I was sitting in this position.

In fact, it would have been stranger if I had been assigned to a different class.

"L-Lord..."

"Hmm? What's wrong, Regia-yang?"

"C-Can I really be, be in a place like this...?"

"Oh dear."

I let out a chuckle.

The pink creature next to me was trembling.

It seemed she was quite nervous, her shoulders hunched up since earlier.

It was Regia, who had been assigned to the same class.

'Well... it makes sense.'

Given how badly she'd messed up the class placement test.

She must have been worried about being sent to the remedial class, or even, in the worst case, being expelled.

"It's alright. Don't worry."

"But..."

Regia mumbled with her lips.

Our protagonist seemed uncomfortable with this unexpected outcome.

Perhaps she was feeling burdened.

"There are so many more talented people... I'm not sure if someone like me should be here."

"Well."

"Pardon?"

"Because it seems there aren't many students with talent superior to yours, Regia-yang."

That's because she was this world's protagonist.

As time passed, she would achieve rapid growth, and in the latter half, she was destined to become a powerhouse surpassing Charlotte.

One could say she was a student with the greatest potential.

"Regia-yang, you are more than excellent."

"...Really?"

"Of course. There's no way they would have formed the class without a reason, right? As I told you before, someone recognized your potential, Regia-yang."

For reference, that person was Gaston Gallimard.

He was the Academy's Dean.

In truth, this old man didn't 'recognize' Regia's potential, but rather 'knew' it from the start.

In any case, it was a neat job, probably because he wasn't doing it for the first time.

"You can have a little more confidence."

"T-Thank you..."

"Don't mention it."

As we exchanged a few light words, the empty lecture hall slowly began to fill with people.

I suppose this was Class A, the core of the game.

I could see familiar faces everywhere.

Charlotte, staring blankly out the window.

Emilia, chatting with her followers in the back row.

Lastly, even the blue-haired boy, idly toying with a sword in the corner.

They were all characters who appeared in the original work.

'So the core characters are still the same.'

I systematically sorted through the students I saw around me.

As I diligently scanned my surroundings, Regia suddenly mumbled a question.

"The, the professor who'll be our homeroom teacher... what kind of person are they, I wonder?"

"Are you curious?"

"Ah, u-uh, yes... I, I have a bit of trouble with, uh, older people..."

"Hehe, was there ever anyone Regia-yang *didn't* have trouble with?"

"Ugh... D-Don't, don't tease me."

The girl pouted, as if hit right where it hurt.

Her reaction made me want to tease her a bit more, but I stopped, thinking she might actually cry.

Instead, I gave her the answer she wanted.

"It'll probably be fine. A young professor is scheduled to come."

Not just young.

A handsome male professor was scheduled to come.

An ally who would be a source of strength for the protagonist's party for the next three years. He was a decent person, though a bit ill-mannered.

Was his name Cadell?

*Creak!*

While I was briefly recalling information from the original work, the closed lecture hall door swung open with a loud sound.

All 20 students had already entered.

It seemed the homeroom teacher had entered.

The children's gazes simultaneously shifted forward. Mine did too.

*Click-clack.*

The sharp sound of high heels echoed.

What appeared next was a woman with long, flowing purple hair...

"...Huh?"

Blurry red eyes.

A single liquor bottle in her hand.

As I gazed at her voluptuous figure, a question mark naturally appeared in my mind.

Was I seeing things incorrectly?

I was momentarily dumbfounded.

Regardless, the woman standing at the front of the lecture hall spoke indifferently.

"Hello everyone. I am Selena Drunkerd, the head professor who will be your homeroom teacher for the top-tier class for one year starting today."

Damn it all.

Why are *you* here?

***

Two days earlier, on the day of the class placement test.

After Yuda and Charlotte's turns were over, Selena heard the following from the Dean.

"I knew you'd answer that way... Is there anything you desire?"

"When you say 'desire'...?"

"If it's something I can grant, I shall grant it."

"Hmm."

Selena fell into thought for a moment.

She wasn't the type to be particularly greedy for anything, but she also wasn't the type to simply pass up an opportunity like this.

She pondered her dilemma, the scent of alcohol wafting past her nose.

'Well... I guess there's nothing to deliberate about, actually.'

There was something she had decided from the start.

It was something she intended to receive as compensation if, by some slim chance, the boy defeated the Princess.

Selena parted her lips with a faint smile.

"In that case, I will tell you. Please allow me to be Juda Snakers' homeroom teacher for this cohort."

"Hmm?"

The Dean's face was tinged with surprise.

It was because the request was completely unexpected.

"If you wish to be the homeroom teacher of this cohort's top student... are you saying you want to be in charge of the top-tier class?"

"That's right."

"Huh."

Originally, Selena showed little interest in students.

After her beloved younger sister passed away from an incurable illness, her daily life was filled only with liquor bottles.

During the period for assigning homeroom teachers, she would often decline to take on a class, or simply pick up whichever class was left over at the end.

But it was definitely like that.

"How surprising."

"Is that so?"

"It's been a long time, hasn't it, since you've shown interest in anyone."

"It's merely a whim."

"Is that so?"

The Dean smiled meaningfully.

He flipped through the documents in his hand a few times, then roughly drew a diagonal line across a certain section.

The old man's eyes looked at the woman.

"I shall grant your wish."

The white-haired old man subtly glanced around.

He was asking for the opinions of the other professors. Naturally, no one dared to voice opposition in front of humanity's strongest being.

The faculty members all deliberately avoided eye contact.

Except for one person.

"Dean-nim, what do you mean by that...!"

Stepping forward was a black-haired young man.

He was the man who had been scheduled to be in charge of the top-tier class for this cohort.

"Professor Cadell."

"To suddenly change the homeroom teacher assignment! This is an unfair measure!"

"Unfair, you say."

Cadell Evans.

He was the person who had most vehemently kept Selena in check over the past few days.

He had actively brought up talk of a 'bubble top student' and tried to pull her down from her position as head professor.

The Dean quietly cut off his protest.

"I will not entertain dissenting opinions."

"But...!"

"And if you speak of unfairness, shouldn't you also bear some responsibility?"

"Pardon?"

"Because you were the first to raise an objection about Selena's handling of affairs. Thanks to that, Selena almost had her position as head professor revoked... How do you plan to take responsibility for this?"

"..."

"If you have nothing to say, it would be best to remain silent."

A voice that was soft, yet hid a sharp edge.

Cold sweat ran down him under the subtle pressure.

Professor Cadell was ultimately forced to retreat, silenced as if his mouth were full of honey.

A somewhat ominous atmosphere lingered within the waiting room.

Regardless, Selena merely remained lost in thought.

'Juda Snakers.'

The woman mumbled the name to herself.

Alluring golden hair, narrow slit eyes, and even a formidable skill capable of overwhelming the Princess.

He was a mysterious boy.

The initial reason she paid him attention was curiosity, but now it was interest.

Because at the moment the boy revealed his power during the class placement test, Selena saw a certain 'possibility' in him.

'If my thoughts are correct... I must make that child mine, no matter what.'

Perhaps it was a meeting she had long awaited.

The woman calmed her pounding heart and brought the liquor bottle she was holding to her lips.

***

Selena Drunkerd.

She was a character who appeared quite significantly in the original work.

I recall her being quite popular in the 'Noona' role, with her concept as a drunkard, decadent charm, and sensual figure all blending together.

Originally, she was a character who couldn't be met in the early stages, no matter which route one took.

In the game, she usually appeared after at least half a year.

Since it had been that way every time during 1943 tries, I thought this time wouldn't be any different.

"Hello everyone."

"I am Selena Drunkerd, the head professor who will be your homeroom teacher for the top-tier class for one year starting today."

Not only had she appeared boldly before the protagonist's party, but I had also heard that she would be our class's homeroom teacher.

How could I not be flustered?

The class's homeroom teacher was supposed to be a handsome young man.

'The flow of the original story has changed.'

Of course, that wasn't what surprised me.

Considering how much trouble I'd caused, I naturally expected some backlash.

What made me flustered, however, was this.

'...She's absolutely not the type to take on something like this.'

The Selena I remembered was an indifferent person.

While she might not take on any classes out of annoyance, she wasn't the type to take on the top-tier class, which had the tightest schedule.

There must have been some motive that moved her.

'I have a few guesses... but I'm not sure exactly.'

My contemplation continued for a while.

As I walked, lost in thought, Regia, who was beside me, spoke to me.

"L-Lord?"

"Why are you calling?"

"I-It's, it's nothing, but... you've been staring blankly for a while... so I was wondering if you were a-alright."

"Ah."

It seemed she had worried about me.

Had I been too quiet?

The pink creature cautiously observed my expression.

Finding her pitiful appearance endearing, I instinctively reached out and stroked the girl's head.

"I'm fine. I just had a few things to think about."

"E-Eh..."

"Still, it's nice to have a friend who worries about me."

"F-Friend... Hehe, giggle."

Could the word "friend" be that good?

Our protagonist was completely disarmed by a single casual remark.

How on earth was she planning to get close to the other children?

"Regia-yang, are you perhaps interested in fox beastkin?"

"Fox beastkin, you say? Are you talking about the person we met before? The one with a slightly fierce expression and orange hair..."

"That's right. Irene-yang."

"I'm interested!"

"Hehe... I'll help you get closer."

Amidst the continuing conversation.

Regia and I walked towards the carriage stop.

It was to return to our respective dormitories.

Perhaps it was the first day and everyone finished early, but students were bustling about despite the early hour.

We stood, waiting for a carriage.

Just then.

"What a truly fitting pair you are."

A voice came from somewhere.

The chilly resonance of the voice whispered in my ears. Regia's expression instantly stiffened.

Turning around, I saw a girl with blue drill-like hair standing there.

"One is a bubble top student... and the other is a presumptuous outsider."

"Lady Benetti."

Emilia Benetti.

It was the appearance of the villainous lady who had driven our protagonist to the brink just a few days ago.

The girl sneered.

"I didn't think you'd still be brazenly remaining at the Academy?"

Her eyes held nothing but blatant hostility.

Perhaps recalling what happened during the class placement test, Regia's body twitched slightly.

The villainous lady tormenting the protagonist.

It seemed this part was flowing exactly as in the original story.

Of course, I had no intention of simply letting her be tormented. After all, a reliable (?) ally was now by the protagonist's side.

I hid the trembling Regia behind my back.

"L-Lord...?"

"Shh."

It's alright.

This time, I'll protect you.

A sly smile played on my lips. I stood confidently before Emilia.

"A good day to you, Lady-nim."

My lips were already curving into a wide grin at the thought of utterly humiliating the ducal young lady.

        
            "Good day, Lady."

He tossed out the greeting smoothly.
He hid Regia, who was trembling in fear, behind his back. Before him stood the villainess noble lady with blue hair.
He drew a relaxed smile with his eyes.

"To meet you again like this. It's an honor."
"Ha."
Her lips twisted.
Emilia let out a blatant scoff.
"To defend such an unqualified coward... I suppose birds of a feather truly flock together?"
"That's a delightful thing to say."
"Which part?"
"To be someone who suits Miss Regia, it's an unparalleled honor in life."
"Not unparalleled shame?"
"It depends on the person."

"Hmm."
Emilia tapped her lips as if finding it ridiculous.
Her uniquely rude smile stood out.
A subtle standoff continued.
The girl's blue eyes were filled with venomous malice.
"To be in the same class as a man like this. I feel like my own standards are dropping."
"I, too, am pleased to welcome you as a classmate, Lady."
"How detestable."
The girl clicked her tongue briefly. It was a response laced with disdain.

"The top student of the year... I hope you're not mistaken that that's truly your place."
"I'm not sure what you mean."
"I suppose I must admit your brazen attitude, at least."
"Hmm?"
"If Her Imperial Highness the Princess hadn't suddenly forfeited... you would never be in this position."

So she couldn't accept the results of the class placement exam.
It was a somewhat expected reaction.
While the faculty observed the inside of the barrier through magical tools, the students hadn't.
To them, it must have looked like Charlotte had gone easy on him.
That was why he was still called the "bubble top student."
Because he hadn't shown a convincing process.
Given that it was an academy filled only with proud geniuses, it was perhaps a natural reaction.

"It's not a place for the likes of you."
"To hear such disappointing words... I thought of you as a benevolent rival, Lady."
"Oh my, how unpleasant."
Emilia was the same.
She didn't acknowledge him. No, it was closer to her *being unable* to acknowledge him.
"If you want to consider me a rival... shouldn't you at least possess comparable skill?"
A venomous glint appeared in her blue eyes.
At first glance, it seemed like she was angry about an unjust result, but he knew the true nature of the emotion the girl felt.
What the girl felt was none other than...

'Inferiority complex.'
It was an inferiority complex stemming from a desire for recognition.
A type of person overly obsessed with others' gazes.
Such people often lose themselves, blinded by jealousy, which then manifests as negative behaviors.
Emilia belonged to precisely that type.
"Because of an obstacle like you... I can't believe I was pushed down to third place."
A vain person.
Vanity is the desire for recognition, and it leaves a great ache when there is a lack of attention from others.
In a word, it was a disease carried in the heart.

"Lady."
There was a suitable way to deal with such people.
"You are in a sufficiently excellent position, Lady."
It was to offer heartfelt encouragement.
Looking at her rude speech, he wanted to immediately cast an illusion spell on her, but on second thought, she was a person with a hurting heart.
He didn't want to treat her too harshly.

"Heh heh."
He smiled refreshingly.
Satisfying her desire for recognition.
In the original story, she couldn't control her thirst and became twisted, but perhaps this time it could be different.
If he were to fill her deficiency.

"Isn't this truly an absurd situation?"
"What?"
"Well... you are the 'third-ranked,' Lady, aren't you? It doesn't seem like you're in a position to say anything to me, the top-ranked."
"What did you say...?!"
Emilia's reaction was fierce.
It seemed the compliment embarrassed her. But he had no intention of letting up.
This was a public humiliation disguised as praise.
He would elevate her so high she'd be crushed by shame.

"It's fine. Isn't third place a decent achievement? Although the top spot is mine."
"Third-ranked, huh... Pfft, truly a position worthy of serving as a role model for students."
"Yet you call me a 'bubble top student,' don't you? It simply makes me laugh."
"I had expectations, hearing you were the Young Lady of the Venity Ducal House... but seeing you, Lady, I can tell the Venity family's standards now."

Before he knew it, the girl's face was flushed red.
Her delicate shoulders twitched intermittently.
Had he complimented her too embarrassingly?
Perhaps she felt ashamed because other students were listening too.

"Hiccup."
For some reason, Regia, who was standing behind him, began to hiccup.
Her gaze, pale and frightened, was fixed on him.
Had something gone wrong?

"How dare you... how dare a lowly worm, a snake, say that to me, a Young Lady of Venity...!"
"I merely spoke the truth."
"Don't be ridiculous! Did you think you could get away with such an insult?!"
"An insult? That was the best possible compliment I could give you, Lady."
"Don't be ridiculous!!"
The villainess noble lady, trembling, glared at him with wide eyes.
It seemed she had collapsed under his lavish praise.
She must have been so pleased that her lips were twitching.
Perhaps it was just laughter naturally bubbling up.
As he gazed at the girl with a satisfied expression, her highly agitated voice returned.

"Let's see how long that arrogant attitude of yours lasts!"
"Oh my  You'll watch over me? You're being so forward, I'm getting shy."
"Ha."
As he gave an awkward smile, the villainess's gaze turned chillingly cold.

"You'd better be careful. Before I really crush you."
"How scary."
"You might die."
Well, death.
He had some experience with killing himself...
"I'll look forward to it."
"I certainly hope so. So everyone can see your pathetic self."
Emilia turned her back, spitting out the words coldly.
The girl led her followers and left the spot.

'Did I embarrass her too much? Her reaction is quite sharp.'
He thought, watching her disappearing bun-shaped hair.
As he tilted his head, he felt countless gazes on him.
"Hmm?"
""...""
All the students had wide, rabbit-like eyes.
They were all holding their breath in shock. Even Regia was showing a similar reaction.
"Why is everyone like this...?"
Had he done something wrong?

***

"Why is everyone like this...?"
The boy casually posed the question, as if the fierce atmosphere from just moments ago had all been a lie.
It was a passage that perfectly captured his unique brazenness.
"..."
Regia stared blankly at the boy.
Watching his eyes, narrowed in an artful smile, her heart, rigid with tension, slowly began to loosen.
The breath she had been holding back escaped.
The cold sweat on her forehead dripped to the ground.

*What a truly fitting pair they make.*
*One is a bubble top student... and the other, a foreigner who doesn't know her place.*
When the Lady Venity suddenly spoke to her, Regia felt her body freeze instantly.
Her mind felt as though it had been bleached white.
Only a terrible tremor existed at her fingertips.
It was a kind of ingrained fear.

*You need to realize your place.*
*This is a place for those who are qualified... not a place that a mere commoner can covet.*
It had only been a few days ago.
The class placement exam where she had been helplessly defeated. Remembering that time made her shoulders instinctively hunch.
*Leave, foreigner.*
Cold blue eyes.
The softly whispering voice crushed her heart. Every single scene was terribly vivid.
Perhaps that was why.
Regia couldn't help but be terrified.
As she endured the gaze filled with disdain, she gradually felt suffocated. Her heart pounded as if it would burst.
Just as she was about to choke from the pressure, what saved the girl was...

*Shh.*
Once again, it was the boy with narrowed eyes.
He hid Regia, who was frozen in panic, behind his back, then faced the Lady Venity alone.
*Good day, Lady.*
The Snakers, a prestigious family with a long history and tradition.
There was no doubt about their prominent position in the empire, but even they became a mere handful of dust before a ducal house.
It was the limit set by birth.
Normally, one wouldn't even dare to make eye contact.
But Yuda willingly stepped forward.
He took on the Lady's provocation, filled with malice, and even engaged in a tense battle of wits.

*You'd better be careful. Before I really crush you.*
*How scary.*
*You might die.*
*I'll look forward to it.*
It was not a beneficial action at all.
His opponent was none other than the eldest daughter of one of the empire's top families. It was clear that drawing her ire would not end well.
Nevertheless, the boy continued to protect Regia.

'Why on earth?'
A monologue she mulled over instinctively.
In fact, this wasn't the first time.
It was a question that constantly arose every moment she spent with the boy.
'Why does he do so much for me?'
It had been like that since their first meeting.
His attitude was so favorable it was hard to comprehend.
The boy always looked out for Regia.
Especially a few days ago, on a rainy day, he even came to find her with an umbrella.
The words she heard then were still vivid.

*How about it, Miss Regia.*
*Will you permit me to approach you closely?*
He was a completely unfathomable person.
She wanted to ask.
What he was doing this for.
Why he was so kind to her, a weak and unremarkable person.

"Miss Regia?"
"...Ah, yes. Young Master."
Lost in complex thoughts, the boy tapped her shoulder gently.
He smiled brightly and said,
"It seems we've been delayed a bit... Shall we head back now?"
"Yes, yes...!"
Regia regained her senses belatedly and nodded.
She turned her steps back towards the carriage stop.

The moment she took a step, something gently stroked the girl's head.
"G-Young Master?"
It was Yuda.
He had his usual mischievous smile.
"You don't have to be scared."
"Yes...?"
"About Lady Venity, I mean. It seemed like you were worried about her earlier."
"Ah."
Had it been that obvious?
Regia hastily composed her rigid expression. She felt heat rising to her face.
Then, his voice continued.

"If anything happens, I'll protect you. So don't worry too much."
"..."
"Because we're friends."
A gentle touch.
A warmth uniquely imbued with kindness.
Her head moved along with his stroking hand. An inexplicable ticklish feeling lingered in her chest.
Was it because of the embarrassing word, "friends"?

"...Thank you."
Regia subtly averted her gaze.
'He really is an unfathomable person.'
Her inner thoughts, muttered softly.
The girl organized her complex thoughts and moved her steps towards the stop.

***

Meanwhile, in an alley near the dormitory building.
A girl was taking out her anger on an innocent wall.
*Thud!*
Her fist slammed forcefully against the hard wall.
Behind the crude impact sound, a throbbing pain lingered.
Yet, her anger seemed unrelieved, as the blue-haired girl threw her fist out several more times.

*Smash, thud!*
"How dare he...! That bubble top student!"
Her eyes were filled with a venomous glint.
Her knuckles were already torn and bleeding, but the girl gritted her teeth roughly.
"A lowly snake like him! How dare he, to me, of the noble bloodline of Venity...!"
The detestable, narrowed eyes flickered in her mind.
She chewed on the mockery lingering in her ears. Her pupils gleamed with hatred.

*Third-ranked, huh... Pfft, truly a position worthy of serving as a role model for students.*
*I had expectations, hearing you were the Young Lady of the Venity Ducal House... but seeing you, Lady, I can tell the Venity family's standards now.*
*Grind.*
Her teeth gnashed.
Yuda Snakers. The one the girl called the bubble top student.
The insulting words she heard from someone she had looked down on pierced her more sharply than any dagger.
The girl recalled.

*I'll look forward to it.*
The boy, smiling ominously.
She felt like tearing his insipid face to shreds right then and there.
"He may be so full of himself now... but let's see how long it lasts."
Her muttering voice was laced with murderous intent.
The girl had no intention of letting this situation go unaddressed. She intended to correct it, no matter what.
She would absolutely drag him down to rock bottom.

"A duel... I wonder if a worthless wretch like him would even dare to accept."
Muttering a venomous sneer, the girl walked away.

        
            The schedule at Galimar Academy flowed busily.
As an educational institution called the best across the continent, its curriculum also boasted a high standard to match.
New students were no exception.
They weren't even given time to adapt.
Lectures overflowing with specialized knowledge, including all sorts of dissertations.
A torrent of assignments like rain.
A Spartan education that seemed to say, 'If you can't even do this, you don't deserve to be at Galimar.'
All of this had happened in just one week.
"This is madness."
"I'd heard about Galimar's reputation, but... I never imagined it would be this much."
"Did you all finish your assignments? I just can't understand it..."
"More importantly, the practical exam is in two weeks, right? Why are there eight exams in one semester?"

Class A, called the brilliant future of the Empire.
It was a class where only top-tier students gathered, but even they were not safe from the clutches of academia.
No, rather, they were being rolled even more severely.
As they belonged to the advanced class, a responsibility two times heavier weighed them down.
"Before we begin the lecture... all assignments for Class A will be three times that of the regular classes."
"Outstanding talent requires commensurate fertilizer."
"This is a directive from the Dean-nim. Please complete it excellently."

Was it strange that there were no dropouts yet?
Perhaps because they were all elites raised in prestigious families, they seemed to have prepared to some extent.
Of course, they did exchange complaints among themselves.

"Hehe."
Of course, it was none of my business.
As I idly twirled my pen, the pink creature sitting next to me timidly spoke up.
"Y-Young Master-nim...?"
"Ah, Regia-yang."
"Um, while I was doing the assignment, I, I ran into a part I didn't understand..."
"Oh my  It seems I'll have to help you!"

I had long since graduated from the academics of the original work.
I had repeated countless studies during the time I was searching for a happy ending.
In other words, unless it was the latest thesis from a magic tower or alchemist, nothing could surprise me.
"Let's see... it's a problem dealing with the limits of illusion magic, isn't it?"
"Yes, um, I kept getting paradox as the only conclusion, no matter how many times I tried to solve it..."

In that sense, our protagonist's newbie behavior was enough to stimulate the heart of a veteran.
Her tearful green eyes.
"It's, it's too difficult... I c-can't, s-solve it."
"It's not difficult. This type of problem is simple if you use 'Illya's Formula.' I'll show you myself."
"Heh?"

I smiled brightly and snuggled up next to her.
Was she flustered by my enthusiastic attitude? Regia showed a cute reaction.
Her face seemed to be blushing slightly too.
"Alright, alright, focus."
"Ah, mm... Yes."

I slowly solved the problem for her.
As I was finishing the assignment, the fox watching from behind muttered.
Irene, with an indifferent expression.
"Unexpected."
"Yes?"
"I didn't know you were good at studying too."
"Hehe, I'm quite the honor student, you know?"

I felt my shoulders puff out for no reason.
The feeling of being helpful to the protagonist. There was an indescribable, subtle joy.
"It's perfect. I'm glad you seem to have understood it properly!"
"Y-Young Master-nim explained it so kindly... Hehe, thank you."
"You're a commendable student."

I finished the private lesson with a beaming smile.
Time had flown by while doing the assignment. We got up from our seats.
"Shall we head back now?"
"Yes, yes...!"
"Is it finally over?"

We left the quiet library.
As we stepped out of the space filled with the scent of bookshelves and paper, sparkling sunlight touched our eyes.
A cool breeze immediately blew.
Whoosh-.
The scenery as we walked out of the building was spring.
Freshly blooming flower petals, the tender ripple of swaying bushes, and the gentle warmth of the non-stinging temperature.
We crossed the peaceful path.

"The weather is nice today."
"Indeed."
"I'm realizing it anew, but... Galimar's campus is truly beautiful."
"It's an academy the size of a small city, you know."
"There's a reason it's called the best."

As we exchanged light chatter, a group walked toward us from the opposite direction.
They were also first-year students.
Were they also going to do assignments?
I tried to pass by with a light glance, but everyone's atmosphere was a little strange.
Blatant glaring stares.
"So that's the man Young Lady Benity spoke of?"

I listened for a moment.
When I used a 'lie' to boost my hearing to its limit, I could hear the students' murmuring voices.
It was a sound filled with hostility.
"He doesn't look as strong as I heard... How did he get the top spot?"
"Oh, didn't you see him in the class placement exam?"
"I only heard that Her Royal Highness, the Princess, withdrew."
"She's such a mysterious person, after all."
"She must have thought it was trivial. She must have decided he wasn't worth dealing with anymore."
"Indeed, she's certainly capable of that."

They probably couldn't imagine I was listening.
It was quite a distance away, after all.
Unfortunately, big bro can know everything.
Even if you're talking on the other side of the continent, big bro can hear it if he puts his mind to it.
I smiled ominously.
'Is it Emilia again?'

I chewed on the name I'd briefly heard.
A week had passed since the semester began, but my reputation among the students was still poor.
I hadn't really shown them any significant accomplishments.
Most students thought I was a fluke.
Even the few who didn't were 'neutral' individuals who found it difficult to judge me yet.
Emilia played a significant role in this public sentiment.
"I'll make you regret it."
Perhaps it wasn't just an empty threat.
She was thoroughly carrying out the warning she'd issued.
Manipulating public opinion and chipping away at my reputation.
It seemed she intended to isolate me first and then slowly devour me... It was quite entertaining to watch.

"As expected, the Benity name is indeed formidable."
They were the ones who reigned over the Empire after the Imperial Family.
Students had no choice but to be wary of the villainess, whether they liked it or not. They never knew when their necks might be on the chopping block.
Of course, I didn't think Emilia would go that far.
She was just quite twisted by her inferiority complex, but her personality wasn't so broken as to lay hands on someone's life.
She was just your typical villainous young lady, you could say.

"Still, it's starting to get annoying... What should I do?"
How should I play with this to make it fun?
As I fell into thought for a moment, Irene, who had been lurking nearby, whispered.
"Benity, you mean... the blue-haired one we ran into before?"
"That's right."
"Still going to kill her?"
"I don't know why the conclusion always goes there."

Does she really want me to kill someone?
As I stared with a bewildered look, the fox awkwardly averted her gaze.
"...Never mind then."
"Do I really look like such a bad person?"
"You walk around smiling ominously with a face full of bloodlust; wouldn't anyone see you that way?"
"I told you, this is just how I look."
"Another lie."

To discriminate against people based on their appearance.
It truly was a sad world.
Did I choose to be born looking like this?
As I pouted my lips in indignation, a sudden cry rang out.
"N-No...!"

"Hmm?"
A voice filled with timidity.
Where I turned, there was the pink girl. Her trembling yet raised head looked quite pathetic.
What was she trying to say?
"Y-Young Master-nim... isn't, isn't a bad person!"
"Oh?"
"What?"

"Young Master-nim is a g-good person. Not bad at all..."
"My goodness."
I automatically covered my mouth.
What did our protagonist just say? That I'm not bad?
"Y-Young Master-nim is a w-warm person! He, he is scary, but! But he's not bad...!"

Her green eyes flickered restlessly.
Yet, it was a sentence she pronounced clearly, as if f-m-s-mustering courage.
A protagonist diligently defending me!
How could I not be moved by this?
I should immediately shed about 30 liters of tears.
Unable to contain my surging joy, I replied with a wide, blossoming smile.
"I'm so moved, Regia-yang."
"Y-Young Master-nim, he, he always helps me a lot..."
"Mm-hmm."

This was the right reaction.
She was very different from a certain ungrateful fox somewhere. I wished she'd learn a thing or two.
I quietly glared.
"What?"
"Are you perhaps feeling nothing after seeing Regia-yang?"
"No."
"Really?"
"...I said no."

She wouldn't admit it to the end.
Was she asking for a challenge?
With a mischievous heart, I firmly grabbed her luscious orange tail.
"Eek?!"
"That's your punishment."
"W-Wait, you...! No, not my tail! It's sensitive, I told you... Hee-hee?!"
"Accept it sweetly."

The boisterous conversation continued.
The path back to the dormitory was going to be a little louder.

***

Several days passed.
It was the time when students were gradually adapting to academy life.
They say humans are creatures of adaptation.
Even the students who were ground down by Galimar's tight schedule now seemed to be finding their own pace.
I, too, was living as if flowing with the current.
"Fluke Top Scorer."

Unfortunately, the bad rumors persisted.
Far from subsiding, the situation was worsening day by day. It seemed she was truly enraged.
Was it because I had provoked her too much last time?
Still, nothing major had exploded yet.
More precisely, it was the stage of laying the groundwork to set off something big. It looked like a stage was being prepared.
I could instinctively grasp it.
Something interesting was about to happen.
'I'm looking forward to it.'

Even as a sense of crisis brewed, the troublemaker was simply having fun.
And so, the waiting continued.
Today, something big finally arrived.

"Oh dear  What kind of situation is this?"
The scene that greeted me as soon as I entered the classroom.
A few students, including the villainous young lady, were surrounding the protagonist who had fallen to the floor.
"Y-Young Master-nim...!"
Regia sobbed as our eyes met.
She didn't look like she'd been hit anywhere... Perhaps her legs just gave out.
It seemed she had been severely harassed while I wasn't around.

"Excuse me."
I approached the spot where the children were gathered.
After a few steps, a figure blocked my path.
"I wondered where you'd run off to, abandoning a commoner... You've finally appeared."
Blue hair.
Arrogant tone.
I curved my eyes into a smile, as if I had expected this.

"Because I thought someone might be hoping for my appearance."
"How presumptuous."
"I'll take that as a compliment."
"Hmph."

Emilia scoffed lightly.
Her lips were clearly curved in a smile, but in reality, it was utter contempt.
"That arrogance ends now."
"Hmm?"
"Today, I intend to bring you down. Did you enjoy playing the fake top scorer all this time?"
"Thanks to you, I've been enjoying it quite a lot."
"I hope what happens after this is just as entertaining."

Immediately after her taunt, the girl brought her hands together.
Her elegantly moving fingers peeled off her white gloves. Beneath them, pure white skin was revealed.
The next action was perfectly clear.
Thwack-!
Following that, the glove the girl threw fell to the floor.
Without even a chance to react, Emilia recited her prepared line with clear pronunciation.

"I, Emilia Benity, in the name of honor and order, challenge Juda Snakers to a duel."
A duel.
A fight unavoidable for honorable nobles.
She was a girl determined to settle the score.
"The price of defeat is... leaving Galimar Academy, at the victor's discretion."

A strange light shone in her blue pupils.
The surrounding students began to murmur.
As if they hadn't expected such a stake, the children all looked at us with shocked eyes.
The atmosphere heightened, feeling ready to burst.
"Your answer?"

Everyone's gaze focused.
They seemed to be waiting for an answer.
An ominous smile played on my lips. Without hesitation, I uttered what they wanted.
"I accept."
Wow.
A duel for expulsion.
This is going to be so much fun.

        
            -I, Emilia Vanity, challenge Juda Snakers to a duel in the name of honor and order.

As expected, a big one came my way.

A bold challenge declared in front of other students.

The spot where the two stood had already become a stage.

A white glove falling to the floor, an atmosphere building up to a fever pitch, the spectators' attention focused on one place.

It was a setup meticulously designed by someone.

-The price of defeat... is to leave Gallimard Academy according to the winner's will.

The girl who orchestrated everything smiled.

Her lips twisted into a bitter smirk.

Though it was a smile dulled by jealousy, malice, and inferiority... it was fatally beautiful nonetheless.

Like a flower that bloomed hideously.

Her red lips were excessively alluring.

Her precisely enunciated voice felt like sharp needles pricking at my fingertips.

Like a captivating whisper.

-Your answer?

Did she know I wouldn't be able to refuse?

It was a strangely confident question.

A sweet scent brushed the tip of my nose.

In such a captivating flutter, denial melted away.

"You mean I accepted it as if possessed."

It was a checkmate, you could say.

The choice was forced.

Refusing the duel here would be tantamount to admitting I was a 'bubble' top student.

Given how many had suspected it, it would just give them more ammunition to tear me apart.

This must have been her original goal.

To tarnish the image of the top student beyond recovery.

For Emilia, even if the duel didn't happen, she would have achieved her aim.

"How shrewd."

She seemed to have used her head quite a bit.

A small, proud smile escaped me.

'Leaving school on the line, huh.'

I thought she was preparing something... but I never imagined she'd bring such an entertaining event.

This is what a proper academy life should be.

There should be some explosive fun, right?

Just imagining it made me feel a rush of dopamine.

As I grinned widely, Regia, who was walking beside me, spoke up.

"Y-Young Master-nim... W-What should we really do...?"

"Hmm?"

Her green eyes looked tearful.

She usually had a delicate aura, but now she looked like she was about to burst into tears.

Her voice trembled pitifully.

"B-Because of me, Young Master-nim is going to duel Young Lady-nim Vanity... Ah, no, don't."

"Oh dear."

I thought her expression looked troubled earlier.

It seemed our protagonist was worried about me.

Well, of course.

Regia also didn't know my true strength.

Like the other students, she probably couldn't make a rash judgment and was feeling uncertain.

Then, a bomb dropped.

-I didn't think he'd accept it... He really seems to not know his place.

The girl considered one of the top elites of this intake, Emilia Vanity.

She was a formidable individual, having secured the third rank in her year.

Her composure must have shattered at the mention of leaving school if she lost.

Since I had stepped forward to help Regia, she probably felt it was her fault.

"I-I'm sorry, I'm always such a b-burden, because of me......"

She was already a protagonist with a tender heart.

She could endure others hurting her, but she couldn't forgive herself for hurting others.

Her excessively kind personality remained just as it was in the original work.

Thump-.

My hand moved on its own.

I gently stroked her fluffy pink hair.

Like taming a frightened puppy.

Slowly, and gently.

"Ugh, Y-Young Master-nim...?"

Being worried about is nice, but.

A smiling face suits her better after all.

"I'm fine, Regia-nim."

"......"

"In fact, I'm quite happy things turned out this way. If I could, I'd even bow to Young Lady-nim Vanity."

"Huh...?"

"Hehe."

I playfully poked the girl's cheek.

Behind the soft touch, a warm body temperature tinged my fingertips.

How could I possibly make someone like this cry?

"Because now I have a chance to show Regia-nim my magnificent performance."

I'll have to surprise her.

So surprised that even her sad thoughts completely vanish.

'I'm looking forward to tomorrow.'

It was truly a day to look forward to.

***

The 'snake' moved away down the corridor.

His steps were leisurely.

The girl, observing the situation from a slight distance, murmured as if unable to understand.

"Strange person."

Her serene blue eyes shimmered.

Her platinum blonde hair cascaded along with the gentle breeze.

Charlotte, who had been sitting by the window, tilted her head, watching his disappearing back.

It was a sign of question.

"I don't know what he's thinking."

It was a pure question.

Juda Snakers.

What on earth was he plotting?

The boy's unusual actions made Charlotte's interest deepen.

Thanks to him, the Princess had been thinking about him quite often recently.

"He's difficult."

He was a difficult person to understand.

He clearly had the ability to overpower everyone, yet he was intentionally allowing Young Lady-nim Vanity to torment him.

Because she had witnessed Juda's power once before.

For Charlotte, his complacent reaction was simply confusing.

-Should I help you?

-If you're enduring this because you're worried about the Vanity family... I can step in and stop it.

Perhaps he was bothered by the Vanity family's name.

She even asked if he needed help.

-If I just say a word, she won't be able to bother you anymore.

She wasn't usually one to interfere in such matters, but he was someone she had been keeping an eye on.

She had also received help from him during the class assignment exam.

And the pink-haired commoner who accompanied him also bothered her a little.

But.

-I'm fine, Your Royal Highness.

The boy firmly refused.

-I already have something in mind.

-I'd appreciate it if you'd just watch quietly. It will surely be entertaining.

Juda replied with a wide grin.

His expression was full of anticipation.

Carrying an ominous aura, yet at the same time, a smile as innocent as a child's.

It was an undeniably pure color.

Charlotte decided to follow his words.

He must have his own reasons.

Perhaps it was even strange to worry about Juda.

With a single gesture, he could probably handle everyone in the academy, so who was worrying about whom?

She shook off her random thoughts.

"Shall I observe a little longer?"

The flickering voice of the 'snake'.

Leaving behind the bewildering web of questions, the young prince quietly turned away.

***

The duel was set for the very next day without delay.

The public training ground where the last class assignment exam was held.

It was originally a place with a packed schedule, making it difficult to reserve, but Selena, who appeared from somewhere, resolved it.

The timing was impeccable, as if she had been waiting.

-Since this matter occurred within my assigned class... I will prepare the venue.

-The Dean will be officiating the duel.

-All faculty members will also be observing this duel.

Moreover, news that other faculty members would also be observing.

It seemed the scale of the event was growing larger than I had anticipated.

Furthermore.

I hadn't expected the professors, known for their reluctance to move, to flock over in droves.

Typically, the supervision of a duel is divided into the roles of [referee, manager, enforcer], so it's common for the number of observing faculty members not to exceed three.

This duel was an exceptionally unusual case.

'Well... I roughly understand it, though.'

These old folks saw me saving Charlotte, after all.

The power I showed back then was only a fraction, but... it was an output that far exceeded a student's level.

Overwhelming the Iron Princess.

Truly, a unique and unparalleled talent.

They are people with the blood of educators.

With a brilliantly shining raw gem flickering before their eyes, how could they not be interested?

Therefore, this duel was a kind of assessment.

To gauge how immensely valuable I was.

'Professors aside, though......'

What surprised me was Selena.

It was so unexpected, you could say.

In the original work, 'The Drunkard' was never the type to show interest in such matters.

-I have been appointed to 'enforce' this duel.

-I hope both of you will compete safely and fairly.

It felt unfamiliar to see her acting so proactively.

What on earth could she be planning?

I seemed to fall into thought for a while, but then quickly shook it off.

For now, the immediate situation came first.

"Wow... no matter how many times I see it, I can't get used to this scale."

After a brief exclamation, I stopped walking.

The center of the circular arena.

I leisurely looked around.

The news of the duel seemed to have spread quite a bit, as the spectator stands were filled with students despite it being a weekday.

More than I expected.

"I'm getting nervous."

"If you're scared, you can still forfeit now."

A voice suddenly rang out.

Looking straight ahead, I saw the familiar coiled blue hair.

"Young Lady-nim Vanity."

"Honestly, I thought you'd run away... but I must commend your courage for coming to this duel."

"Thank you."

"Hah."

Emilia seemed exceptionally pleased.

Her expression was a bitter smirk.

A desire to immediately shatter that expression spread through me.

As I took a breath with a gentlemanly demeanor, the girl gestured around her with her eyes.

"Will you be alright?"

"Hmm?"

"You're about to be humiliated in front of so many people... I'd be so mortified I'd die."

"Hehe, is that so?"

I'm certainly looking forward to that.

I desperately held back my laughter.

Suppressing the bubbling instinct for mischief, I tidied up my lie with my fingertips.

"It seems it's about to begin."

I saw a faculty member walking over from the opposite side.

Everyone's gaze focused.

The stage, just before the play begins.

Two actors looked at each other.

I suddenly spoke.

Before all the chaos that was about to unfold, one question was necessary.

For her sake.

"Now that I think about it... May I ask you something?"

"What is it?"

"I just want to know the reason why Young Lady-nim is doing this."

"Reason...?"

"Yes, the reason."

Emilia Vanity.

What state of mind led you to torment Regia?

What thoughts drive you to despise the less fortunate, and what pain causes you to crave recognition so deeply?

I was asking about her painful background.

'A Vain Person.'

What made you that way?

Though life is originally about suffering from the 'disease' of adulthood, why have you already forgotten your childhood?

What happened to your star, that...

"Praise is truly sweet, isn't it?"

Recognition received from others.

Being praised as the prettiest, the best dressed, the wealthiest, the smartest.

But what does it feel like to become so engrossed in it that you lose yourself?

The girl is always fiercely sharp.

To receive praise, she slanders, pushes away, and hurts others.

But if you erase everyone from your life like that...

"I... dare to ask why Young Lady-nim desires so strongly to stand at the top."

A star where only you remain.

What good would all that praise be then?

"What a trivial question."

Emilia replied with a bored expression.

As if asking why she'd bother to ask something so obvious.

A sneer was hidden in the twist of her lips. It was clear mockery.

"Because I am superior."

Her distorted vision could not see ahead.

She simply ran blindly towards her goal.

That is the process of 'adulthood'.

"Unlike a fool like you, who has no qualifications, I am someone who rightfully belongs in that position."

"That is your answer, Young Lady-nim."

"So, forfeit now. If you don't want to be ugly and ruined."

"Oh dear... that would be difficult."

Because there's someone who wishes for me to win.

Pink hair visible amidst the wide spectator stands.

The girl was praying with her hands clasped together.

I chuckled softly.

"Well, I'll do my best."

"How foolish."

"Hehe... perhaps so."

The light chatter ended.

The faculty member acting as interim referee stood in the middle and immediately began the duel.

I calmly took my stance.

《Warriors, please wait in your designated positions.》

《The duel will proceed as a sparring match. The duel ends when one opponent is subdued or incapacitated.》

《Additionally, the duel will also end if one side forfeits.》

The basic rules seem similar to the class assignment exam.

Following the announcement echoing through the arena, I took my designated spot.

Emilia did the same.

"Ready."

The interim referee plainly called out the signal.

A single coin shimmered. It was to fairly signal the start of the duel.

The referee picked up the coin with his fingers.

And then.

Clack-!

He flicked it into the air.

A golden afterimage falling to the floor.

Spinning round and round, the coin soon lost its momentum, then struck the ground with a loud noise.

Clink!

At the same time, the figures of the two standing on the stage vanished.

The forms, scattered like a wisp of smoke, reappeared none other than at the center of the arena.

Two blades clashed.

It was their first swift encounter.

Clash!

And so.

The duel began.

        
            Whoosh!

The sound of air being sharply cut.
Following it, a spear surged forward.
It was a fast, straight attack.
I calmly raised my sword's flat side like a shield.

Thud!

Immediately, a heavy impact resonated through my fingertips.
My body naturally slid backward.
A monstrous strength, utterly unbelievable coming from such a slender figure.
As I regained my posture after the electrifying sensation, a taunt flew in as if on cue.

"You're quite resilient, aren't you? I thought you'd be knocked out in one go."

The corner of her lips twisted ferociously.
In the girl's hand was a spear sculpted from ice.
It was Emilia's ability, [Freezing].

"But even so, you're nothing but a mere bug!"

Swish!

From behind me, I heard the sound of something sharp flying at high speed.
I lightly twisted my body to dodge it.

Thwack!

What embedded itself in the floor was an arrow.
Turning my head, I saw additional ice shards flying from a blind spot.
It was a surprise attack, aiming for a gap.
However, I wasn't flustered.

"Oh dear  This is troublesome."

Slice!

A leisurely swung sword strike cut the arrow.
The ice fragments fell to the floor.

"Tch...!"

The girl clicked her tongue and retreated.
Her blue eyes held a thick irritation.
Was she agitated?
The "bubble top student" whom she thought would fall easily.
Because such an opponent had been flexibly blocking her attacks for a while now.

I smiled faintly.

"It seems things aren't going your way, are they?"

"Ha...!"

She let out a hollow laugh.
Perhaps she hadn't expected to hear such a taunt from a bug she was ignoring.
As expected, her mental state was easily shaken.

"How dare you, a mere nobody...!"

"Oh dear."

Clang!

A piercing, explosive sound erupted.
The emotionally thrown spear strike was swallowed by shadow. We continued our power struggle for a moment, blades locked.
Her wide-open eyes were full of venomous light.

Crunch... Thud!

I pushed back the girl who was roughly pressing in.
A slight distance opened up due to the recoil.

"This is disappointing, you know."

I continued to mock cheerfully.

"You spoke with such confidence, so I was looking forward to it... but thirty minutes have passed and you haven't even grazed me."

"Shut up."

"At this rate, becoming the top student will be difficult."

"I said shut up...!"

Ah, I'm happy.
This is dopamine.
Her reaction was so good, it was immensely satisfying to provoke her.
Even while batting away the spearhead that sharply thrust in occasionally, I continued my cheerful taunting.

"How about you try to hit at least my toes?"

"I'll rip it apart. That mouth, I'll surely...!"

"Oh, I'm truly looking forward to it ? May I ask when you plan to rip it apart?"

"How dare you, to Lady Vanity...!"

"The level of Vanity is truly apparent. To think someone like this is their successor."

Clang! Crunch, grind...!

As the sharp noises continued, the girl was swept away by the atmosphere.
Before long, the duel had taken on a one-sided aspect.

"Haa, haa...!"

Emilia was panting as if exhausted.
Her blue hair was damp with sweat.
At this point, her legs should have started giving out, but she was still holding her spear.
Indeed, a tenacious person is tenacious.

"Haa, huuh...!"

"Your skill is quite excellent, but... your opponent was not a good match."

This was sincere.
Even though the "bullying" was enjoyable, I had no intention of deliberately denigrating my opponent.
Emilia was clearly one of the most prominent geniuses of this generation.
A solid foundation built through countless efforts.
Her spearmanship, sniping, and psychological warfare, following her overwhelming ice magic, were already beyond student level.
To exaggerate a little, two Emilias would be enough to contend with Charlotte.
There was no doubt her talent would be etched in history.
Or rather, well-founded confidence.
The girl was certainly qualified.
It was just that... her opponent wasn't human.

"Haha  You can't reach me with attacks like that, you know?"

Clang!

I deflected another arrow flying from a blind spot.
The ice fragments fell powerlessly.
Among the onlookers, a murmur could be heard.
The students couldn't hide their astonishment.

-W-What in the world... are we watching?
-Lady Vanity isn't putting up any resistance? Is she not feeling well...?
-The "bubble top student" is fighting too well.
-He seems to be completely overwhelming her.
-He's been deliberately defending from the start. As if he's... Lady Vanity.

'Playing with her.'

Emilia must be hearing it too.
Their whispering reactions.
The prestige she had built up over time crumbled, and the meticulously prepared stage became a trap that ensnared her.
It was a moment that ripped open the remaining scars of her inferiority complex.

"How about you forfeit now?"

"......"

I returned the exact words the girl had said before the duel began.
Since I had decided to take this seriously, I planned to thoroughly crush her until she was like a rag.
Of course, the girl seemed unable to accept it.
She composed her breathing for a moment, then clenched her fists and glared at me.

"......Whose idea?"

A sticky killing intent emanated.
How tenacious.
It seemed she intended to see this to the very end.
Emilia discarded the ice spear she was holding, then brought both hands together and began to draw forth power.
Her clear blue eyes were already clouded.

"I will never lose to someone like you... I must never, ever lose."

Crackle, crackle!

Blue sparks flew.
The mana within her body began to explode.
A 'Mana Overload' state, arbitrarily triggered by clashing her remaining mana and creating hundreds of thousands of frictions.
It was an insane utilization, impossible to even attempt with ordinary control.

Amidst the turbulent flow.
Her red lips chanted.

"Oh, bitter winter."
Before records were set.
Marybell, who bloomed frost flowers in an innocent world.
Hear my call, I, the rightful heir to the snow and cold.
I covet your great slaughter.
And gather the tears of fallen witches to build a tower of sorrow.
"Erase them all."

-Emilia's Ice Magic Secret Technique-
'Frost Spikes'

As soon as the chant ended, the surrounding temperature instantly turned frigid.
White frost began to form around the girl's feet.
Clear breath plumed from her mouth.
By then, enormous shards of glaciers had risen behind Emilia.

"Haa......"

Ten thousand ice spears filled the sky.
I twisted the corner of my lips as I took in the magnificent sight.
She finally brought out her ultimate skill.
I'd always only seen it beyond the game, so facing it directly like this felt truly novel.

Whoosh!

The pressure was immense.
A feeling of being naturally overwhelmed.
Even the noisy students in the stands were now silent.

"......"

"......"

Their gazes briefly intersected.
There was no defeat in either of their eyes.
Only venom or certainty that they would win resided within them.

A fleeting standoff.

"Winter."

Peace shattered fleetingly.
Her red lips finished the final phrase.

"Unleash!"

Simultaneously.
The ten thousand spears that had adorned the sky poured down all at once.
Like a shower made of pale blue.

Whoosh!

The fierce downpour naturally targeted where I stood.
A waterfall of spears, delivering distant despair.
But.

"Hmph."

Even in such a situation, I smiled.
As if I couldn't contain my enjoyment.

"Splendid."

My opponent had shown something impressive first, so now it was my turn to show them something.
I slowly extended my hand.
Waving black mist.
I calmly condensed 'lies'.

Whoosh!

A sound that tore apart the surrounding atmosphere.
I formed a gun with my index finger and aimed it at the pouring torrent.
Shadows squirmed.

"Hmph."

There was no need for extravagance like with Charlotte.
A simple difference in caliber.
I would simply overwhelm with sheer output.
The power gathered at my fingertips, I murmured the chant as if pulling a trigger.

"Shatter."

Click.

The next moment.
The entire arena was tainted black.

***

The students were all soaked in excitement.
The duel between the "bubble top student" and the villainess.

"Lady Vanity has finally drawn her sword."

"That person is truly unfortunate."

"Young Master Snakers... he surprisingly seems to have some skill, but still, being in the top student position was a bit much."

"Outmaneuvering the Princess doesn't make sense, does it?"

"Still, it's a good spectacle."

Even if they didn't express it like Emilia.
The students who had secretly questioned the results of the class placement exam.
For them, this duel couldn't help but be interesting.
It was an opportunity to finally confirm the boy's skill, which they hadn't been able to witness last time due to Charlotte's barrier.

"Who do you think will win?"

"Of course, Lady Vanity, isn't it?"

"I suppose so."

"Because she's an outstanding person. If it weren't for Her Royal Highness the Princess, she would have long since claimed the top student position."

"They say no one her age can match her in ice magic."

No one really expected a twist.
Because everyone knew the prestige of the name 'Emilia'.

"I'll bet on Lady Vanity winning within one minute."

"Then I'll bet on 30 seconds!"

"Aren't you all underestimating Lady Vanity too much...? I think 5 seconds."

The students in the stands each predicted the outcome.
The top student's defeat was certain.
However.
Unlike the students' predictions, which expected a one-sided end.
The fight continued as a fierce struggle.

Clang! Crunch...! Thud!

At first, both seemed to be fighting hard.

"What? He's lasting longer than I thought?"

"His movements are clean, and his agility isn't bad... Didn't they say he was a 'bubble'?"

"Indeed, he's skilled."

"Lady Vanity will win eventually... but, huh?"

As time passed, the atmosphere grew strange.
The flow was increasingly leaning to one side.
The gap began to widen.
Emilia showed signs of struggling, while the boy continued to casually dodge.
Without launching a single attack.

"W-What in the world... are we watching?"

"Lady Vanity isn't putting up any resistance? Is she not feeling well...?"

"The 'bubble top student' is fighting too well."
He seems to be completely overwhelming her.
"He's been deliberately defending from the start. As if he's... playing with Lady Vanity."

The villainess was noticeably pushed back.
The stands were filled with bewilderment.
It was already surprising that he could exchange blows with Emilia, but now he was even overwhelming her.
The unexpected development delivered a powerful shock.
What in the world had happened?
According to rumors, he was nothing more than an ordinary talent.
Then what was this current scene?

"Impossible."

"Lady Vanity is being toyed with...?"

A hypothesis flashed through their minds.
The class placement exam that had caused great backlash in the academy.
Charlotte, who had forfeited.
Was it not mere capriciousness that she gave up the match, but because her opponent was truly unbeatable?
Such an absurd hypothesis.

"Surely not..."

The air was filled with commotion.
Just then.
The duel finally raced towards its climax.

"Winter."

The cornered girl was utterly precarious.
As if walking on a razor's edge.
Yet, she did not back down.
She forcibly exploded her remaining mana, drawing forth the maximum output she could unleash.
Azure ice covered the sky.

"My goodness... what in the world is that?"

"I knew she was one of the top geniuses, but to think she was at this level...?"

"The entire arena is going to be shattered."

"Isn't someone going to die here?"

"Shouldn't the management intervene...!?"

They urgently looked for the professors, but they only watched in silence.
Finally.
The girl's lips finished the chant.
The ten thousand spears, densely arrayed like stars, moved.

"Unleash!"

Boom!

A deafening roar pierced their eardrums.
The fiercely raging winter descended as if to swallow everything in the world.
It was like witnessing an apocalypse.

"Kyaaaah!"

"What do we do!"

"Even if he's the top student, if he gets caught in that spear storm, he'll be at least severely injured...!"

The children retreated, anticipating a disaster.
But.
The boy was different.
The serpent, who was chuckling to himself, stood still in his place.
And then, he raised a finger and aimed it at the sky.
Was he crazy?
When he should have been scurrying away, he stood frozen.
The students screamed.
Regardless.
The boy parted his lips.

"Shatter."

For just a moment, his narrowed eyes opened.
Transparent, luminous white pupils.
Time seemed to stand still.
Immediately after.
A handful of shadow shot from his fingertips.
It pierced through the torrent of spears, then rapidly spread in all directions.
The sky dyed pitch black.

Crumble, crumble!

It was instantly coated.
The ice spears, their surfaces covered in jet black, froze in mid-air.
Shadows dripped down.

Snap!

Following that, the boy snapped his fingers.
Elegantly.
The next moment.

Clang!

Ten thousand shards of ice.
They shattered simultaneously.
The venomous winter scattered into countless fragments.
It shattered into tiny pieces.

Whirl!

Black snow fell.
Following the gently blowing wind, the black snowflakes danced gracefully.
Like a snowfield drenched in night.
Alien, yet beautiful.
Their gaze was naturally drawn to the layer piling up on the arena floor.
An enchanting sight, softly glowing.

"......"

The stands were now filled with silence.
The students blankly watched the winter mixed with shadow.
Forgetting even the chaos from moments before.

Rustle, rustle.

A scene resembling a handful of dream.
Within the dreamlike landscape, a single boy walked alone.
The serpent generously asked.

"Do you still intend to continue?"

It was a whisper that captivated people.

        
            They bore a somewhat strange black light, yet they were so beautiful that even that impression was rendered meaningless.

It was a scene born from a kind of paradox.

The heavy frost was tinged with shadows.

The fresh spring that had bloomed.

As if it had never been, it was covered by the winter night.

Those who witnessed the contradictory seasons had their gazes stolen by an intense ecstasy.

Meanwhile.

"Haa, haa······"

At the center of the arena.

There stood a girl breathing roughly.

"Cough... Ugh."

Her dry cough was tormenting.

The girl, standing exhausted, was none other than Emilia.

Her slender steps staggered.

Crunch!

Footprints were left on the softly piled snow.

Before the surreal backdrop spread before her, the girl murmured to herself blankly.

A white breath billowed out.

"······What on earth."

What had happened?

She fell into thought.

The last thing the girl remembered was the sight of ten thousand spears falling.

And the next moment.

-Shatter.

Winter shattered.

In an instant.

The vibrant scenery from moments before disappeared as if it were a lie.

Scattering into countless fragments.

"Ah."

It felt like being enchanted by a dream.

If she just closed her eyes and opened them again... wouldn't everything disappear, and she'd wake up in her soft bed?

Of course, the fantasy didn't last long.

Snowflakes fell on her cheek.

As the coldness permeating her body proved reality.

Emilia raised her head.

"······."

What appeared in her blurry vision was a golden snake.

It was a pair of sinisterly smiling narrow eyes.

The boy was filled with composure.

Unlike herself, shriveled and pathetic, he was graceful.

Only then did Emilia realize.

The fact that she was weak.

She unleashed magic, hoping to at least touch the boy's toe, but even that was utterly insufficient.

It was truly an irrational disparity.

"Do you still intend to continue?"

A softly questioning voice.

Her breath hitched.

A deep sense of exhaustion enveloped her entire body.

Her legs, devoid of strength, trembled.

But.

"······Yes."

She did not fall.

A venomous light still glinted in her blue eyes.

It was a terrifying obsession.

Emilia bit her lip.

She forcibly regulated her breathing.

Hallucinations echoed in her ears. A few words she had heard sometime before.

-Grow stronger, Emilia.

Her chest tightened.

-Otherwise, you won't survive.

A single memory stubbornly made the girl stand.

Of course, she wasn't expecting a reversal.

She had already sensed it from the previous attack.

It was an overwhelming disparity.

To the point where even daring to look up was too much.

"It's not over yet."

Emilia simply didn't know.

Because defeat meant only death in her life, she had never learned how to kneel.

It was the path she had learned to survive her harsh fate.

This time was no different.

The girl clenched her fists.

Scraping mana from the bottom of her depleted reserves, she could barely create one ice spear.

Her last desperate struggle.

"I won't lose... Never."

Her demeanor was ferocious.

As she pointed the sharp spear tip at the boy, a lamenting murmur was heard.

"Oh dear... I didn't want to treat you roughly."

The snake flicked its tongue as if delighted.

Was it really that enjoyable?

Well, it was the process of trampling a bug that didn't know its place.

'Of course it is.'

She didn't feel particularly wronged.

Wasn't it something she had tried to do in the first place?

Indeed, if one intended to stab an opponent, they must also be prepared to be stabbed in return.

The sinister narrow eyes smiled.

"It can't be helped! I wanted to finish this with more courtesy, but······."

A smirk.

The boy's lips twisted into a chilling grin.

A powerful surge of murderous intent spread.

"This is the result of the Young Lady's choice."

The snake brought its hands together.

Black mist rippled around him.

Emilia, sensing something ominous, tried to step back, but the boy's subsequent action was faster.

He clapped his hands lightly.

Smack!

A sharp, straight blast.

The next moment.

"······Huh?"

The gravity surrounding the girl flipped upside down.

Her body lingered in the air for a moment.

Not long after.

"Ah... A-a-aah!!"

Her blue hair shot up towards the sky.

***

In the original work, Yuda is described as the strongest evil.

He acts like the protagonist's ally until the latter half, only to reveal his true colors at the most crucial moment.

He plays the role responsible for a shocking twist.

[What?]

[?????????????????]

[No, is this for real? Yuda betrays them?]

[Damn, narrow-eyed characters are always suspicious.]

[No way, stop messing around.]

[More importantly, why is that bastard so strong?]

[Since he's a narrow-eyed character, he must have been hiding his power.]

The guide video I uploaded also received a passionate response.

He was always kind, and sometimes a clumsy comedic character.

An auxiliary character who had cemented a likable image among players, was in fact the mastermind behind all the tragedies.

Perhaps because the foreshadowing was meticulously hidden.

In the first playthrough, it was nearly impossible to notice.

The problem didn't stop there.

A power truly close to disaster.

The protagonist's party, without time to recover from the shock of betrayal, had to step forward to prevent the world's destruction.

Yuda's strength was vastly beyond the norm.

[Is this difficulty for real??]

[If the guide creator failed, we can't even lay a hand on it.]

[Galimard's faculty annihilated in 30 seconds?]

[Seriously, is this right?]

As such, many intense scenes appeared.

Among them, the most talked-about scene was the 'Continent Gravity Reversal' that appeared in the [Final Battle].

《It's getting a bit boring.》

《Shall we... make the world a little more interesting?》

He defies laws.

When the boy clapped his hands once, the gravity of the entire continent was reversed.

People fell upwards towards the sky.

A world endlessly plunging into ruin.

It was a scene that still remained etched in my mind.

[How do you even beat that?]

Of course, that was only possible because it was the original Yuda.

The power I possessed was nowhere near enough.

Even though three years had passed since my possession, the ability called 'Lie' was still difficult to handle.

It was hard to reach the peak with insufficient output.

Flipping the gravity of an entire continent in the first place.

How on earth does that even work?

It was a level of power I simply couldn't comprehend.

'However.'

That doesn't mean I can't do it at all.

The ability to manipulate reality with lies.

It was merely a decrease in output, not a change in the core ability itself.

If it's within a narrow enough range that I can handle, defying the world's laws is easy.

Smack!

That's exactly how it was now.

"Ah... A-a-aah!!"

The principle was the same 'gravity reversal,' but it was a vastly scaled-down version beyond comparison.

If the original Yuda's designated target was a continent.

My designated target was merely one girl.

Watching the rapidly vertically rising afterimage, I wore a regretful smile.

-I won't lose... Never.

As expected.

Emilia showed no intention of surrendering.

Rather, a ferocity to fight to the very end.

To break that, I had to use a somewhat rough method.

If she intended to keep standing even knowing the difference in power.

Then I just needed to shake her so much she couldn't stand again.

"Heh heh."

The referee didn't seem to have any intention of stopping it either.

That must mean it's fine to continue the duel.

Just as the girl's head reached the clouds, I clapped my hands once more.

Smack!

Immediately after, the gravity surrounding the girl returned to normal.

Her blue hair, caught at the edge of the sky.

She seemed to float in the sky for a moment, then began to fall towards the ground.

A faint scream could be heard.

"U-uh, ugh, aaah...!"

Emilia descended rapidly, accelerating.

Even with a sturdy body, falling from such a height would result in severe injury.

Furthermore, she was in a state where mana exhaustion, fatigue, and lethargy were all compounded.

The girl was clearly about to hit the ground without preparing for the impact.

Of course.

"Let's go up again."

Smack!

I didn't just leave her to it.

Just before her flowing blue hair touched the arena, I brought my hands together with perfect timing.

Emilia's face receded upwards again.

"For someone who spoke so solemnly... your screams are quite cute."

The small villainess, shot up by the mastermind.

I clapped repeatedly.

Smack!

Smack!

Smack!

As soon as she seemed to reach the sky, I dropped her, and as soon as she seemed to descend, I sent her back up.

Occasionally, for variation, I would shift gravity horizontally.

"······!!"

For a while, only faint screams echoed in the arena.

How much time passed like that?

I only stopped clapping after a system notification appeared.

-Ding!

[The output of unique ability 'Liar' has been mostly depleted.]

[Current remaining output: 4.7%]

"Time to wrap things up, I suppose."

Smack!

I clapped one last time and waited in place.

Standing with my arms outstretched, I soon saw the girl plummeting at a terrifying speed.

Her blue hair left a long trail.

"Oh dear."

I lightly caught the falling girl.

Using my ability, I erased her acceleration, and gently embraced her weakened body.

"Are you ready to give up now?"

"······."

Emilia was completely out of it.

I deliberately whispered into her ear as if teasing her, meaning that if she didn't surrender immediately, I'd show her something worse.

Her slender shoulders twitched and trembled.

"Hmm hmm."

I set the villainess down on the ground.

Her legs wobbled the moment they touched the ground.

Sure enough, Emilia immediately collapsed onto the spot.

Her chin trembled like an aspen leaf.

"Young Lady."

"······."

"Young Lady?"

"······."

No answer came.

Grinning broadly, I only then realized that something was amiss.

Did I tease her too much?

Still, she's a capable student. That's why I played around with her with peace of mind.

Her eerie reaction was unusual.

'Wait a minute.'

As I pondered, one setting belatedly came to mind.

'Now that I think about it... I remember hearing that Emilia had an extreme fear of heights.'

It was a detail I vaguely remembered from an extra booklet that had been released sometime ago.

A feeling of cold dread washed over me.

"Good heavens."

'Oh, damn it.'

I hastily checked on Emilia.

The villainess was kneeling with blank eyes.

It was already too late.

"Young Lady! Are you alr-...? Oh?"

The girl's pants were soaking wet.

A small puddle had formed around where she was sitting.

The black snowflakes that had accumulated from the previous attacks rapidly melted as they touched the spilled water.

At the same time, white steam rose.

"Oh."

My brain froze.

Yellow liquid.

No matter how I looked at it, it was water that had come from beneath the girl.

I hastily raised my head, trying to pretend I hadn't seen it, but by unfortunate coincidence, my gaze met her blue eyes.

"······."

"······."

Her pupils trembled as if they would shatter.

Tears welled up gradually.

The trembling intensified.

Ultimately.

"Hiccup...! Ugh, waaaah...!"

Emilia burst into tears.

Oh dear.

I messed up.

        
            The faculty members were watching the duel with intrigued eyes.
Each of them looked completely engrossed.

"......What terrifyingly excellent talent."

Someone's muttering suddenly broke the silence.
Normally, a scoff would have been heard, implying they shouldn't exaggerate, but this time, not a single sound emerged.
They merely sat silently.

"......"

They say silence is sometimes an expression of agreement.
The professors couldn't bring themselves to speak.
However, they were all thinking the same thing.

'Genius.'

Truly, a talent unprecedented in history.
Attending today's duel, all the faculty members couldn't help but marvel at the boy's existence once more.
Because it was such an intense performance.
The professors unconsciously swallowed.

-I didn't expect much from the Serpent's Son, but... what interesting talent.

-To think there'd be a genius surpassing Her Imperial Highness the Princess.

-"Amazing" doesn't even begin to cover it. His skill is better than even the teaching assistants right now.

-To reach this level at such a young age... I'm looking forward to his future.

The class placement test had been quite a shock.
Thanks to it, the faculty members were aware of the boy's potential.
Therefore, when they heard news of this duel, their expectations couldn't help but be high.

But the boy.

《Shatter.》

He didn't just meet expectations; he shattered them.
He nullified the magic Lady Beniti had unleashed as a trump card with a mere wave of his hand.
It was a movement of infinite beauty.
The professors froze, speechless.

"......Ha."

"Astonishing."

"Perfect."

"I never thought he could do this much... he's far exceeded expectations."

"What was I doing at that age, I wonder?"

They each let out a hollow laugh.
As various reactions like admiration, acknowledgment, and awe emerged, the lingering impression became even more profound.
A fleeting thrill ran down their spines.
The professors shivered slightly and had to smile.

"We'll have to admit it."

"I don't think we can find a rival in his age group..."

"Because he's young, there are still some shortcomings, but... in just a few years, he'll surpass us, won't he?"

"Where did a monster like that come from?"

Pure admiration was etched in their voices.
Even some professors who had given somewhat harsh evaluations during the class placement test were now applauding as if entranced.
Overwhelming talent is always captivating.

"What an enviable student."

"I'd like to teach him directly too... how brilliantly will he grow?"

"I'd like to take him as my assistant."

"Tsk tsk... Is that all? I'm even thinking of giving him the position of head assistant."

"Is the bidding war starting already?"

"Include me too."

A subtly sparking war of nerves.
The professors were already captivated by the boy.
Each of them expressed their intention to scout him.
The desire to somehow bring the boy under their wing was blatantly apparent.

While the commotion continued for a while.

"......"

There was a woman quietly holding her place.
Long, flowing purple hair.
Her red eyes held a strange allure.
Selena was staring blankly at the arena.

Roll roll.
Startled by something, she even dropped the liquor bottle she was holding onto the floor.
The woman was frozen as if time had stopped.

"......I found him."

Soon, she muttered a single word.
It was too faint to hear, but her voice was somehow excited.
Selena bowed her head, her shoulders trembling slightly.

Immediately after.

"I must have him."

A twisted smile spread across her lips.
Selena twitched as if her body was heating up. But soon, she returned to her usual cold demeanor.
It was an enigmatic reaction.

"......"

The dean was watching the drinker.
But he didn't ask any questions.
It was always like that.
The Dean carelessly turned his gaze away.

***

《The duel has ended.》

《Emilia Beniti is defeated by decision. The victor is Juda Snakers.》

The fierce duel thus came to an end.
An announcement was playing, but a louder noise filled the arena at that moment.

That is.

"Waaah! Ugh, heheeh...!"

The sound of heart-wrenching sobbing.
Emilia was crying her eyes out, looking utterly pathetic.
Her cries echoed.
The girl's pants were thoroughly wet.
A puddle of yellow liquid pooling. It was a scene difficult to describe.
Because it felt like it was destroying human dignity.

I deliberately looked away and opened my mouth.
"Uh, Lady Beniti?"
"Sniff, ugh, ugh...!"
"I didn't do it on purpose."
"Waaaaah!!"

Emilia started crying even louder.
It was an attempt to comfort her in my own way, but it seemed she heard it as a taunt.
What do I do, damn it.
No matter how much I thought about it, there was no solution. I decided to just shut up.

I took off the outer garment I was wearing like a cloak.
And then, I quietly placed it over Emilia's legs.
It was to cover her.

'Of all things.'
I wanted to erase the traces with my ability, but I didn't have enough output left for that.
It was because I had overused my power out of excitement during the duel.

-Ding!
[The output of the unique ability 'Liar' has been mostly depleted.]
[Current remaining output: 1.4%]

It was a particularly cruel message today.
Because without lies, my body was no different from an ordinary person's.
In the end, I couldn't provide any help.

It was none other than the medics who tidied up this mess.
Having prepared for casualties, they approached the center of the arena right after the duel ended.

"Please tell us if anyone is injured."
"I'm not particularly injured, but Lady Beniti..."
"Sniff...!"
"Ah."

The medic faintly sighed.
She looked around.
Soon, she finished assessing the situation and nodded.
Her expression showed somewhat complex emotions.

"We'll take care of the aftermath. Student Yuda, you may return now."
"......Understood."

I nodded reluctantly.
I wanted to stay by her side out of guilt, but Emilia seemed to need stability right now.

'She probably doesn't want to be in the same place as the cause of her "lemonade" incident.'

In the end, I sighed and stepped back.
A slight regret lingered.
I should have controlled myself a little. In my excitement, I went overboard and caused trouble.
To think I couldn't even recall the character's settings.
I, who was once called an authority on [The World Seen by the Little Prince]...

"Time is truly cruel."

It was a memory from three years ago already.
It wasn't even mentioned in the main story; it was just a single line written in an extra booklet.
Isn't it amazing that I remembered it even belatedly?
I chewed on an excuse that wasn't really an excuse.

As I was leaving the public training ground, someone called my name and approached.
It was a refreshing voice.

"Young Master Snakers...!"

I lifted my bowed head.
What came into view was long, flowing pink hair and blinking green eyes.
I murmured.

"......Miss Regia?"

"Young Master!"

Regia ran quickly towards me.
The girl quickly closed the distance, then spread her arms and embraced me.
It was a sudden warmth that enveloped me.

"It's a relief! It really worked out well...!"
"Hm?"
"I never thought you'd win against Lady Beniti! It's such a relief!"

Her cry of pure joy was as dazzling as the sunlight grazing in spring.
A laugh escaped me naturally.

"Huhu."

"You said you'd be expelled if you lost to Lady Beniti! I've been so worried for the past few days..."

Her green eyes curved vividly like lush grass.
She didn't show it, but it seemed she had been worried inside. The girl continuously expressed relief and offered congratulations.
Was it her own way of expressing joy?
Regia was holding me in a tight hug.
Warm body heat seeped into my chest.
I felt somewhat embarrassed.
As if returning the embrace, I gently stroked the girl's head.

"......Ah."

Only then did the girl become aware of herself.
Regia, who had been frozen as if broken for a moment, soon pulled away from my embrace with a creak.
A slight flush rose on her pale cheeks.

"I-I'm sorry! I got, too excited...!"

She hastily offered an excuse.
Perhaps it was the belated wave of shame, but the girl covered her face with her hands.
She really is the protagonist I know, I suppose.
Clumsy and foolish, but sufficiently warm.
She can truly rejoice in someone else's happiness, and sometimes shed tears out of worry.
Perhaps a person who is kind to the point of being foolish.

"To be congratulated so passionately... I am simply delighted."
"D-Don't make fun of me..."
"I'm serious."

I gave a foolish smile.
It was a commendable thought.
She must have had a hard time being tormented for the past few days, yet it was admirable that she tried to care for others even in such a situation.
I stroked her pink hair once more.

"E-eugh... Young Master?"
"It'll be okay now."
"Huh?"
"About being tormented, I mean. You were having a hard time because Lady Beniti had it out for you, weren't you?"

I spoke with a gentle cadence.
"Lady Beniti lost the duel... so now, no one will be able to treat Miss Regia poorly."

"......"

"Because I'll be by your side."

Friends always help each other, don't they?
I added playfully.
Regia was frozen blankly, as if she had heard something unexpected.
I gave a light wink.

"So, you don't have to be afraid."

That was why I came to the academy in the first place.
I didn't want your story to be sad.
I wanted you to laugh, chat, be happy, love... and ultimately reach a beautiful ending.
It was the sole reason for my wretched life.

Perhaps she was touched by my heartfelt encouragement.
Regia was silent for a while.
Perhaps because of the sunset in the background, the girl's complexion looked exceptionally red.
As if she was embarrassed.

"......Thank you, every time."
"Huhu, we're friends, aren't we? No need for thanks."
"B-But I still wanted to say it."
"You really are a good kid."

A gaze that strayed for a moment.
After sharing a brief laugh, we soon began to walk.
Footsteps moving towards the end of a long day.

"Well  now that your worries are lessened, a fun daily life awaits you starting tomorrow, right?"
"Yes...!"

The pilot, and the serpent.
The two walked side by side, matching their steps.

***

The very next day.
The aftermath of the duel quickly caught up to me.

"......"

An awkward silence hung in the room.
Before my eyes, I saw the girl with blue coiled bun hair.
How much must she have cried yesterday for the area around her eyes to still be red? I felt like a criminal.
Our first meeting since the "lemonade" incident.

'This isn't easy.'

I groaned and turned my head.
On the opposite desk, Selena was seated. Her red eyes gazed at us with a strange look.
She flipped through a few documents she was holding.
The person who had played the role of [Execution] in this duel.

"Then, I shall begin the execution."

Her tone was utterly businesslike.
Today was the day to fulfill the promised conditions based on yesterday's results.
It could be called the final stage.

However.

"My dear Head Professor."
"What is it?"
"Excuse me for interrupting, but may I say a few words before the execution begins?"

My plan was just beginning.
I subtly moved my eyes.
The blue-haired girl sat in a pitiful state. She was now the villainess who had lost everything and was on the verge of being expelled.
I lightly clicked my tongue.

"I have a proposal I'd like to offer Lady Beniti."
"A proposal, you say?"
"It concerns the execution. I'd like to speak with her alone."
"I'll allow it."
"Thank you."

The corners of my mouth twisted ominously.
I covered my mouth.
A person's ears are naturally thin when they're in a difficult situation [an idiom meaning they are easily swayed or gullible]. Emilia was no different.
It was a chance to sway her.

"Huhu."

Now.
It's time for gaslighting.

        
            Duels among students.

Given that the competitive system at Gallimard is more structured here than anywhere else, such events are not uncommon.

Should I call it a kind of Spartan education?

It was an educational policy set by the Dean.

Conflict promotes children's growth and draws out their potential.

It makes them bloom by using pain as fertilizer.

Perhaps due to the academy's atmosphere, the procedures related to this are also well-organized.

So they can always be carried out smoothly.

-A duel is requested.

Duels proceed sequentially.

At this time, observing faculty members perform their designated roles and supervise the students.

Roles are largely divided into [Referee, Management, Execution].

A rough explanation is as follows.

[Category: General Post]

[Title: Roles of Professors in Duels]

Hello, this is the Strategy Guide.

Today, I'd like to share information about something many of you have asked about.

The periodically occurring duel events.

Many people asked what roles professors play during these events.

I think I can answer simply.

1. Referee
-> Literally, the role of refereeing a duel.
(Usually performed by the Dean)

2. Management
-> The role of preventing safety accidents or managing injured individuals during a duel.
(Performed by medical faculty, or Professor Cadell)

3. Execution
-> The role of supervising the fulfillment of the terms agreed upon after a duel.
(Determined randomly, regardless of position)

That's all.

If this was helpful, please give it a like.

"Hmm."

A post I uploaded once.

It was an informative post I wrote back when I was active as a game creator, before my transmigration.

I quietly chew on the content.

Is it because of the situation I'm currently in?

Related memories emerge one by one.

As I thoughtlessly fell into contemplation, suddenly my gaze met a pair of blue eyes.

The blue-haired girl sitting across from me.

"......"

Emilia immediately averted her eyes.

A room where only two people remained.

A thick silence had lingered since earlier.

Originally, Selena should have been here too, but she had left at my request.

I silently maintained my quiet.

'The initiative is on my side anyway.'

The final stage of the duel: Execution.

It was the process of paying the price one had wagered, an unavoidable judgment.

The girl's breath trembled.

-The price of defeat... is to leave Gallimard Academy according to the victor's decision.

Getting expelled.

Now, all that remained for Emilia was expulsion.

Because the [Execution] carried out at Gallimard was absolute.

If Selena just signed once, the girl would immediately be expelled from the academy.

'Her insides must be burning up.'

The girl's complexion steadily stiffened.

Regardless, I was unhurriedly killing time, as if showing off.

Because I wasn't the one in a hurry.

The core of negotiation.

You have to drive the opponent crazy.

Don't release their weakness until they kneel in desperation, crying and clinging to you.

To make them completely submit.

'There probably isn't a way out for her.'

Emilia had nowhere to go back to.

Due to internal circumstances, her standing in the Benetti family was like a kite with its string cut [an idiom meaning she was abandoned or lost her support], and her position was extremely precarious.

If she were to be expelled because of this...

'It's over.'

Everything would truly become irreversible.

She would die.

I wasn't just talking about her life as a noble. The thread of her life would be cut.

The girl was walking on a knife's edge.

-I have a proposal I'd like to offer to the Benetti Young Lady.

-It's about the execution. I'd like to discuss it with just the two of us.

I deliberately spoke loudly enough for the other side to hear.

Waving a faint possibility in front of her discouraged blue eyes.

I was certain.

That she would have no choice but to take this bait.

"......Excuse me."

And the moment her red lips parted.

Certainty turned into reality.

A bitter smile spread across my lips.

"You said earlier you had a proposal."

"Did I?"

"Then why aren't you saying anything...?"

"Well..."

I replied nonchalantly.

My cunning, flicking tongue resembled a deadly viper.

"What kind of proposal does the Young Lady wish to hear?"

A sentence that seemed to offer a choice.

However, the meaning it held within was completely different.

"Tell me what you want."

=You can't do anything.

This was the part where our respective positions were cemented.

As long as Emilia's life hung by a thread in my hands, I could manipulate her as much as I pleased.

In this situation.

What kind of reaction would our Young Lady show?

It was an obvious outcome, but...

"......You're not afraid of the Benetti family's name, are you?"

Yes, she would bring up her family's name.

Because Emilia would naturally assume I knew nothing.

It was a decent escape route, in her mind.

But.

"I'd appreciate it if you'd drop those pathetic threats?"

=Are you sure you want to threaten me?

"W-What did you say...?"

"Because if it bothers me, I might want to proceed with the [Execution] right away."

=Considering I hold the Young Lady's weakness.

Or perhaps, she had the wrong opponent.

I knew what was happening in the Benetti family better than anyone.

Even more deeply than Emilia herself.

"I happen to know quite a lot."

=I know about the situation you're in.

These were all roundabout statements, but anyone involved would understand their meaning.

Blatantly provoking expressions.

An attitude that clearly maintained the upper hand.

Even an ominous smile that didn't waver despite the mention of Benetti.

It was suffocatingly significant.

"I merely wish to have a sincere conversation."

Perplexity spread across her blue eyes.

She tried to appear calm, but her characteristic trembling didn't disappear.

The girl fell silent for a moment.

"......"

Was she calculating in her mind?

Seeing this, she was surprisingly quick-witted.

If it were a typical child, they wouldn't have grasped the atmosphere and would have continued their brazen act.

Emilia was different.

As soon as she smelled danger, she changed her judgment.

She closed her mouth to avoid making mistakes.

Combining the dropped clues, she deduced possibilities.

'Her ability to scheme is top-notch, huh.'

Well.

She wouldn't have been able to survive otherwise.

In an environment no different from hell.

"Huhu, are you done thinking?"

"......Yes."

Creak—.

Emilia quietly pulled back her chair and stood up.

She took faltering steps.

She seemed to hesitate for a moment, but soon approached the spot where I was sitting.

Her shoulders were trembling like an aspen tree.

"Please, Young Master,"

The girl stopped nearby.

Her gaze fixed on the floor.

The villainess began to bend her posture, then slowly knelt on the floor.

Her pupils, seen fleetingly, were lifeless and dead.

"Please, have mercy and allow me to avoid expulsion."

"Hmm."

I hadn't expected her to go as far as kneeling.

Seeing that notoriously arrogant Young Lady humble herself, it was clear just how desperate her situation was.

Her voice had, by now, lost its venom.

"I... want to live."

She was simply pathetic.

So she knows.

That if she returned to her family like this, only death awaited her.

'Is she struggling in her own way?'

If so.

I should check how sincere she truly is.

I leaned down towards the girl who was kneeling. Our breaths grew closer.

I whispered into her ear.

"How does it feel? To beg for your life so disgracefully?"

"......"

Emilia couldn't answer.

She merely turned pale.

I continued to poke at her sore spot.

"You tormented me so much... and now you're kneeling, aren't you?"

"......"

"You lost disgracefully in the duel too, didn't you?"

"......"

"Now that I mention it, that was the most pathetic duel I've ever seen. It was dismal."

"......"

"I even wondered how such a dullard could be in the third seat."

"......"

Inferiority, pride, desire for recognition.

Despite her wounds being poked relentlessly, Emilia didn't let out a single groan.

She merely obediently nodded her head.

Of course, it wasn't without impact.

Her tightly bitten lip, slightly uneven breathing, and eyes moist with tears.

It was a sight of emotions overflowing.

Emilia was simply swallowing them down.

To live.

'Is this good enough to pass?'

She probably won't bare her fangs recklessly.

I put on a satisfied smile.

I opened my mouth, thinking this would be the last time.

"Young Lady."

"......Yes."

"Your refined demeanor is truly entertaining. It keeps reminding me of a certain scene."

My narrowed eyes twisted maliciously.

"How are your wet trousers?"

"Ah."

"Wetting yourself in front of everyone, then ugly crying right after... You're no different from a newborn infant."

"......"

"Oh dear."

Was that too much this time?

The words I uttered pierced deep into the girl's heart.

Her pale complexion flushed scarlet.

Drip, drip.

Her eyes, full of dew. Raindrops began to fall.

Faint sobs joined in.

In the end, tears were poured out.

"Hic... *sniff*, *ugh*, *ahh*."

"Oopsie."

I made her cry again.

I had intended to stop right here, but it seems I miscalculated the damage.

To break down immediately at the mention of lemonade.

'I guess it makes sense.'

She was branded a bedwetter in front of the entire student body.

If the bastard who caused it was doing a tap dance, I'd probably cry from indignation too.

And she couldn't even complain because of her weakness.

"Oh dear... I pushed her too hard, it seems."

I calmly extended my hand.

Warmth touched my fingertips. I cupped her soft cheek with my palm and wiped away the moisture.

Fingers that collected tears.

The girl seemed unable to resist.

"That's a very displeased expression, isn't it?"

"N-No... *hic*, *sniff*."

Emilia hastily corrected her expression.

The awkward smile she managed held an indescribable sadness.

She was being crushed by her awareness, even while crying.

"I-I'm sorry... I was just, surprised, that's all."

She doesn't need to overdo it like this.

I felt a strange sense of guilt.

I hadn't intended to expel her in the first place.

I just didn't like how she'd tormented our protagonist, so I was teasing her as a form of revenge.

I quietly opened my mouth.

"You're more desperate than I thought, it seems."

"Hmph, *ugh*... because I want, to live."

"Huhu, good."

"G-Good, meaning...?"

"Since the Young Lady is so desperate, it means I can grant a small favor."

"......!"

The girl's pupils widened.

As if she had seen hope.

Of course, I had no intention of simply giving in.

"However, there are conditions."

"W-What are they?"

"Shall we say, I'd like a little sincerity."

"Huh...?"

The blue-haired girl looked up at me, pausing.

I twisted the corner of my lips into a grin.

Emilia Benetti.

In the original story, she was merely a supporting character in the villainess position, but I saw her potential.

Because she was a highly exploitable person.

If I could bring her to my side, I could use her effectively someday.

Now that I had her weakness in my hand.

I planned to tie her down completely.

"Until graduation, for the next three years..."

I grabbed the girl's chin and lifted it.

Our gazes crossed closely.

Towards her faltering blue eyes, I smiled sinisterly.

"I will make your body mine."

=I will make you my pawn.

The girl's face stiffened.

        
            A plain sentence, softly spoken.
I spoke to the girl.
I told her that in exchange for protecting her weakness, she should help me.
The girl's expression stiffened for a moment.
"Just now, wh-what did you say...?"
"There's quite a lot for Lady Emilia to do."
I smiled subtly and continued my answer.
"We'll have a lot to ponder, just the two of us... working closely together."

Emilia was a capable individual.
Her grades and abilities were unquestionable, and she was particularly skilled at reading the atmosphere.
Her quick calculations made her proficient in foresight.
In the original story, she was an extra who appeared as a villain, but it would be a waste of talent to discard her like this.
'She seems useful in many ways.'
She also had hidden connections, whether known or unknown.
Her written exam scores were also top-tier, so it might be perfect to delegate tasks to her when assignments became annoying.
Just the thought of it brought joy.
"Huhu."
A smile naturally spread across my lips.
As I sat there, beaming, the girl suddenly began to whimper.
As if the world was a sorrowful place.
"Ugh, huh...!"
What?
Why is she suddenly crying?
Doesn't she like the terms of the deal?
No, I'm saving her life, aren't I? Can't she do some grunt work until graduation?
"Why are you crying so sorrowfully?"
I asked, flustered.
"Isn't this a truly desirable deal?"
"..."
"You just need to do your best to satisfy me. Then I, too, will protect Lady Emilia's weakness."
"How can I trust someone like you...?"
"You'll have to trust me."
Are you in a position to be picky right now?
If I say just one word, you'll be expelled and immediately forced to say goodbye to this world.
She's just too suspicious.
A sigh escaped me out of frustration.
It seemed I needed to give her a dose of reality.

***

"I will make your body mine."
Emilia couldn't help but freeze in that instant.
It felt as if her breath had turned cold.
She trembled involuntarily.
It was a reflexive surge of anxiety.
"Just now, wh-what did you say...?"
She must have misheard.
Perhaps her consciousness wasn't entirely clear after crying all night yesterday.
The girl asked, harboring a futile hope.
But.
"There's quite a lot for Lady Emilia to do."
Even that hope shattered emptily.
"We'll have a lot to ponder, just the two of us... working closely together."
"Ah."
Her heart sank.
It felt as if the pulse connecting her to life had stopped.
Her blue eyes were dyed with despair.
Weakness, condition, and price.
The golden snake stared at the villainess with lewd eyes, flickering its poisoned tongue.
Emilia realized.
The boy wanted her body.
'Physical slave.'
A single word suddenly came to mind.
It was a reality she desperately wanted to deny, but his gaze was too blatant for such efforts to be meaningful.
A peculiar ominousness was embedded in his narrowed eyes.
"Huhu."
His hollow laugh was terrifying.
Her breathing became erratic.
The girl had to bite her lip tightly to keep from crying.
Emilia had always been devoted solely to academics.
While she had spent nights training, she had never shown any interest in male-female relationships.
This only magnified her confusion.
Fear of the unknown.
Her face paled, blood draining from it.
'Why, on earth.'
Why was this happening?
The villainess couldn't even form the question. She knew it was all her own doing.
Regret bloomed with each breath.
'I shouldn't have fought that duel.'
She had desperately wanted to be the top student.
She thought reaching a brilliant position would allow her to strike a blow against her family's elders.
So, she had acted hastily.
The boy who exuded such a shabby aura.
She never dreamed he would be that strong.
Perhaps it was arrogance.
In the end, she was humiliated in front of countless students, and now, even her purity was at risk of being taken.
"Ugh, huh...!"
Tears fell.
She didn't want to cry.
She didn't want to be weak.
Even if she had to walk a thorny path, she wanted to face it with dignity if it meant surviving.
But.
"Why are you crying so sorrowfully?"
"Hic...!"
Her tears wouldn't stop.
As she sat there, pitifully slumped, spewing out her cries, a whisper reached her again.
"Isn't this a truly desirable deal?"
"..."
"You just need to do your best to satisfy me. Then I, too, will protect Lady Emilia's weakness."
"How can I trust someone like you...?"
"You'll have to trust me."
His lips curved into a dangerous smile.
The boy answered as if he had been waiting.
"If you wish to protect your precious family."
"What do you mean...?"
"Don't you have a twin younger brother? In the same predicament as you."
The boy who entered Class A this term.
His name was Ruska Vanity.
He was Emilia's last remaining family in her life.
Her desperate efforts were also fueled by her concern for her brother.
Because she had to protect him.
"That kin you relied on so much... I wonder if the family elders would truly leave him alone."
The sharp supposition pierced her heart.
The children had no one to lean on.
If Emilia, too, were to pass away in this situation, how they would act was as clear as day.
It was truly the end.
"...From the start, I had no choice, did I?"
Her voice murmured quietly.
Her transparent blue eyes had already lost their vitality, dying in gloom.
"Ugh, hah... sniff."
The situation forced a choice.
The cold reality chasing her.
The girl could only choose the last remaining path to avoid the worst outcome.
Even if the path ahead was thorny.
"Alright."
It was better than dying.
In the end, the villainess fell prey to the cunning snake's tongue.
Emilia lowered her gaze.
"I'll follow your words."
How pitiful.
The tears glinting in that fleeting moment held a sadistic beauty.
"You know what?"
"Hmm?"
"I... have no experience whatsoever in that area. I hope you'll understand if I'm inexperienced."
"That's fine."
A sly answer returned.
"Slowly molding an innocent Lady like you seems quite enjoyable, actually."
"...It's a little scary."
"Oh, there's no need to be afraid, you know?"
The boy lightly extended his arm.
A fingertip slowly approached and touched the villainess's chin.
As she lifted her head, guided by his gentle pressure, her gaze met his narrowed eyes, which stared intently.
Emilia's breath hitched for a moment.
"I'll be gentle."
Such a vile person.
What light does your pupil see me in?
Surely it must be glistening with desire.
"Ah."
The boy's face drew closer.
Is it starting already?
A little.
She was scared.
"..."
She closed her eyelids.
Blocking her vision at least made it bearable.
Of course, the trembling didn't disappear.
Thump, thump, thump, thump...!
Her heart pounded as if it would burst.
Her feeble pulse consumed the girl's world without mercy.
And then.
"..."
Something touched her lips, then fell away.
It held a warm sensation.
Emilia instinctively judged it to be a lip.
Her eyes squeezed shut even tighter.
As if not satisfied, the boy pressed his lips against hers a few more times.
But it wasn't rough.
'That's strange.'
She felt heat rising.
Her breathing became uneven.
To steady her hazy consciousness, the girl had to clench her fists.
It continued for a while.
'It wasn't... painful or agonizing, like I feared.'
A gentle, permeating sensation.
It was her impression of her stolen first kiss.

***

Meanwhile.
"Slowly molding an innocent Lady like you seems quite enjoyable, actually."
This meant he would patiently teach her if she was unfamiliar with things.
"Oh, there's no need to be afraid, you know?"
This truly meant 'don't be afraid.'
"I'll be gentle."
This meant he wouldn't push her too hard, so she shouldn't worry.

The boy himself had no particular thoughts.
His expression wore a question mark.
'Why is she closing her eyes when I'm just wiping her lips?'
He was merely trying to wipe away the blood that had appeared on her tightly bitten lips.
But then, she suddenly got all dramatic.
Now, every time his finger touched her lips, she trembled.
'Maybe she's had a hard life... Her condition seems off.'
That was it.
The sensation the girl thought was a lip was, in fact, a finger.
The two of them simply didn't understand each other.
'Anyway, I've got a new friend. I should tell her to get along with Regia.'
The misunderstanding deepened.

***

And so, the boisterous duel event came to an end.
We each kept our promises.
Following the victor's will, the [Execution] was indefinitely postponed.
Emilia diligently followed by my side, fulfilling the role of a secret friend.
The conclusion was.
"Ta-da!"
I made a new friend.
"Young Master-nim? What is this all of a sudden...?"
"You, what trouble have you gotten into again?"
Regia stood with a stiff expression, Irene stood with a hand on her hip, looking nonchalant.
Though they didn't show it overtly, their reactions conveyed bewilderment.
Regardless, I introduced someone to the two of them.
"This is an acquaintance I've grown close to recently."
"...Hmph."
It was none other than Emilia.
The villainous Lady stood silently in her place. A chilling light lingered in her blue eyes.
She exuded the haughty aura characteristic of a high-ranking noble.
"L-Lady Vanity...?!"
"That Lady we met last time. The one who acted disrespectfully towards you."
The appearance of an unexpected person.
Regia, who particularly had trauma from the villainess, looked startled.
I smiled to reassure her.
"Now, now  She won't bite."
"Y-Yes...?"
"We had an honest talk a few days ago. We seemed to communicate well, so we decided to become friends."
There's no need to be afraid.
With those words, I naturally stroked Emilia's hair a few times.
It was a gesture to show she wasn't dangerous.
"...!?"
"Huh."
Pilot and Foxis were simultaneously aghast.
The act of treating a Lady of a ducal family so freely.
Furthermore, Emilia, far from showing anger, was meekly obeying, which amplified their shock.
Foxis asked, dumbfounded.
"What kind of threat did you use, exactly?"
"Didn't I tell you? It was an honest talk."
"As if."
"Oh... You don't believe me?"
"Nine-tenths of what you say is a lie. If I believed you, that would be naive."
"Everyone lies, you know."
"Not as much as you do."
A few words exchanged lightly.
Even amidst this, I continued to play with her blue hair.
"..."
It was an uncomfortable situation for the villainess.
At first, her eyes tensed, and now her fists were clenched so tightly they looked like they would break.
Emilia finally couldn't bear it any longer.
Smack!
She roughly slapped away the hand resting on her head.
What glittered in her blue pupils was anger.
"You two. Don't misunderstand."
Her cold gaze was directed at the two girls.
Perhaps she couldn't bring herself to rebel against me directly.
Emilia, subtly turning her back to me, was autocratic towards the innocent girls.
"I have no intention of associating with commoners who don't know their place, or beast-folk maids in vulgar clothing... those of low status."
Even though she had been humbled once, a villainess remained a villainess.
Vanity burned red in her heart.
Although she had knelt before me, she showed that she wouldn't be subservient to others.
Her characteristic arrogance spread.
Emilia subtly glanced in my direction.
Her eyes seemed to ask for permission to keep this much pride.
"Though I agreed to give my body to you... that doesn't mean I'll dedicate my heart as well."
"That's a fair point."
"...I will never lose my heart."
"As you wish."
So, although she'd become my ally as promised, she couldn't fully trust me?
Well, I had been acting suspiciously, after all.
It was natural for her to be doubtful from her perspective.
It's a little disappointing that she won't give me her heart (trust).
But for now, I'll be satisfied with this.
I have plenty of time.
I'll conquer her slowly.
"However."
There was a part I couldn't concede.
"I'd appreciate it if you'd be careful with your words and actions towards these two here in the future."
Irene, and Regia.
I could tolerate it from other students, but I couldn't bear sharp words towards my people.
I deliberately put on an eerie smile.
"They're quite precious to me, you see. In fact, I almost got angry just now."
"..."
"Surely you don't wish to incur my wrath?"
"...I'll be careful."
Emilia finally nodded.
Her dignified demeanor from just before had vanished, instantly crumbling.
The villainess muttered to the two girls.
"I seem to have gotten too agitated... I apologize."
"Oh, y-yes? Oh, no! Lady Emilia-nim, there's no need for you to apologize...!"
"No, I am sorry."
She even apologized on her own.
It seemed I was truly frightening to her.
Regia, who had initially been stiff, also seemed to relax as she watched the dejected villainess.
I watched the scene with a pleased expression.
"Huhu."
Just as I was nodding my head.
"..."
A gaze poked my cheek from the side.
Turning my head at the stinging sensation, I saw Foxis, her eyes filled with scorn.
"You said you didn't do anything."
Her usual expression was already cold, but this time, it was different.
Why was she suddenly like this?
"Giving her body to you, what on earth did you do to make her say something like that?"
A chilly aura emanated from her.
After a brief pause, Foxis furrowed her brows and condemned me.
"...Fiend."
It was a sincere accusation.
For a while, I couldn't understand Foxis's reaction, and a question mark floated above my head.
No.
Why are *you* upset with me now?

***

Anyway.
A week passed.
As life gradually became more familiar, I spent each day.
"Irene-yang?"
"It's about the children. It's been over a month since I last saw them. I just want to show my face."
"Huhu, you seem worried."
"Well... I can't say I'm not."
"I understand. They must be precious to you, Irene-yang."
Irene made a request.
A request to see the foxes I had entrusted to 'safe people.'
I readily accepted.
"I was planning to visit them anyway."
It'll be good to see their faces after a long time.
I wonder how they've been.
'Astro.'
The rulers of the city that does not weep.
Chewing over the faces that came to mind, I rose from my seat.
Alright then.
Shall we go meet my members?

        
            Swish swish-.

Gently rippling waves.

Her orange hair was disheveled by the warm breeze blowing from somewhere.

Familiar silence echoed in her ears.

It was a bizarre scene.

An endlessly stretching water surface.

The sky-blue background resembled a vast ocean.

In the lonely scene.

“……”

The fox opened her closed eyes.

What reflected in her blurry vision was nothing less than a dazzling sky-blue.

A vast, open sea awaited the girl.

A hard object was felt against her back.

Turning around at the strange sensation, she saw straight iron bars surrounding her.

The surface was rusted as if weathered by time.

It was a one-cell prison standing in the middle of the sea.

“Ah…”

The fox immediately realized it was a dream.

It had been a nightmare that had plagued her for the past two years.

It was a familiar scene.

Just in case, she looked around.

The dense iron bars imprisoned the girl. Beyond them, nothing existed.

Only hollow waves crashed.

Creak-.

The fox grabbed the iron bars behind her and, with effort, stood up.

The old metal bars groaned.

“Ugh, ugh…”

Her movements were unsteady.

The floor was slightly submerged in the water. Thanks to this, the splashing seawater covered the girl's ankles.

Yet, her clothes and tail were not wet at all.

This was a detail that indicated the current scene was a dream.

Whoosh-.

A sudden sea breeze brushed her cheek.

The unique salty scent spread to the tip of her nose.

The cool air refreshed her. The fox gently furrowed her brow.

Because she considered that gentleness a mockery.

“I’m sick of it.”

She murmured faintly.

The fox stood leaning against the bars. Turmoil flickered in her black eyes.

She was frail, as if she would break at any moment.

This place was lonely.

It was as if this entire landscape was created to isolate her.

Only the sea in the background.

Not even a hint of human presence could be heard.

She was perfectly alone.

“……I hope I wake up soon.”

A low, murmured lament.

The ensuing silence was peaceful and beautiful, but beyond that, it was unbearable.

The fox waited patiently.

For the nightmare to end.

For this sickening sense of loss to be filled.

***

The day after the nightmare.

The fox sought out the snake as soon as she opened her eyes. She had a favor to ask.

The boy reacted with a tilt of his head.

“Miss Irene?”

“The children, I mean. It’s been over a month since I last saw them. I just wanted to see their faces.”

“Hmm.”

Thud-.

The boy closed the book he was reading.

He remained silent for a moment, seemingly lost in thought, then faintly smiled.

“Heh heh, it seems you’re worried.”

“Well… I can’t say I’m not.”

“I understand. They must be precious to you, Miss Irene.”

“If you understand, let me see them.”

Irene replied gruffly.

In truth, while she was worried, her desire to simply see them was stronger.

Perhaps it was because of the nightmare she had last night.

She wanted to see the children.

“Nuna! Where have you been?”

“You idiot! Don’t cling to Unnie when she’s tired!”

“Hey, they’re fighting again… Punish them.”

She desperately yearned for their pure white smiles.

Her heart felt like it would extinguish at any moment, and she needed an escape from the agonizing sense of loss that choked her.

When she held the children in her arms, she felt clarity.

There were still things left to protect.

They were what supported her, preventing her from collapsing.

“……Please.”

Her voice was as sharp as usual, but there was a hint of desperation in it.

The boy, who had been silent, soon spoke.

“Hmm… Very well.”

“Really?”

“I was planning to visit them anyway.”

“……”

Wag wag-.

Her drooping tail regained strength and moved.

Though she seemed unaware of it herself, it was a reaction that fully revealed itself whenever she was in a good mood.

A fond smile spread across the girl's lips.

Until then, she had no idea.

The place they were headed to see the children.

Its true identity.

That it would be the city known as the Empire's worst slum.

***

Irene’s request to see the children.

I had been thinking of showing my face to them anyway, so I immediately nodded.

It was lonely to go alone.

“Then, shall we go?”

Was there any need to delay?

It was a weekend with no classes. We immediately left the academy and took a carriage to our destination.

After a short while, we arrived at an alley.

“Sir, the carriage can only go this far.”

The coachman refused to proceed further.

It was a kind of unspoken rule.

No matter what, do not enter 'The City That Doesn't Cry'.

Putting aside issues of looting or robbery… it was uncertain if one could even come out alive.

Thanks to that, we had to walk.

“Are the children really here…?”

“That’s what I said.”

“This is a slum.”

“It’s safer than you think, so it’s fine to just go in. Or do you not want to see your younger siblings?”

“……Alright. Let’s just go then.”

We walked side by side.

As we entered deeper into the city, our vision blurred. Like frost forming on pupils.

It was a regional characteristic.

The City That Doesn't Cry, Rukia.

Regardless of the weather outside, a thick fog always hung here.

Thanks to this, it was perfect for villains to make their nests.

In short, the local security was a complete mess.

“This atmosphere is absolutely not suitable for children…”

Irene frowned.

She seemed to be slowly realizing that this was no ordinary slum.

“Are they really in a safe place…?”

“Of course.”

“Every alley is filled with murderous intent. Isn’t this more like a den of criminals?”

“The streets themselves might be a bit dirty… but the place where your younger siblings are is undoubtedly safe.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Rest assured. I guarantee it.”

At least, as far as I knew, it was.

Because they were the ones I raised.

I could confidently assert that there were only a handful of places safer than this on the continent.

I dismissed her worries with a refreshing smile.

“Your younger siblings are in a ‘good place’. I personally sent them there.”

“……You. Can you stop talking like that?”

“What did I do?”

“Never mind… If you don’t know, then forget it.”

The fox turned her head with a resigned look.

I was suddenly given up on.

What? Why are you doing that?

At least finish what you’re saying.

I couldn't help but be full of questions.

Plod plod-.

Just as we were walking, leaving that strange conversation behind.

Some shadows blocked our path.

“Hey, you two. Stop right there.”

A gang appeared from the fog.

All of them were clad in robes, holding swords in their hands.

Were they thugs preying on the alleys?

I calmly looked around.

‘Their number is nine.’

Roughly that many people surrounded us.

Seeing how natural their encirclement was, it seemed this wasn't their first time doing such a thing.

Shall I hear their business first?

“Hmm  What brings you fine gentlemen here?”

A dramatically posed question.

Then, one of the robed figures stepped forward.

It was the one who had just issued the stop command.

“You’re dressed in a way I haven’t seen before.”

“Of course I am.”

“You don’t seem to be from around here… Outsiders?”

“That’s right. We just stopped by for a moment to take care of some business.”

“You’ve got some nerve.”

As I answered casually, the fellow let out a hollow laugh.

He seemed dumbfounded by my brazenness.

I understood to some extent.

In their eyes, I would appear to be a frail young master.

A city where crime and murder ran rampant.

If there was an idiot wandering around without proper escort, wouldn't they naturally want to target them?

“Ha… I’ve never seen a guy like this before.”

“The pleasure is all mine.”

“We don’t intend to take your lives. Just hand over about 10 gold, and we’ll let you go quietly.”

“You’re saying we have to pay a toll.”

“Exactly.”

“Hmm.”

I murmured lowly.

To think there are still guys collecting tolls like this.

And 10 gold is ridiculously expensive.

I clearly eradicated them half a year ago, so where did they crawl out from again?

‘Could it be that those guys haven’t been managing things properly?’

Perhaps they became lax because I wasn't around.

Maybe I should use this opportunity to tighten discipline again.

As I was lost in such thoughts, the fox standing next to me quietly spoke.

“You… what are you going to do?”

“Huh?”

“They’re asking for a toll. And they’re pointing swords at us.”

“Surely you’re not worried about me, are you?”

“Talk sense.”

Irene cut him off coldly.

Her brow was heavily furrowed, as if telling him not to be weak.

“……You could kill them all with a single gesture.”

“Heh heh, that’s true too.”

“Still, I asked because I thought it would be troublesome to cause a commotion, so I wanted to know how you planned to get out of this.”

“Well…”

I shrugged indifferently.

“Let’s just stay like this for a moment.”

“What are you thinking now?”

“Who knows? Maybe a mysterious hero will suddenly appear and save us from this predicament?”

“Even in this situation, you’re still joking…”

Thump thump thump-!

No sooner had she spoken than a sound grazed our ears.

Someone violently kicked the ground.

Despite the distance, a faint murderous intent could be felt. It smelled like a well-trained assassin.

It was a movement I hadn’t seen in a long time.

“It seems they’ve appeared after all.”

The next moment.

Swish-!

A sharp cutting sound echoed.

Including the fellow who had just been talking, some of the gang's heads floated in the air.

They had been cut off in an instant.

“……!?”

The robed gang retreated in confusion.

Of course, even so, they could not escape their foreseen demise.

Flap-!

The shadow, melting into the darkness, flapped like a cloak.

Afterimages flickered rapidly.

A beautiful iron flower blooming.

It was too fast for the eye to catch. Two daggers danced in a flash.

Even covered in fog, the sword path was precise.

Slice slice-!

Silver lines were drawn across the pitch-black background.

Following the strike that split into dozens, starlight twinkled for a moment.

It was mesmerizing.

And simultaneously cruel.

While our gazes were stolen by the dazzling sword dance.

Thud, thump thump thump…!

The remaining necks of the awkwardly standing gang fell to the ground.

It had all happened in less than three seconds.

I faintly smiled.

“How’s that? Someone really did appear, didn’t they?”

Though whether they were a hero, I wasn’t sure.

I added a nonsensical remark, but Irene didn’t seem to hear it.

She was completely engrossed in something.

“Miss Irene?”

“……”

Her breathing was trembling as if she was nervous.

Following the direction the girl was staring, I turned my head and saw a person standing among the corpses.

She was a woman exuding an eerie aura.

Long, flowing black hair.

Two daggers held in both hands.

A black mask covering her lower face.

Her appearance was unusual.

As soon as the woman’s eyes met ours, she immediately began striding towards us.

“Oh, she’s coming…!”

Irene drew her sword and took a stance.

Perhaps overwhelmed by the woman’s momentum. She was emotionally shaken.

I calmly reassured the fox.

“Please calm down first. She’s not our enemy.”

“……You know her?”

Irene was flustered.

I pondered how to explain this, but soon gave up.

It would be easier to understand by seeing it directly anyway.

Tramp tramp-!

Before I knew it, the woman’s steps had reached close by.

A fierce murderous aura spread. It seemed to warn anyone around that if they blocked her path, she would cut them down immediately.

The woman, who had been approaching so fiercely.

Suddenly stopped her advance in front of the snake.

And then.

“Captain-nim.”

She knelt down on one knee where she stood.

After even disarming herself, she paid her respects in a completely submissive posture.

“I knew you would return.”

The black-haired woman murmured so.

Her voice was filled with emotion.

Tears flowed down her pale cheeks. She seemed overwhelmed with emotion.

Her bowed head was filled with reverence.

‘……This is why I tried not to come recently.’

A subordinate showing an excessive welcome right from the start.

And the fox staring at it, dumbfounded.

Both their gazes were blatantly fixed on me.

Seriously.

It was incredibly burdensome.

        
            The black-haired woman, soaked in bloodstains.
She was kneeling, her head bowed towards this side.
A shimmering trail of tears sparkled on her cheek.
They were unmistakable tears, dripping down.
Where had the fierce killing intent that had been present just moments before disappeared to?
The atmosphere had softened.
A pitifully trembling voice.
At the same time, a clear joy suffused it.

"......"

Like the reaction of a young animal reunited with its lost mother.
The woman was overcome with emotion.
Although her lower face was hidden by a mask, she was undoubtedly smiling brightly.

I let out a small groan.
'As expected, it's a bit much.'

It's good to see her after a long time, but her greeting is a bit excessive, wouldn't you say?
I guess I should accept it for now.
Otherwise, she might truly burst into loud sobs.

I struggled to open my mouth.
"It's been a while, Lena Yang."

"I've been waiting. I'm simply happy you've returned safely."

"How did you know I was here?"

"I happened to be patrolling the streets... and suddenly, I was drawn by a familiar aura and rushed here."

"An aura, you say."

It seemed she had picked up on the signal I sent.
Ever since I entered the city, I had been subtly revealing my presence, but I didn't expect her to notice it so quickly.
Does that mean her skills are still as sharp as ever?

"Not bad."

"Thank you...!"

Her eyes sparkled at a single word of praise.
The woman, who had been frozen in an ecstatic expression, soon collected herself and stood up.

"The other members are also eagerly waiting."

"I suppose I should show my face."

"I will escort you. But the Beastkin by your side is......"

"She's my guest. Treat her with the utmost hospitality."

"I will do my best."

The reply came back courteously.

Lena stepped forward.
As I followed her, Irene, who was beside me, poked my shoulder.

"......I'm not sure what's going on."

"Irene Yang."

Black eyes, clouded with doubt, wavered.
She seemed confused.

'This is awkward.'

How should I explain this?
It's a very complex and long story.
Furthermore, if I say I'm the leader of a criminal organization, it might just cause misunderstandings.
Sometimes, silence is better than words.

After a moment of thought, I eventually brushed it off with an ambiguous smile.
"Let's go for now."

"This is really the right way, right? To where the children are......"

"Of course. You'll be able to meet them soon, so don't worry."

Leaving the brief exchange of words behind.
The three of us passed through several alleys, side streets, and shadows.
As we leisurely passed through the intricately winding streets, the woman leading the way soon stopped.
We had arrived at our destination.

"We've arrived."

Standing before us was a small tavern.
It was a decrepit building that looked as if it had been abandoned for at least 10 years.

Without hesitation, we entered.
*Creak.*
Beyond the old door, an ancient scene awaited us.
Dust had thickly accumulated in the tavern, as if no one had stepped foot inside for a long time.
Just the appearance of an ordinary closed shop.

Irene furrowed her brow once again.
"......Are you sure we've come to the right place?"

"Undoubtedly."

"There's no one here. I don't see any signs of life."

"That's the core of this space."

It was important for it to look like an abandoned space.
So that it wouldn't catch the eyes of others.
It might look like an empty shell, but... the key was what came next.

"This way."

Lena stepped in with large strides.
She headed to the furthest corner of the tavern floor and pulled up several wooden planks.
It was a hidden entrance.

"Stairs...?"

Beneath the planks, stairs were located.
A subterranean space, dug so deep that its end was out of sight.

"You may go down."

*Thud thud.*
Without hesitation, I descended the stairs.
As I walked along the long, sloping path, the end of the descent eventually came into view.
An iron door awaited us.

"It's been a while."

"Everyone must be waiting. I already informed them that you have returned."

"Oh dear."

That's a bit worrying.
I hesitated for a moment.
But there was no turning back now. I slowly pushed the doorknob.
A heavy creaking sound echoed.

*Screeeech!*
Immediately after, a new scene unfolded.
The damp, gloomy air characteristic of underground spaces disappeared, and brightly shining lights pushed away the darkness.
It was a spacious yet clean area.

"Ah..."

The fox beside me let out an exclamation.
The neatly laid wooden floor, the remarkably spacious area, and the magic lamps shining throughout.
It was a facility superior to most high-ranking knight order headquarters.

It was certainly something to be surprised by.
She probably never imagined such a place would exist underground.
It was a reaction that made me want to tease her just once, but.
I soon realized I wasn't in a position to do so.

"......"

There were gazes focused on this side.
At least close to thirty people were standing there, every single one of them looking dazed.
As if they had been shocked.

"Ahem."
An embarrassed cough escaped me.
With an ominous smile spreading across my lips, I greeted the familiar faces.
"It's been a long time, everyone."

And then.

"......"

A moment of silence followed.
It became awkwardly silent.
Just as the cheeky greeting I'd offered was about to become embarrassing.

"......Captain-nim?"

A dazed murmur was heard.
Was she dreaming?
The voice, which had been stiff for a while, gradually softened, then she immediately knelt down.
It was wailing born of emotion.

"Ah... Captain-nim has returned!"

A clear cry echoed.
The surging emotions spread and became contagious among those nearby.

"Has Captain-nim really...?"

"Are you saying that person didn't abandon us?"

"A miracle has happened..."

"Ah, O Snake."

They seemed to be possessed by something.
The members, who had been repeating their mutterings, soon began kneeling on the floor one by one.
Some were even shedding tears.

Without a moment to be flustered by such a sight.
The members bowed their heads. Placing their clenched right fists over their chests, they simultaneously meditated.

"All things according to your will."

The space was tinged with a sacred echo.
Joy, reverence, wailing, worship, love... countless emotions filled the surroundings.
It felt exactly like watching fanatical cultists.
My mind involuntarily became hazy.

Why is everyone acting like this?
And when did I say we should change that embarrassing slogan? Why is it still the same?
It was enough to drive me mad.

"Huhu."
Even amidst all that, the corners of my mouth were slyly smiling, which was due to my damned characteristic.
As I closed my mouth with a sense of futility.
The fox, with a bewildered expression, threw a question at me.

"You... What exactly is your identity?"

"Well."
*I don't know either.*

"Not a single one of them seems sane. Are you really raising some kind of cult?"

"What do you think?"
*I don't know, damn it.*

The fox sending wary glances.
The members who showed no signs of getting up.

'Should I have not come?'
It's overwhelmingly burdensome.

***

Meanwhile.

There was a girl running down a wide hallway.
Her steps were anxious, as if something urgent had happened.
Her footsteps echoed dryly.

*Clatter clatter clatter!*
Following her vigorous movements, her silver hair streamed long behind her.
Eyes that held the gentle moonlight.
Faint burn marks covered part of her face.
She had an infinitely cold impression.

"Haa, haa...!"
Astro's Vice-Captain, Neria Lightni.
She had been working alone on paperwork, so she heard the news later than the other members.
As her longing was greater than anyone else's.
The girl immediately burst out of her seat.

'Captain-nim, Captain-nim, Captain-nim...'

Even as she ran through the hallway, she repeated a fervent plea internally.
The person she hadn't been able to find for over half a year.
All that was left was a single letter.
Perhaps she had been abandoned?
Despite trembling with such anxiety, Neria had silently maintained her faith.

'Finally.'
Faith is rewarded.
The news of 'that person' whom she had waited for more than anything.

The girl, who had reached the end of the hallway, abruptly opened the last door.
And then.

"Huhu, everyone, that's enough, please raise your heads."

Dazzling golden hair was visible.
His characteristic playful smile.
The boy stood there as if by magic.
Around him, the members who had knelt earlier were offering sacred worship.

Their gazes met.

"Oh."

"Ah."

A brief missed breath.
The one who first offered a greeting was none other than the boy.

"Neria Yang! It's been a long time."

*Smile.*
His eyes narrowed into a crescent shape.
The moment that enchanting curve reflected in the scene, a belated sense of reality flooded in.
Captain-nim has returned.

'I wasn't abandoned.'

Relief, sticky and overwhelming.
Her emotions burst forth without her realizing it. Tears of joy dripped down.

Neria struggled to maintain her calm steps.

*Thump.*
As she approached the boy, she respectfully knelt on both knees.
She bowed her head.
"Welcome back."

She took the snake's outstretched hand.
Despite her ceaseless tears, she kissed the back of his noble hand, showing her respect.
A sweet scent wafted past her nose.

"My Master."

It was dizzying.
She wanted to savor the scent immediately, just as she had with the letter last time, but she barely managed to hold back.
Because she knew that person would dislike it.

"Hmm  Has it been about half a year since I disappeared?"

"As of today, it has been exactly 194 days."

"Quite late, then."

"I was waiting."

"Huhu."
The boy smiled as if finding her admirable.
"Thank you."

"I merely held the faith that was natural."

Neria quietly closed her eyes.
With her head bowed, she recited a prayer.
"All things according to your will."
Towards the god she served.

***

A storm had passed.
The members, who seemed to be calming down little by little, started crying again when Neria appeared.
Thanks to that, it was a chaotic time.

'This is why I hesitated before coming.'

It felt similar half a year ago, but seeing it today, it seemed to have gotten even worse.
It was like becoming the leader of true fanatics.
I felt like I had aged 10 years.

A faint sigh escaped me.
'Still, I suppose it's better this way.'

It's better to be welcomed like this, rather than.
I always just came when I needed them, used them, and this time I disappeared for half a year.
Perhaps it's a miracle that they even treat me as Captain-nim.

'......Now that I think about it, I only came because I had something to ask for again this time.'

Honestly, my conscience bothers me.
I should show my face more often from now on.

Making a vow I probably wouldn't keep.
I called out to the Vice-Captain, who was attending to me by my side.
"Neria Yang."

"Did you call?"

An immediate reply.
Was she waiting for me to speak to her? It felt like all her attention was focused on me.
Her silver eyes sparkled overwhelmingly.

"Please speak."

"It's nothing else, but... the fox Beastkin I asked about last time, are they here?"

"Of course. It was a directive from my Master."

"I'd like to see them after a long time."

"I will guide you immediately."

"Let's go, Irene Yang."

"......Ah, yeah."

We stood up.
There were various things to discuss with the Vice-Captain, but.
First, for Irene, who looked like she was dying of anxiety, I intended to go to the foxes.
She'll probably be very surprised.

"Huhu."
I walked with a sly smile.

***

"Huhu."
The boy smiled ominously.
Irene gazed at him with an uneasy look.

'What exactly is his identity...? And what is this vast basement?'

It was a suspicious facility.
The way space was expanded to the level of a mansion in various places using expensive spatial magic.
And those called members.
Even the building's location, nestled in the heart of the slums.
There was nothing that didn't bother her.

'Are there really children in a place like this...?'

Her imagination began to lean towards unpleasant possibilities.
A slum engulfed in thick fog.
A criminal organization that seemed insane.
A basement located so deep no one could find it.
And finally, children.

'Slums, criminal organization, basement... and children.'
It was a foreboding combination.
A chilling tension aimed at her throat.

-Your siblings are in a 'good place'. I personally sent them there.

Why.
That one comment she had dismissed as a joke kept lingering.

*Thump thump thump thump!*
Perhaps because of her wildly pounding heart, her agitation wouldn't easily subside.
The fox clenched her lips.

"It seems to be here."

Suddenly, the snake stopped walking.
Before they knew it, the two had reached a massive iron door.
The girl held her breath.

"Irene Yang."

"......"

"It's my best work, something I'm very confident in. I hope you like it."

A sinister voice whispered.
The golden-haired boy pulled the doorknob without hesitation.

"Welcome. To the 'paradise' I have prepared."

*Screeeech!*
Beyond the gracefully opening iron door, a shocking scene unfolded.
A blatant smell assailed her nostrils.

"......!"
The fox's expression stiffened.

        
            The iron door creaked open with a loud noise. As the interior slowly came into view, a distinct scent suddenly wafted past her nose. The fox unconsciously raised her tail. The source of the alluring aroma was...

"Delicious!"
"So fluffy !"

A subtle, sweet aroma.

A charmingly decorated space. Familiar children sat amicably around an antique-style dining table. They were the fox children Irene had entrusted.

"It's sweet, and it feels like it melts in your mouth..."
"I could eat the pie Teacher-nim made every day!"
"Mmm !"
"It's as delicious as Captain-nim's cooking!"

They were laughing and chattering amongst themselves. Each child was munching on the pie placed in their bowl. Could that be the source of the strong sweetness? The fox children wore incredibly happy expressions. Every time they brought a fork to their mouths, their tails wagged contentedly. It was a heartwarming scene.

"......?"

A question mark appeared above the girl's head as she watched. It was because of the completely unexpected sight. The tension that felt like it would explode vanished into thin air.

"It seems it was snack time, after all."

A voice suddenly spoke. When she turned, she saw the golden snake smiling brightly.

"Snack time...?"
"That's what I instructed. I arranged for them to have snacks three times a day, in addition to meals."
"Wait, just a moment... isn't three times a bit excessive?"
"When you're young, eating well and growing well is important."

The boy nodded confidently.

"Rest assured. The chef here is so skilled that even I am impressed."

She knew the basement was spacious, but did it even have a chef? She realized anew that it was a proper facility. The boy continued his explanation with a pleased expression.

"We manage their nutrition, constitution, and eating habits, so you don't really need to worry about your siblings' health."

"......"

Irene listened blankly. Yet, her black eyes did not lose their light. Only a gentle smile was reflected in her vision. It was a confusing feeling. How should she put it? It was just too different from the scene in her mind that had made her anxious moments ago.

'Strange.'

Only then did the detailed scene begin to register. Every item looked expensive, there was a soft carpet, and plenty of toys scattered around. It was a setup that showed consideration for the children. She hadn't known he had such a meticulous side. She felt unnecessarily embarrassed for having suspected the basement. The children were doing well. The fox silently watched her siblings.

"......Irene Unnie?"

As she stood there, one of the children met her gaze. That short phrase soon spread through the surroundings.

"What? Big sister is here?"
"Where is she?"
"She's right there! How can you not see her standing quietly by the door!"
"Oh, it's really her?!"
"It looks like Captain-nim came with her too!"

One by one, gazes focused on her. Irene smiled awkwardly.

"It's been a long time, everyone."

The children's faces lit up. They each put down their snacks and immediately ran towards the girl, the fox children. Several warm embraces wrapped around her.

"Unnie! We missed you so much...!"
"You came to see us, right? We've been waiting!"
"It's been ages!"
"Big sister, where have you been?"

The children chattered excitedly. As she accepted their enthusiastic welcome, a smile bloomed on the stoic girl's lips.

"I missed you too."

She opened her arms and hugged her siblings. Though Irene was usually sharp-tongued and fierce, at this moment, she softened without a trace of guard. Her lips curved into a bright smile. It might even have felt like an unfamiliar sight.

"......"

It was an infinitely tender scene. The blonde boy watched from a step behind. The reunion of the fox children was beautiful. He didn't want to needlessly disturb the touching moment.

"Enjoy it to your heart's content."

He murmured quietly. Immediately after, the snake turned his back. His calm steps left only momentary traces as he disappeared.

***

Having subtly slipped away. While the fox children were deep in conversation, catching up in the opposite room, I sat at my work desk. A faint murmur escaped my lips.

"It's been a while."

Indeed. When was the last time I sat in this seat? I had stylishly set it up as the 'Captain's Office,' but I didn't have many memories of actually spending my days here. Should I say the memories were too vague to recall? I quietly cleared my head of random thoughts. Before my eyes, a girl with silver hair appeared. She had an atmosphere akin to winter. Astro's Vice-Captain, Neria Lightni.

"Did you call for me?"

She stood at a precise, neat angle. There wasn't a trace of life in her eyes. It was as if I was looking at an empty shell. Or perhaps a puppet on strings. Anyway.

"There's something I'd like you to do for me."
"If it is something you command, anything at all, I shall gladly do it."

Now, I had a different matter. Brushing aside her immediate reply, I slowly began to speak.

"Recently, there's been some talk circulating."
"What kind of talk do you mean?"
"There must have been news that the movements of heretics... demon worshippers, are unusual."
"That is correct. We've heard whispers intermittently for several months now."
"Just as I thought."

Are they finally making their move? Indeed, considering the flow of the original story, it wouldn't be strange for them to appear at any time. If anything, it's later than I expected.

"What about the other side?"
"There are rumors that two prominent figures from the underworld have joined forces. The reason is still unknown."
"The slave merchant... and the monarch, I presume."
"That is correct."
"This side is also following the canon."

The Baobab Tree, the Businessman, the King. They were factions that appeared as villains in the original story, but so far, there had been nothing unusual. Because the original story was being followed exactly.

"Please continue with information gathering as is."
"Understood."
"Also, just in case, increase the patrol personnel... Oh, and."

Something suddenly came to mind. I drew a meaningful smile on my lips and stared directly into her silver eyes. My voice resonated chillingly.

"Today, there was a dispute in the vicinity, and it turned out to be people extorting tolls at the crossroads."

"......!"
"Perhaps the management has been lax?"
"My, my apologies. I will rectify it immediately."
"This was a task I entrusted to you, and a mistake occurred... How am I supposed to take this?"
"I will ensure the same thing never happens again."

Neria was visibly flustered. Her cold demeanor from just moments ago had vanished, replaced by a reaction that was starting to crack and crumble. Why was she so scared? It was more of a concerned remark, really. While I was absent for six months, Neria had performed her duties as the effective head of Astro and overseen the city. How could I scold such a talent? I was just worried because she made a mistake she normally wouldn't.

"And here I thought I trusted our Vice-Captain."
"P-Please, Master-nim, d-don't abandon me..."
"Oh dear, oh dear... How could I possibly abandon our capable Neria-yang?"

If you leave, our organization will crumble. You handle 30% of all our work by yourself.

"I simply mean that we should try a little harder."
"......Yes, Master-nim."

Did I make her disheartened for no reason? The girl lowered her head. I stood up, thinking I should comfort her.

"Rest assured."
"......?!"

I stroked her silver hair. Slowly, carefully, so as not to mess it up. Neria was momentarily flustered and unsure what to do, then she froze in a stiff posture. Even amidst that, her shoulders twitched.

"A soft, strained breath escaped her."

Every time the soft touch grazed her fingertips, a plaintive moan escaped her. She must have had a very hard time. The poor thing is even on the verge of tears.

"I will never abandon you."

As expected, petting is the most effective comfort. The girl slowly relaxed. I continued to encourage her for a while.

***

Meanwhile. Irene, surrounded by the fox children, was pulled here and there by their welcoming hands, spending a bustling time. It seemed her siblings had missed her quite a lot. For a while, the basement was filled with the unique vivacity of children.

"Haaah..."

After a chaotic spell, Irene sat in a corner to rest for a moment. Did the young fox children never get tired? They were playing and running around among themselves. They ate well, slept well, and laughed well. Perhaps because their overall lives were balanced, her siblings were filled with a healthy vitality she hadn't seen before. To an extent that it was incomparable to when they were confined in narrow cages.

'That's a relief.'

Their well-being was evident. A belated sense of relief washed over her. A faint smile spread across her lips.

'I worried so much... but he truly was helping with all his sincerity.'

The narrow, sinister-looking eyes now seemed a little different. Though the fox had originally vowed never to trust humans again, gratitude was gratitude, separate from that. She mused over her thoughts about the boy for a moment. Just then.

"So, you are the guest Captain-nim brought."

"......?"

A gruff voice suddenly spoke. When she turned around, she saw red hair. It was a man who appeared to be middle-aged. A subtle aura emanated from his sturdy physique.

"I've wanted to meet you sometime."
"Uh... yes?"
"I should introduce myself first."

He burst out laughing at Irene's wary reaction. The man, who had been nodding heartily, placed a fist on his chest and spoke.

"Kyle Strovane. I'm in charge of the kitchen here. I also supervise the children."
"Ah."

He was the person the boy had confidently mentioned. Was he also taking on the role of a teacher? With the appearance of the man who was practically looking after the children, Irene hastily returned his greeting.

"My name is Irene Foxis."
"Hahaha! I've heard a lot about you from the children."

A few light exchanges. Only then did the fox begin to scrutinize his face. Intense red hair, blood-red eyes. Forearms etched with lean muscle, as if he had trained with a sword for a long time, and a correspondingly sturdy build. A cross-shaped scar etched on his cheek. The internal fluctuations were chillingly calm.

'......Where did such a monster spring from?'

Cold sweat ran down her back without her realizing. The members she had encountered earlier. Each of them was a skilled individual radiating astonishing power, but standing before this man, they felt overshadowed. She thought she had definitely seen countless monsters while rolling through the mud.

'What on earth is this?'

It was no ordinary presence. Had he been concealing his aura until just now? His presence grew increasingly distinct. The professors of Gallimard, known as the 'Heaven Beyond Heaven'. Though it was said none on the continent could compare to them. This intensity seemed to effortlessly crush even such powerhouses.

'Unbelievable.'

A level of power difficult to comprehend. And he was just a chef? Just as she was about to feel that something was off.

'His face... it looks familiar from somewhere...?'

A sudden sense of déjà vu struck her. Dense red hair, sturdy build, and even the cross-shaped scar on his cheek. He was definitely someone she knew. Her master's words, which she had heard ad nauseam, brushed past her ears.

-Irene, remember the man in this painting well.
-If you wish to walk the path of the sword... he is a heaven you must eventually surpass.
-He is the only individual in the continent's history to have reached the stars.

A forgotten scene replayed vividly in her mind. Her master, who had constantly pushed someone's portrait at her, raising his voice about the achievements that person had made. In the painting, a red-haired young man was smiling. The name of the depicted subject was.

'Kyle Strovane.'

Many years had passed, but an indelible familiarity lingered everywhere. Irene murmured blankly.

"......The Red Sword Saint?"

The weapon hailed as humanity's strongest. The most brilliant legacy of the past era, having adorned countless pages of history with unprecedented strength. The Sword Saint smiled as if embarrassed.

"I never thought you'd recognize me... Hahaha! This is a bit embarrassing!"

It was clearly an affirmative answer.

"How could this be?"

Irene murmured blankly. The person called the peak of the continent... why was he involved with a criminal organization? Although it sounded like such a lament at first listen, the reality was completely different.

"You were clearly..."

Confusion, bewilderment, doubt. The shock the fox felt was triggered by a more fundamental issue. She uttered a monologue, utterly stunned.

"......But I heard you died in an accident two years ago."

Kyle Strovane. His monikers were 'Red Sword Saint' or 'Fallen Star'. A hero who had subjugated countless black mages and greatly influenced the peace of the continent. He was a figure symbolizing the last 20 years of the Empire. And, according to official records, deceased.

"......"
"Now, I am merely an ordinary chef."

A hearty laugh resounded. Irene was facing a phantom who should not have been alive.

"Hahaha! This, too, is a grace bestowed by Captain-nim."
"What did you say...?"
"Thanks to him, I survived like this."

Captain-nim was mentioned once more. The Sword Saint offered a brief moment of silent reverence after his simple utterance. His expression was etched with deep respect. He was in a similar state to the members she had seen outside. The fox watched the scene, frozen stiff.

'Slums, criminal organizations, basements, fanatics... and now, even the Empire's vanished hero.'

Just how far did his reach extend? A viscous sense of dread traced her neck. The girl had to swallow dry as she thought of the mastermind at the center of all this.

        
            "Huh?"

"The way you recognized me, I mean. I heard that beastfolk are usually indifferent to other races."

"...That's not wrong. Foxes are the worst."

"Oh?"

The man naturally struck up a conversation.

Irene frowned slightly, then replied with a reluctant voice.

"I learned about you through my Teacher-nim."

"Teacher, you say?"

"My sword master, that is. They took care of me like a parent since I was young, and they were a fervent supporter of yours."

"Hearing that makes me inexplicably shy. Hahaha!"

"It was tiresome."

The girl remembered it vividly.

A wheat field rippling with the gentle breeze. The earth swept out in golden waves, as if proving its bounty.

In that nostalgic scene stood a white-haired elder.

-Did I not tell you, Irene?

-A sword must always contain the right light.

-Like the Red Sword Saint, you must become someone who breaks easily but does not waver, and falls easily but does not lie down.

-Go, find your star.

Back then, she just thought it was nagging and dismissed it.

"Because it was a name I heard every time I was lectured."

"That's truly regrettable."

"But now that I have the subject of those lectures right next to me... it's strange, and fascinating too."

"Mhm, mhm!"

The Sword Saint nodded as if he understood.

The conversation was choppy, with short exchanges.

Irene, who had been silent for a moment, soon brought up the most unbelievable question.

It was a direct hit, thrown head-on.

"I distinctly heard you died two years ago."

"......"

"What happened?"

"......"

Was he not going to tell her?

The Sword Saint fell silent.

Erasing even the jovial atmosphere that had just permeated the air, a chilling silence enveloped their surroundings.

The air grew cold in an instant.

'Did I make a mistake?'

Judging by his reaction, it didn't seem like a pleasant topic.

Would it have been better to ask indirectly?

As the nervous girl broke out in a cold sweat, a low chuckle was heard shortly after.

"Pfft... Haha!"

"......?"

"My apologies! You seemed so tense, so I just played a little prank!"

The cold caution dissipated.

The Sword Saint was laughing as if nothing had happened. He looked exactly like a middle-aged man.

Should she call him friendly?

Or unsettling?

He leaned back in his chair, continuing the conversation naturally.

"Actually, there's not much to tell."

"......"

"I simply believed too blindly in the name of justice, and paid a small price for it."

Despite his playful tone, it was a rather poignant statement.

A fleeting emotion flickered in his cloudy pupils.

Yet, his lips spoke calmly.

"Originally, it was my fate to die. Meaninglessly, just as recorded in history."

The fall of a brilliant star.

But even in that despair, someone extended a hand.

"The Commander-nim took me in."

"That sinister person...?"

"It was truly a miracle. Since then, I've been living my life devotedly loyal to them."

The Sword Saint subtly curved the corner of his lips.

Playfulness still lingered, as before, but it was by no means a light smile.

It was a weathered expression, one only an adult could wear.

"It's the same for the others. Every single one of them owes their life to the Commander-nim."

"All those people...?"

The members who served the boy like fanatics.

Their faith, which had seemed so unsettling, appeared to have its own reasons.

"Poor orphans, wrongly accused death row inmates, damned beggars... and finally, even fallen stars."

Though their lives were no better than trash on the streets.

"They did not turn their backs on us."

The world abandoned them.

Hearts shattered, wills withered, and hope lost its meaning.

It was then, as they were dying.

A golden serpent found them.

"This is the reason for our faith."

"......"

"Especially the child holding the Vice-Commander position. It's understandable why they're so fixated on the Commander-nim."

"Perhaps what happened to them was..."

"I'm not the person involved, so it's difficult for me to say."

"Is that so?"

"Anyway."

The man casually wrapped up the conversation.

The Sword Saint shed his serious demeanor and offered a few final words.

"To form a relationship means 'taming'."

Those were words the Commander-nim used to say habitually.

Untamed things have no unique color of their own.

Only those who are tamed by something can face a meaningful landscape.

The golden light spreading in ecstasy.

"I pray that such a moment will come for you too."

"......"

Relationship, and taming.

She had certainly heard those words before, but they were still sentences whose meaning she couldn't grasp.

It felt as if she was caught on an unresolved question.

No suitable answer came to mind.

The fox remained stiff for a while.

She eventually just nodded quietly.

***

A day that had passed in a blur.

It would soon be evening, so she had to return to make it back to the dormitory on time.

The fox was bidding her younger siblings a brief farewell.

"Unnie... are you leaving already?"

"Can't you just stay here with us? The teachers are all so kind..."

"Hmph..."

The children whimpered with regret.

Irene, wearing a complicated smile, comforted the young foxes.

"It's because I have something I need to do."

"Do you really have to go...?"

"I made a promise. Didn't Unnie tell you last time that you shouldn't carelessly break promises made with friends?"

"Yes..."

The answer came back, dejected.

Of course, the children didn't truly intend to throw a tantrum or cling on.

Because they knew how devoted the girl was to protecting them.

It was a childhood that had matured too early.

Having lived oppressed for so long, perhaps it was what the world had forced upon them.

To forget their childhood in their childhood.

To become adults, worn down before their time.

"...I'll come back when vacation starts."

The girl smiled bitterly.

As she turned her back, the boy next to her interjected.

His eyes were sly, mere slits.

"Oh my, oh my  Splendid foxes don't get sad over trivial things like this, you know?"

A hand deftly rummaging through a pocket.

Following that, countless chocolates and candies spilled out in a stream from the small space. As if he were performing magic.

The boy handed each child a handful.

Adding a slight wink.

"This is a gift from me."

"Sniffle, thank you..."

"Mhm... Thank you."

"Hehe, no problem at all."

The boy grinned.

Indeed, he handled children skillfully. His uniquely lighthearted way of speaking lifted the mood.

Perhaps it was a consideration for Irene?

'What on earth.'

The fox gazed at the serpent with complicated eyes.

Internally, the voice she had heard moments ago, and a recurring question, replayed.

'Why... is he doing so much for me?'

Looking back, it had been like this from the very beginning.

He had rescued her from that hellish cage and safely protected her siblings.

Though he acted in an unsettling way every time.

He had never once done anything bad to her.

On the contrary, he seemed to treat her with care.

'It's strange.'

Humans are a despicable species.

They exploit others' goodwill, deceive, and ultimately take everything away.

She had paid too high a price while realizing this fact.

-I'm sorry, Irene.

-I wanted to protect you forever.

The day she ultimately lost her Teacher-nim.

The girl swore.

That she would never trust humans again.

That no matter what sly flattery they offered, she would scoff and mock them.

But.

"It's time to go back, Irene-yang."

"...Mm."

"Don't be too sad. Even if it's not vacation, you can come visit whenever you want to see them."

"......"

She didn't know what to do.

Even though she sharply pushed him away, seeing his bright slit eyes approach her every time.

Her solid wall seemed to be shaking.

Such weighty goodwill was something she had never experienced before.

Was it because of the memories of the past two years, where she had desperately clung to survival?

She even felt as if she had become weak.

Irene made an effort to shake off her distracting thoughts, then calmly spoke.

"...I'll trust your members to take good care of the children."

"Of course. Actually, I wanted to send them to the orphanage operated by Astra... but as you know, it's still a time when we need to be careful with our eyes."

"An orphanage? You run something like that too?"

"It's a small scale."

"Still, that's surprising..."

The fox's quiet reply.

The boy seemed to stiffen for a moment, then calmly replied.

"It's just that... I didn't want the children to be alone."

The corner of the serpent's lips quietly lifted.

"Lonely memories from childhood... they leave scars that last a lifetime."

His voice resonated calmly.

He was clearly smiling as usual, but the boy's expression seemed somewhat sad.

As if hinting at a distant past.

"......?"

"Alright, alright  Shall we stop with the idle chatter here?"

As the fox tilted her head, confused by the unfamiliar atmosphere.

The serpent walked ahead, towards the exit.

His golden back, greeting passing members, exchanging jokes, and promising to meet again.

"......"

Irene, who had been standing blankly, started walking again.

Following the lingering afterimage of the serpent.

***

Meanwhile.

In a building whose exact location was unknown.

In a space where only darkness and silence existed, several cloaked figures were gathered.

They exuded an aura of danger even at a glance, staring at each other across a round table.

"Soon."

The cloaked figure at the center mumbled.

They didn't specify what, but their companions quietly nodded.

"We've been keeping a low profile for a while... but now it's time to set down roots again."

At the center of the jet-black round table was a golden symbol.

A design reminiscent of an inverted tree.

There was only one group that wore such wicked attire.

The continent's largest black magic organization, Baob.

The heretics, who had been dormant for the past few years, were stirring once again.

"Precisely two years ago today. We killed the 'Red Sword Saint,' who had bothered us so much."

Though there was some bloodshed, it was a satisfactory outcome.

Now there would be no powerful individuals left on the continent to control them; this time, they would truly carry out His will.

"Coincidentally, they say high-quality students have entered Gallimard Academy."

A summoner who wields dragons.

The Empire's First Princess, hailed as an unparalleled genius.

The twin siblings of the Benity family.

And even the top student of the Snakers family, who appeared like a comet.

"All of them will make good sacrifices to Him."

-CRASH!!

Behind the cloaked figure was a massive iron cage.

Something enormous, trapped inside, was thrashing wildly. A grotesque construct, plastered with human flesh.

It screamed as if thirsting for slaughter.

-SCREEECH!!

It was a noise that seemed to rip eardrums, but the cloaked figures didn't even flinch.

Instead, they burst into insane laughter.

"Everyone, prepare."

Their eyes gleamed with desire.

In their vision, the landscape of the continent, already covered in blood and flames, flickered.

A shiver of pleasure ran down their spines, making their shoulders tremble.

"For it is time for us to step into the world once more."

Set down your roots, wicked trees.

"All for the source of all things, our master... the Demon God, Him."

"For Him."

In a space filled only with darkness and silence.

Danger was thus setting down its roots.

        
            Since it had been a long time since I’d visited, I thought about staying a bit longer, but unfortunately, my academy schedule was packed. A major main event was also about to begin soon. With a sense of regret, I clicked my tongue. The guild members also became a sea of tears at the news that I was returning.

“Guild Master…!”
“How could you impose another wait upon us!”
“We wish to attend to you for even a moment longer, please stay just one more night before you leave…!”

Why are they really like this? It wasn’t the first or second time this had happened, but their reactions were still burdensome. I forced myself to walk away, pretending to be indifferent.

Two people were waiting by the door. A girl with long silver hair, and a middle-aged man with striking red hair. I bid them farewell in turn.

“I will be away for a while.”
“Yes, Master.”
“Hahaha! Please go and return comfortably.”

I felt relieved that at least these two were here. Even though all the guild members were strong, they were inherently unpredictable, which made me uneasy.

“I entrust Astro to you.”
“Until Master returns… I will collect all the information you requested.”
“I will diligently look after the fox guests!”
“Hehe, excellent.”

The two gave reliable replies. Thanks to them, I could leave the basement with peace of mind.

“Then, let’s go.”

And so, I returned to the academy.

***

“Didn’t we have a pretty fulfilling weekend?”
“Is that so?”
“It was a little tiring, but… it was nice to see their faces after a long time.”
“The children certainly seemed to be doing well.”
“Hehe.”

On the way to listen to a lecture, as usual. The Snake, the Fox, and the Pilot were crossing the hallway, standing side-by-side.

I casually asked.
“How was Regia-yang?”
“Yes, yes?”
“I was wondering how you spent your weekend.”
“Ah… I, I just wandered around the academy. Since it’s so big, ah, there are still many places I haven’t been yet…”
“How interesting.”

Should I say, as expected of the protagonist? She was very interested in the environment surrounding her. The original work also had this kind of feeling. A story about wandering through a vast field, meeting people, and building relationships. Personally, I liked its unique tranquility.

‘I’m glad she seems to be enjoying herself.’

I smiled faintly. Even in a setting where she was treated as a mere outsider, her unwavering solitude as she bloomed was beautiful. My hardened heart softened and was tinged with warmth. A lingering tenderness.

As I was walking with such a refreshing feeling.

“Student Yuda.”

Suddenly, a voice was heard. When I turned around in response, what I saw was an old man with an impressive bushy beard. He was filled with an antique atmosphere.

“Could we have a talk?”

He was one of the academy’s professors. The professor in charge of [The Extremes of Magical Manifestation], he was considered a veteran among the faculty at Gallimard. He was also an object of respect for many students.

“It will only take a moment.”
“Professor Raphael.”
“I didn’t expect you to even know an old man like me by name.”
“Aren’t you called the wisest sage? I am well aware of your reputation, Professor.”
He chuckled. “How clever, I quite like it.”

The old man laughed as if finding me praiseworthy. He was originally known for being kind to students, but this felt like overtly expressed goodwill. I had some idea of what was coming. I quietly listened to the professor’s continuing words.

“I have something I’d like to propose to you.”
“Please speak.”
“Would you perhaps be interested in learning magic more profoundly?”
“……”

So it turns out like this, after all. The familiar bait being thrown. The conversation flow was proceeding exactly as predicted. I sighed inwardly.

‘How many times is this today?’

It was a topic that had been repeatedly brought up over the past few days. The previous duel had been shocking in many ways. Since that day, the faculty had started coming to find me every day, as if they had made a pact. They all had the same objective.

“Lately, there’s been a shortage of people in the research lab. I was thinking of taking in a promising student as my disciple…”

Professors eyeing me. Perhaps because I had demonstrated shocking performances one after another, scout offers were pouring in from everywhere. Today alone, it was the seventh such offer I had received. They seemed to be fiercely vying for me, as if in a competition. Disciple, assistant, head teaching assistant… some even tried to entice me by promising their successor’s position. A fierce battle of wits among the professors. Every time, I had to wear a troubled smile.

“……So, what do you think?”
“That is truly a gracious offer.”

It was the same this time. Behind my polite words, I subtly curled the corners of my lips upward.

“However…”
“However?”
“Perhaps because it’s such a sudden proposal, I find myself with a lot to consider.”
“I completely understand. You must have received many similar offers.”
“It might sound a bit presumptuous, but… may I take some time to consider it?”
“Of course.”

The old man readily nodded his head.
“You have a cautious side.”
“I apologize.”
“No, on the contrary, I like it even more. Isn’t that the temperament of an excellent mage?”
“Thank you. I will let you know once I’ve made up my mind.”
“Understood. See you next time.”

Words promising a next time. The professor, smacking his lips as if regretful, soon turned his back and moved away. As I gazed at his receding figure, Irene, who had been observing from beside me, subtly spoke up.

“That’s strange.”
“Yes?”
“You, I mean. You don’t have any intention of joining anyone, do you?”
“I suppose not.”
“Then why don’t you refuse?”

The Fox narrowed her eyes. She tilted her head as if bewildered.
“If you’re really bothered, you could just refuse outright… why do you always give vague answers?”

So that’s what she was curious about. Indeed, from an observer’s perspective, it must look like someone with no intention of joining is just playing games. I replied softly.

“Well, because I feel sorry.”
“……What?”
“They are all people who have thought well of me, aren’t they? My conscience wouldn’t allow me to flatly refuse.”
“Something quite timid and considerate… that’s a reason that doesn’t suit you.”
“You’re saying something hurtful.”

But it wasn’t an entirely wrong observation either. After all, my appearance was rather ominous. To live in a world where a warm heart is misunderstood simply because of one’s appearance, a bitter smile involuntarily spread across my lips. I quietly added.

“And if I leave it open like this, I can use it any time later, can’t I?”
“……?”
“I can probably use them a few times under the pretense of a favor.”

People tend to become more anxious when they hear a postponement rather than an outright refusal. Since the entire faculty of Gallimard is now hell-bent on recruiting me, I will use this situation to my advantage. The more I delay my decision, the more anxious the professors will become. They will increasingly express their sincerity through special means.

“It might be regrettable for the professors… but in a word, I’m just playing around with them for a bit.”

It would be pleasant in terms of grades, convenience, and daily life. To them, I was a ‘raw gem’ worth that much. Of course, going too far would lead to side effects.

“Hehe, I’m confident I can use them appropriately.”
“……”
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“……”
“Irene-yang?”
“……”

A perfect plan. As I was smiling widely, feeling unnecessarily good, I felt a strange gaze. Black eyes looking at me, followed by a complicated sigh. It was a very insolent look, as if saying, ‘Of course, that’s just like you.’ I awkwardly asked.

“Did I say something wrong?”
“……”
“That’s just how the world works. I’m not being particularly strange.”
“……”

No. At least say something. Not criticizing as usual, but just silently holding her tongue. It was a strangely irritating reaction.

Squeeze!

With a mischievous heart, I gripped her wagging tail. Immediately after, the Fox’s shoulders flinched, and the silence was broken.

“Eek?!”
“This is punishment.”
“W-wait, huff…! I, I didn’t say anything, ugh, did I…!”
“Your insolent gaze is the problem.”
“Gasp?! St-stop it…! It, it really feels strange!!”
“Accept your due.”

The noisy sequence of crime and punishment continued. The atmosphere was affectionately bickering. For a while, the Fox’s screams loudly echoed between us.

***

Wild professors kept popping out. Their ‘please take me in’ offensive, which had poured out for a while, seemed to be gradually waning after a few days. They didn’t seem to have given up.

-I will carefully consider it.

It was simply because I kept repeating this phrase. Before I knew it, I had given most of the professors a ‘pending’ answer. Though it had been quite chaotic for a few days. Well, still, it’s for the best. It was the first peace I had found since the duel.

Thanks to that, a quiet daily life. The Snake was enjoying leisure under the warm summer sun…

“Hello.”

I thought I would be able to enjoy it. If it weren’t for this girl who ambushed me with a greeting.

“It’s been a while.”

To me, who was enjoying a stroll alone, someone approached my side. Platinum blonde hair fluttering with the lukewarm breeze, blue eyes resembling the sea. A subtle aura gathered and emanated.

“Your Highness…?”

It was none other than Charlotte. The persistent professors had retreated, and I thought the surroundings were finally quieting down, but this time, it was the Imperial Princess who had latched onto me.

‘Actually, this is even better?’

A character I had loved in the game. And for Charlotte, who could be considered a pillar of the story, to initiate conversation. It couldn’t be anything but a delightful situation. I said with a wide smile.

“I greet the First Star of the Empire.”
“Mm. Nice to meet you.”
“What can I do for you?”
“Nothing much. I came to see you because I wanted to.”
“You came to see… me, you mean?”
“Mm.”

The girl quietly nodded. Her pupils, transparently focused on me. Charlotte stared at me for a moment, then suddenly thrust her head forward. Before I could react, Charlotte’s nose touched my chest.

“……”
“Your Highness?”

A sudden, impulsive action. Though I called Charlotte in my bewilderment, she merely sniffed silently. As if smelling something.

“Sniff sniff.”

What kind of four-dimensional move is this now? As I quietly pondered, the girl, who had been close enough, pulled away. A faint smile was on her lips. A transparent, pure white glow.

“A cool scent.”
“Hmm?”
“It’s amazing, as expected. You smell like winter.”
“You mean a winter-like scent…?”
“It’s a good meaning.”
“I see.”

She was an unfathomable person. Last time she complimented my clean smile as pretty, and this time it was a cool scent. Is this her way of showing goodwill?

“I don’t understand the meaning, but… thank you anyway.”
“Mm.”

Charlotte blinked. Her hand was already stroking my head. A gentle caress.

‘She’s been treating me like a baby from before.’

To have such an innocent reaction even knowing my power. I decided to humor her for a while. Because her tiptoeing to reach me due to her short height was cute. The girl, who had been continuously stroking my head, suddenly spoke.

“Unexpected.”
“What are you referring to?”
“What happened a few days ago. The duel, I mean.”
“You’re talking about Lady Benetti, I see.”
“Mm.”

Now that I think about it. Is this our first conversation since then? Charlotte tilted her head.

“It was unexpected. I thought you would kill her.”
“Excuse me? Me, Lady Benetti…?”
“No?”
“Of course not.”
“But she got on your nerves. She went around slandering you.”
“That’s not a capital offense.”

What on earth does everyone think of me? They always ask if I’m going to kill someone, no matter what. Without even knowing how gentle and kind a person I am.

“You’re still amazing, as expected.”
“Is that so?”
“What kind of person are you? A good person? Or a bad person?”
“It depends on how one concludes it.”
“Mm, I guess so.”

Charlotte nodded expressionlessly. An oddly continuous back-and-forth, we exchanged a few more words.

“Midterms are coming soon.”
“They’re already next week. Isn’t the schedule quite packed?”
“I’ll be looking forward to it.”
“Hmm?”
“I said I’d be watching, didn’t I?”

Was she talking about the class placement exam? I mulled over the brief memory. The platinum-haired girl chuckled softly.

“For now, I want to know more about you.”
“I don’t think I have much to hide… but I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations.”
“Mm.”

Gallimard’s midterm exam. While the students were fiercely going about their daily lives, the date had already crept up right before them. It was also a schedule I was personally looking forward to.

‘Belzen’s Nightmare.’

Because there was an event I recalled. It was a core story in the original work, and one of the most highly rated episodes.

[EP6. Bergen Belzen]
-The Lost Girl, The Monsters Who Cannot Cry-

It was also the event I had most looked forward to in the early part. I slowly smiled.

“Next week is certainly something to look forward to.”

I quietly murmured.

***

A few days passed. As the exam period drew near, the academy’s atmosphere froze over. Perhaps due to the sensitive academic atmosphere, the air was as frigid as ice.

-As previously announced, this midterm exam will be conducted by students forming arbitrary teams of three.
-Please form your teams and submit the roster to your assigned professor as soon as possible.
-Gallimard wishes all students good luck.
-May it be an opportunity for you to prove yourselves.

The announcement that came two days before the exam. It was an unexpected directive. Students, though flustered, were forming teams to take the exam. I was no exception.

“Yo-Young Master… W-we’re, o-one person short, aren’t we?”
“It’s alright, Regia-yang.”

The exam would ultimately proceed with teams of three. To submit the roster, even with me and Regia included, one more person was needed. Of course, I had no worries.

“We have one more friend, don’t we?”

Because I had already established a connection in preparation for such a situation. I walked with a wide smile towards the girl with blue drill curls huddled at a desk.

“Lady Benetti.”

Just as I was approaching with such a cheerful voice.

“Step back.”

Someone blocked my way. What appeared in my sight was a boy. He had blue hair, resembling the villainess.

“Yuda Snakers.”

A strangely overbearing atmosphere. The sword he wore at his waist was splendidly emblazoned with the Benetti crest. I immediately recognized him.

“I will no longer stand by and watch you do as you please.”

Ruthka Benetti. Emilia’s twin younger brother, and also an extra serving as an early-stage villain. His blue pupils glared at me.

“I will protect Emilia.”

A declaration full of vigor. In his line, uttered as if he was protecting his precious family from some evil mastermind, I thought blankly.

What on earth is this now?

        
            After the last duel.

Within the academy, Emilia’s standing was constantly wavering.

"Did everyone see the duel yesterday?"
"Princess Venity was overwhelmingly pushed back, you know?"
"The level was just different."
"So much so that I even felt pity for her."

Noble lineage, reigning genius, a talent destined to lead the era.
Emilia’s once lofty reputation was rapidly crumbling, making the evaluations she had received until now seem meaningless.
The content of the duel had more than enough impact to deliver a great shock to the students.

"It’s unbelievable."
She was a girl always regarded as an object of admiration.
From her beautiful appearance to her overbearing aura and the skill that proved her arrogance.
She exuded an irresistible charm that anyone would fall for.
She was truly a flower blooming on a cliff.

However.

"Only you guys should know this."
"After the duel, the Princess burst into tears, and her pants got wet..."
"Shh! What if others hear you?!"

Rather, because of her once lofty reputation.
Her miserably defeated appearance remained even more vividly in the children's minds.
Emilia, who was crushed by force in front of the entire student body, burst into tears, and ultimately even lost control of her bladder.
It was a truly disgraceful fall.

"Everyone, watch your mouths."
"If you’re caught carelessly blabbing, it’s instant beheading."
"If you dare to mock a lady of a ducal family, your entire family could be massacred."
"So, act accordingly."

Of course, they couldn’t say it out loud.
As the name Venity remained an object of fear, a hushed atmosphere circulated among the students.
Especially in front of Emilia herself, they acted even more cautiously.
The expulsion that was scheduled to be enforced was postponed.
Even when Emilia and Duke Snakers suddenly started sticking together, a strong suspicion lingered, but no one showed it.
Because their lives were more precious than the momentary pleasure of gossip.
The children kept their mouths shut to survive.

"I ruined everything."

Yet.
That didn't mean what had happened would disappear.
Even with utmost caution, an awkwardness could be felt, and Emilia wasn't so dull as to not notice it.
Although she acted confidently.
The girl's insides were festering.

"I’m sorry, Ruthka."
"I just wanted to do better... and I almost put you in danger too."
"I’ll handle this myself."

The Princess cried where she couldn't be seen.
As if her usual mask—dignified, arrogant, and captivating—was all a lie.
Emilia stood precariously.

"......Tsk."
The boy didn’t like this situation.
Leaning against the window, he quietly clicked his tongue.
His distinctive blue eyes held a subtle light. His dark blue hair resembled the color of the sea.
It was an appearance that immediately brought someone to mind.
The boy's name was Ruthka Venity.
He was the Princess’s twin brother and an elite who had also entered Class A.
He was gazing at his sister with sunken eyes.

"......"
The girl sat weakly at her desk.
Although a hint of fatigue was discernible.
Even amidst that, perhaps trying to act strong, she maintained a venomous demeanor.
It was a pitiable sight.

"Annoying."
Ruthka mumbled softly.
Perhaps suppressing his anger, faint wrinkles creased his brow.
A chilling air filled the surroundings.

"Please, Ruthka."
"I'll handle this myself, so... don't step in."

At first, he thought he would quietly observe.
He thought it was her own doing.
It was she who kept provoking the monster that was minding its own business.

However.

"How foolish."
But his heart wasn't at ease.
Knowing why Emilia was so obsessed with being the top student.
As a younger sibling who shared the same wounds, he ultimately couldn't help but take his sister's side.
Because she was the only family he had left in his life.
Therefore, Ruthka didn't like the current situation.
The students subtly watching them, Emilia helplessly swayed, and...

"D-Duke-nim... aren't we s-short one person?"
"It's quite alright, Lady Regia."

Duke Snakers, acting as he pleased.
Ruthka quietly glared at the snake. His narrowed eyes were particularly sinister.
Had he come again today?
A faint voice drifted over. He saw his sister’s shoulder flinch.
It was a tremor that appeared particularly pathetic.
Ruthka unknowingly blocked the approaching steps.

"Princess Venity."
"Step back, Juda Snakers."
"Hmm?"
"I will no longer tolerate you acting as you please."

The snake gazed at the boy as if intrigued.
A terrible aura pricked his skin.
Just standing in front of him, a chilling sensation ran down his spine. It felt as though his legs would give out at any moment.
But he didn't show it.

"I will protect Emilia."

Because he believed he had to protect her.

"This is troublesome."
The snake, who had been standing still, mumbled.
His lips were curved in a smile, contrary to his words.
It then drew a sinister arc, holding a bitter smile.
As if amused.

***

"I will protect Emilia."
So saying, the blue-haired boy blocked the way forward.
I gazed at him with an intrigued look.

"Oh my... isn't this Duke Venity?"
Of course, he was someone I knew.
Ruthka Venity.
Emilia’s twin younger brother, and also an extra who played the villain in the mid-game.
He was a guy who obstructed the protagonist’s path quite significantly.

'Strange.'
Why is he appearing already?
He's usually a character who appears after a few episodes, so why did he step forward on his own?
I quietly pondered.

'Could it be.'
Does he think I'm tormenting Emilia?
It seemed there was a slight misunderstanding.
Our relationship was based on a legitimate transaction.
In exchange for me protecting Emilia’s weakness, Emilia would answer my call whenever I needed her.
It was something mutually agreed upon.

'I understand his concern, but...'
Still, I have to do what I have to do.
The mid-term exam is scheduled for just two days later.
With an important episode right before me, I needed at least one more person who could move.
Emilia was the one who had promised me that role.

"I personally have some business with Princess Venity, so... would you mind stepping aside?"
I smiled as kindly as possible.
It was meant to convey that I was a harmless person, but judging by his reaction, it felt like it had the opposite effect.
Ruthka's pupils noticeably trembled.
The boy swallowed dryly once, then asked.

"......And if I don't?"
"Well now."
"Wouldn't something quite unfortunate happen?"
I calmly added the last words.
Before I knew it, Ruthka had his hand on his sword sheath, as if ready to draw at any moment.
I mumbled as if troubled.

"Oh dear... I'm not sure why you're doing this."

My voice echoed leisurely.
It was a line I had uttered quite seriously, but with my characteristic trait mixed in, it had become a playful tone.
Ruthka, wary of me, muttered.

"Step back. I'll truly draw it."
"You may draw it whenever you wish. However, everything that happens afterward... you, Duke-nim, will have to bear the responsibility for."

"You're full of confidence."
"You'd be sent flying with just a simple gesture anyway, so how about you hold back a little?"

"So... I'm not even worth a punch, am I?"
"You're stating the obvious."

"Ha."
The boy suddenly let out a dry laugh.
I don't know what exactly irritated him this time, but his brow was furrowed.

"Hmm."
It was a genuine piece of advice from my side.
Penalties received at Gallimard bring greater disadvantages than one might expect, so it's best to live carefully.
I did my best to admonish the blue-haired golden child.

"Now, aren't you a good child?"

"I'm curious as to how far you look down on me."
"I don't know what you're talking about."

"You've been repeating 'I don't know' since earlier; may I take that as a form of provocation?"
"It’s just that I’m a bit slow-witted, you see."

"That's a poor excuse. For the top student in written exams to be slow-witted."
Or perhaps not?
Or maybe I just provoked him a few more times because his reaction was amusing?
As a dopamine addict with chaos-stirring cells in my very bones, it was a hard temptation to resist.
Eventually, the atmosphere escalated to the brink of exploding.

"As expected, I can't leave things like this."
"Oh dear... if you're truly going to draw your sword, I suppose I should offer my condolences in advance."
Thus, a volatile situation.
What broke the precarious standoff was none other than a voice from behind.
Blue hair came between the two of us.

"Both of you, stop it!"
The villainess lady intervened, albeit late.
A pathetic voice echoed. Following her frail plea, the chilly atmosphere gradually dissipated.
Ruthka dropped his hand from the sword sheath.

"Emilia...?"
Emilia strode unhesitatingly towards her brother.
And then.

Slap!
She slapped his cheek before he could even react.
Pain flushed one side of his face. Ruthka, dumbfounded, straightened his head.
In front of him stood his sister, her expression frozen coldly.

"......Why?"
The boy mumbled blankly.
It was a monologue, purely seeking an explanation.
The villainess pushed her brother away.

"Ruthka."
"Emilia."
"I told you. This isn't something for you to get involved in."
"But...!"
"Mind your own business."

"Because I can handle it myself."
The girl added briefly.
Perhaps because he wanted to help but received such a harsh response in return.
Ruthka stiffened, having lost his words.

Regardless.
Emilia immediately turned her back and approached me.
The villainess naturally stood beside the snake.

"I've already made a deal with the Duke."
"What?!"
"I've agreed to offer my first time. My body is no longer mine, it is entirely for this person."
"What idiotic thing have you done...?"
"It was for all of us."

Click!
I lightly snapped my fingers.
So that the current conversation wouldn’t reach the ears of other students.
The deal I had with Emilia. Since it contained details about her weakness, it seemed beneficial to keep it hidden.
The conversation continued calmly.

"So don't interfere anymore. And don't antagonize the Duke either."
"Wait, at least explain...!"
He demanded an explanation, but Emilia immediately turned her back.
There was no vitality in her blue eyes. Instead, only a heavy sense of guilt burned black.
The girl took a step.

"Let's go outside."
"I will follow the Princess-nim's words."
I obediently followed her.
As I calmly walked, I felt a gaze on the back of my head.
Until we completely left the classroom.
The boy remained frozen in that spot for a while.

***

"There was no need to cast him off so harshly."
By the time we had moved some distance away.
I brought up the topic casually.
At my questioning words, Emilia paused, then mumbled in a weak voice.

"I didn't want to displease you."
"Hmm?"
"Although I called it a transaction... ultimately, you're the one holding the initiative in this relationship."
"You were worried, weren't you? That I might arbitrarily break the deal."
"......Yes."

She must have been afraid of the weakness I held.
The girl, who had been momentarily silent, hastily added as if something occurred to her.

"It's not that I specifically distrusted you."
"I understand."
"It’s just... it was a habit since I was young. The environment made it so I couldn’t trust anyone."
"Don't mind it. I haven't taken offense at all."

I smiled reassuringly to put her at ease.
As someone who knew the circumstances of the Venity family, I only felt sorry for both of them.
The twins who appeared as villains in the original work.
I hadn't yet decided what to do with them.
But I seemed to have harbored at least a minimum of pity.

"Hehe."
I quietly extended my hand.
The villainess standing dejectedly. I stroked her blue hair.
Carefully, and gently.

"If you don't betray me first, I won't betray you either."
"......I'll trust you."

A warm body temperature permeated my palm.
Did the warmth that was fully conveyed perhaps resemble her childhood?
I slowly opened my mouth.

"It seems you didn't explain the deal to your brother."
"There's nothing particularly good about him knowing."
"If your brother doesn't know about his sister's sacrifice... it must be very frustrating for him."
"It's better that he doesn't know. I don't want to burden him. Besides, it's a problem I caused in the first place."
"Excellent."

Emilia was multifaceted.
While she usually suffocated those around her with a confident and overbearing aura.
In unseen places like this, she would reveal her somewhat delicate side.
Which one was her true self?
Inferior arrogance and humble desire. Which of the two formed the girl's foundation?
It was difficult to judge yet.
I merely left the choice to tomorrow.

"Shall we put aside other matters for now?"
"Yes... The mid-term exam starts in just two days. You came today for the group assignments, didn't you?"
"As expected, you're quick-witted."
I nodded.
As I offered a thumbs-up in praise, Emilia spoke in a subtle voice.
She seemed to have put her mask back on already.

"At least in this written exam, you won't be able to beat me. I truly studied hard this time."
"Oh dear... I haven't prepared at all, so this is truly a crisis."
"Just prepare to be pushed down to second place."
"You're full of confidence, aren't you?"
"Because I worked hard."

Had she regained her spirit?
As soon as the topic of the exam came up, the girl revived as if she had never been discouraged.
Her competitiveness truly is something to behold.

"I'm sorry, but... I need to be the top student."
Her unique arrogant aura couldn't be hidden.
Following her innate vanity, the villainess lady twisted her lips into a bitter smile.
I quietly accepted her provocation.

***

The villainess who boldly dreamed of being the top student in the written exam.
She did not know.
What future awaited her.

"Princess-nim."
"Yes."
"Princess-nim."
"......Just say it."

I poked the dejected girl.
With a beaming smile on my face, I was lingering around her.

"Are you alright?"
"I'm fine."
"Are you alright?"
"I said I'm fine... don't say it twice."
"My apologies."
"Yes."
"My apologies."
"I told you to stop...?"

Emilia's brow subtly furrowed.
I followed up my light tap dance with a final, highlight twerking.

"Second place in the written exam is good too."
"Seriously. Stop it."
"Second place in the written exam is good too."
"I said stop it!!!!"

Yes, she wouldn't have known.
That I would win by an overwhelming point difference.
I continued happily teabagging for a while.

        
            Galimard's written exam is infamous for its fiendish difficulty.

First, the scope is ridiculously vast.

Starting from all sorts of ancient documents, extreme magic formulas, circuit deconstruction and reconstruction... in severe cases, even the latest papers from the Magic Tower.

They cram in such an enormous amount of information that you wonder if it's even allowed.

And that's not all.

The level of the questions also makes curses slip out naturally.

It demands such high-level thinking and creativity that most students find it impossible to fill more than half of the exam paper.

The professors' malice embedded in every line of ink.

Some students eventually can't bear it and burst into tears during the exam.

It was truly hell.

To achieve decent grades in such an exam... and to take second place, at that, deserved applause.

After all, she surpassed countless students to rank second.

I intended to congratulate her splendidly.

"Lady-nim."

"......"

"Lady-nim."

"......"

"Second place is also an excellent score."

"I told you not to do that. If you do it one more time, I'll truly get angry......"

"Second place is also an excellent score."

"......"

If only my opponent hadn't been Emilia.

"......I told you not to tease me."

The villainess trembled, her expression furious.

Perhaps her reason was blurring from the continuous teasing, as even her elegant speech was breaking down.

Was she truly resentful?

Even so, she kept glancing at me, unable to raise her voice, a rather pathetic sight.

I smiled brightly at the girl.

'This, in its own way, is fun to tease.'

This is dopamine.

I had been restraining myself recently, but my mischief-making instinct popped out without fail.

Should I say her unique reaction was delicious?

There was something utterly irresistible.

"I didn't know Lady-nim disliked it so much. I apologize."

"......It's fine. It's okay."

"I didn't know Lady-nim disliked it so much. I apologize."

"Just how long do you plan to keep doing this?"

The girl asked, gritting her teeth.

Honestly, isn't this Emilia's fault?

Showing such a delicious reaction is practically inviting me to tease her first.

If you don't like it, you should've gotten first place.

A happy sense of satisfaction I hadn't felt in a long time.

With a childlike smile, I continued to gloat over the loser for a while.

The world is still beautiful.

I suppose I can live a little longer.

"You... find this amusing...?"

"It is delightful."

"......"

"It is delightful."

"I get it, just stop...!"

Emilia huffed, suppressing her anger.

As I was so enthusiastically rubbing it in,

A pink creature, who had been watching nervously from the side, lingered in my sight.

It was Regia.

"Hm, mm."

She seemed to hesitate for a moment, then opened her mouth with a determined expression.

Her slender green eyes wavered.

"Um... La-Lady-nim."

"And what do you want?"

"Eek...!"

"Are even you, a mere commoner and an inferior student, trying to mock me now?"

"N-no! I merely......"

Was it because of her rough reply?

The girl's shoulders instantly hunched.

Her voice was choked with fear, but Regia still stammered as she conveyed her meaning.

"I-I just thought Lady-nim was cool, so......"

"......Huh?"

"Th-the written exam, I mean... It was so difficult for me, but to get se-second place..."

What the girl said was pure praise.

"I just thought it was so ama-amazing, and I wanted to tell you how cool it was... I-I'm sorry if I overstepped!"

"......"

The villainess paused at the sincere adoration.

Emilia seemed to freeze for a moment, then her lips twitched.

"Ahem."

She tried to cough nonchalantly, but she couldn't hide her rising cheekbones.

The girl mumbled subtly.

"S-so that's what you mean?"

"Yes! I truly thought, 'As expected of Lady Benity!'"

"H-hmph... I thought you were just a completely hopeless person, but you actually have pretty good taste, don't you?"

"I admire you!"

"Ahem!"

A smile kept escaping.

The venomous atmosphere from just moments ago had vanished, immediately softening.

Her subtly proud expression was striking.

'Such a pushover.'

Is it because she's starved for others' affection?

She collapses easily, especially under a barrage of compliments.

Recognition from someone she was wary of. Naturally, her satisfaction would be even higher.

At this rate, she'd soon be captured by the protagonist.

'I wish it had been like this in the original story.'

Such a situation couldn't have arisen in the original story.

Because of the trauma Emilia developed, Regia always avoided the villainess.

Even when they met, Regia only ever got tormented.

'This looks much better.'

Indeed, I liked stories like this.

Rather than tormenting, envying, sorrowing, and hating... I preferred seeing smiles like this.

A fond smile spread across my lips.

Setting aside the quiet atmosphere, I opened my mouth.

"Lady Benity."

"What do you want now?"

"It seems your mood has improved."

"That's because of you."

"Oh my  I have no idea what you're talking about."

"......Annoying."

"Thank you."

"......"

The girl finally clenched her fists.

Her eyes showed serious contemplation about whether to punch this bastard.

I hastily changed the subject.

"Anyway... you all know this is just the beginning, right?"

I was referring to the midterm exam.

Of course, the written portion was important, but in any case, the practical exam constituted the largest portion of the grade.

This meant the real test was just beginning.

"Our group has three top-tier students gathered together... so the difficulty of the assigned exam will likely be extreme."

"Oh, what should we do? C-can we really manage on our own?"

"Hmph. That measly exam is nothing."

"It's not good to be too overconfident, Lady-nim."

This exam would be particularly difficult.

As it was a stepping stone to a core episode, it was wise to approach it cautiously.

I encouraged my group members.

"Shall we do our best together then?"

"The practical exam date is already tomorrow... Don't you dare hold me back."

"I-I'll try my best!"

"Hehe, I will also do my utmost."

Words exchanged in their own ways.

Thinking of the exam that awaited us the next day, we each took our leave.

***

That night.

Regia tossed and turned, unable to fall asleep.

"......"

Even though it had clearly been a frantic day because of the written exam, sleepiness strangely didn't seem to come.

Perhaps it was due to the tension that made her mind go blank.

The girl quietly placed a hand on her chest.

Thump thump thump thump-!

Her heart was beating especially wildly.

Following her shallow breaths, her heavy chest expanded and contracted repeatedly.

Her long, flowing pink hair glowed faintly in the night light.

The girl mumbled.

"......Can I really do well?"

A question she asked herself.

Her voice was laced with deep distrust.

"Even if I can't be of help... I don't want to be a hindrance."

Her powerful summoned beast.

However, it had a weakness: the summoning itself would fail if even slight emotional turmoil occurred.

Just like during the last class placement exam.

Regia was worried.

That she might cause trouble.

That she might not be able to repay the trust placed in her.

The girl gently bit her lip.

'Young Master Snakers.'

The only person who called her a friend.

He had readily extended a hand for this exam too, proposing they form a group together.

Her heavy heart stirred with complicated emotions.

"......Why someone useless like me."

She had clearly been exposed in the last exam.

An amateur who couldn't properly summon a summoned beast. She had revealed such a pathetic side of herself.

Yet the boy had trusted her again this time.

"That's because... I trust you, Regia."

When asked why he chose her as a group member, the young master replied that way.

Without a hint of hesitation.

"I don't know."

She couldn't understand.

Why did he.

Why did he so readily trust her, when she couldn't even trust herself?

That undeserved trust was, in a way, overwhelming.

"Still... I don't want to disappoint him."

A quiet whisper to herself.

She deliberately closed her eyelids.

The girl simply tried to sleep, unaware of the terrible things that would come tomorrow.

It was a night steeped in deep darkness.

***

So, the next day.

The long-awaited day of the practical exam arrived.

To take the exam, we were listening to explanations in the designated area early in the morning.

It was a transfer area where teleportation patterns were prepared.

"The exam will proceed as previously announced."

Snake, Pilot, Vain.

Standing before the three was a woman with purple hair, exuding decadent beauty.

It was Selena, who was in charge of supervising this midterm exam.

The woman gazed at us with indifferent eyes.

Fatigue was discernible within her red eyes.

Selena, who had been standing still for a moment, took a swig from the liquor bottle she was holding, then continued her explanation.

She was indeed a heavy drinker.

"The exam content is monster subjugation."

A magic circle is laid out before you.

This is a magic circle that combines spatial, illusionary, and dimensional formulas, and the moment you step on it, it will transport you to a specific location.

At that location, monsters appropriate to each group's level will be prepared.

Once you cleanly subjugate the given area, the exam will conclude.

"You can rest assured regarding safety."

Safety personnel are standing by in the vicinity.

In situations where serious injury is a concern, the exam will immediately end, and you will be returned.

Additionally.

We will not inform you of the terrain that awaits.

It will be chosen from among numerous terrains: ruins, forests, seas, caves... so please adapt quickly and break through.

That concludes the explanation for the exam.

"Any students with questions?"

Selena lightly posed the question.

As it was information we had already sufficiently familiarized ourselves with, we quietly shook our heads.

Then the woman opened a booklet in her hand.

"In that case, we shall begin immediately."

Her voice announced the start.

Thump-.

I calmly stepped forward.

A faintly glowing magic circle lay beneath my feet.

Amidst the intensely swirling mana, I spoke to the girls standing beside me.

With a meaningful smile.

"Regia. Lady Benity."

"Yes, yes?"

"Why are you calling?"

"There's something I'd like to tell you."

It was a slight bit of apprehension.

A hope that they wouldn't be too surprised by what was about to happen.

"Whatever you see, try not to be too surprised."

The sudden advice I threw out.

The two looked at me with puzzled expressions, but I paid no mind and took my final step.

We stood in the very center of the magic circle.

Following that.

Rumble rumble rumble-!

The mana that filled the surroundings began to surge wildly.

The stored magic played out, and blue flashes of light swirled around. It was a brilliantly sparkling scene.

The moment the three figures were about to flicker out of existence.

Crackle-!

A strange noise brushed past.

The crackling noise, like sparks flying, repeated a few more times before growing uncontrollably loud.

The magic circle, originally blue, turned a vivid red.

"......?!"

"......!!"

Crackle crackle-!!

Dark red fragments surged in all directions.

The remnants of mana raged ferociously, disturbing the surrounding air like a storm.

We stood at its center.

"The magic circle...?!"

"W-wait, what is this...!"

"Kyaak! Young, Young Master...!"

"Hehe."

Selena, Emilia, Regia.

Even as everyone else was horrified, I was smiling calmly.

Is it beginning?

"Shall we go?"

Click-!

After that final word, my vision went dark.

We were thus flung to an unknown place.

To where terrible monsters awaited.

        
            When I opened my eyes again.

What filled my vision was darkness, without even a single speck of light.

I shifted my gaze for a moment.

Nothing was visible.

Around me, only restless shadows oozed stickily.

It was truly a background drenched in pitch black.

With a short hum, I snapped my fingers.

"Hmm."

Snap!

A light popping sound echoed.

The faint reverberation soon crystallized into an echo, filling the void of silence that had surrounded me.

A single streak of noise shattered the stillness.

Immediately after.

Fwoosh!

Flames ignited in various places.

As if they had been waiting for the sound to reverberate, the torches hanging on the walls began to flare up.

The light, increasing one by one, soon spread to fill the entire space.

Before long, the scene was sufficiently illuminated.

"Ugh... Young M-Master?"

"......What happened?"

Two girls stood by my side.

The children's expressions, as they peered around, showed clear signs of bewilderment.

Their gazes trembled subtly.

"S-Surely, the magic circle glowed strangely earlier..."

"It seems the teleportation was activated, at least."

"Did we... did we arrive at the right place?"

"That's... hard to say."

The rampant phenomenon that occurred just before teleportation.

Perhaps remembering the unusual flow of mana, the two of them showed no signs of relaxing their guard.

Had they decided that assessing the situation was the first priority?

Emilia calmly surveyed the space we were standing in.

"This place feels strange."

The air touching my cheeks was particularly chilly.

A corridor stretched out before my eyes. However, even on the long, continuous walls, no windows showing the outside could be found.

Only torches, sporadically affixed, illuminated the darkness.

Emilia fell into thought for a moment.

She then threw a remark my way, as if asking for my opinion.

"It feels like an underground space, doesn't it?"

"I think so too."

"The fact that torches are placed so meticulously means light doesn't reach here even during the day."

"The absence of windows is also strange."

"At least, it's definitely not the academy."

The peculiar musty smell of a basement wafted by.

Perhaps untouched by human hands for a long time, the scene was filled with thick dust.

Even amidst that, the corridor stretched endlessly.

"......Something feels unpleasant."

The girl murmured softly.

As I quietly looked around, Regia, who was standing behind me, grabbed my sleeve.

Her fingertips held a faint tremor.

"Young M-Master."

"Miss Regia?"

"The emergency communication device we received... the s-signal isn't working."

"What?"

I checked the bracelet I was wearing on my wrist.

Just before entering the examination.

The communication device we had each received from Selena.

Originally, it should have been connected to the supervising professor's mana and blinking with a blue light, but now it was simply off, with no signal.

It seemed to have stopped functioning altogether.

"Oh, it's been like this since a while ago."

"Hmm."

I checked Emilia's as well, but it was the same.

In a situation where we didn't know where we were or if we had arrived correctly, even our connection to the academy was severed.

In short, we were isolated.

"W-What should we do now...?"

"The academy must have realized there's something wrong with the test. Don't fuss so much."

"B-But, Young Lady."

"I said it's fine."

The villainess replied as if annoyed.

Though she calmly furrowed her brows, she was biting her fingernails, as if inwardly anxious.

A chaotic atmosphere lingered.

I quietly observed the situation.

'For now... is it flowing according to the original story?'

I subtly squinted my eyes.

What appeared in my vision was the scenery of an old basement. The deep, pervasive darkness emphasized the ominousness.

The damp air resembled the breath of some monster.

Though it wasn't the examination hall... strictly speaking, we had arrived correctly.

Because this was the stage for this episode.

I quietly traced my memories.

[EP5. Midterm Exam]

-Abandoned Laboratory, The Monster That Cannot Laugh-

In the original story, the midterm exam followed a similar flow.

It began with Regia's group getting caught in a teleportation accident and waking up in the basement.

If we stayed like this, 'they' would soon come looking for us.

We needed to move before that.

I spoke to the two people standing with serious expressions.

"Shall we look around first?"

"Y-Yes?"

"......Are you sane?"

The two immediately looked in my direction.

Even as I received their gaze, I calmly continued stating my opinion.

"I'm perfectly sane."

"We don't even know exactly where this is. And you want to move recklessly in such a situation?"

"We can't just keep waiting like this."

"I'm against it."

"I don't understand what you're afraid of."

I lightly shrugged my shoulders, as if asking what the problem was.

"Wouldn't we be able to find an exit by looking around? Besides, given that it's underground, it seems like an artificially constructed facility... we might even be able to meet people here and get help."

"But it looks like no one has set foot here for a long time."

"Then we should move even more. If there's nowhere to get help, I think it's better for us to take the initiative to understand the surrounding terrain."

"......Hmm."

Emilia hummed in thought, as if pondering.

Others might have suggested waiting in place, but for me, who had business here, I needed to look around a bit.

Because there was someone I had to find here.

'Since their whereabouts were so uncertain, it was something even the original story's knowledge couldn't resolve...'

Only today had the opportunity arrived.

This was precisely why I willingly walked into this midterm exam, despite knowing it was a trap.

Of course, if I put it like that,

one might wonder why I don't just use my abilities to search the entire basement instead of wandering around. However, exploring a space this deep and vast consumes a considerable amount of energy.

Because its scale was comparable to the Astro Headquarters.

Structurally, it was also far more intricately twisted.

'I should proceed carefully.'

I wouldn't waste any unnecessary energy.

Having prepared for so long, I intended to conclude this definitively.

Employee welfare, truly, is an atrocious concept.

Who in the world asks their boss to find their missing family members?

As I reflected on my slight lament.

"......Alright. You must have a plan, too."

The villainess's answer, which I had missed, came back.

Had she finally succumbed to the serpent's silver tongue?

Or perhaps she had recalled the terms of our deal and reluctantly decided to follow me.

Either way, I was thankful.

"Hehe."

I stroked her head as a sign of praise.

Her blue hair neatly smoothed down. Emilia accepted my touch silently, even as she furrowed her brow.

The highlight was the clear expression of disgust she exuded.

"Then, shall we just keep walking?"

"Do as you please."

"I, I'll go with you, too...!"

We began to move.

Towards the endless corridor.

***

Meanwhile, in the lowest level of the basement.

A hidden room, reachable only after descending seven flights of maze-like, intertwined stairs.

A man was seated there.

"They've finally arrived."

He was cloaked in a pitch-black robe.

Behind his back, a tree-like root pattern was etched. It was the symbol of the cultists.

The man secretly shifted his gaze.

Tap, tap-.

His twitching finger tapped the desk.

Unlike the outer parts of the basement, which seemed to have been neglected for a long time, this place was neatly arranged.

In the direction the man's eyes were fixed, a screen was positioned.

"They're responding more calmly than I expected."

The vast basement.

Hundreds of magic devices, installed beforehand, continuously observed and projected the situation.

The man smiled ominously.

"The Vanity girl, the top student of the year, even a summoner who handles wyverns... It seems that fellow handled things well. To get such high-quality sacrifices in my hands."

It was a madness spreading with malevolent energy.

He caressed the grotesquely torn corners of his mouth, then began to record something in the book he held.

Dark red droplets dripped from the ceiling.

As the paper was stained red, the man's laughter spread muddily.

"For now, shall we observe?"

It was a process to test how excellent the qualities of those sacrifices were.

He recalled the 'creations' he had unleashed in the basement.

Due to a lack of resources.

Most of them were low-quality failures.

"But among them, I planted just one... an 'artwork'."

He gazed at the screen located in the most secluded corner.

In the center of the messily scattered basement, only a bizarre shadow flickered.

The man felt a chilling thrill ripple down his spine.

The finest artwork created in Belzen.

How many creatures' blood and flesh had been added to create that?

His lips murmured blankly.

"......Beautiful."

He wished the sacrifices would enhance the 'artwork's' perfection.

The corners of his mouth twisted sickeningly.

Before the man's eyes, the image of students stained with blood was already shimmering.

His pupils, obscured by darkness, gleamed with corruption.

The hideous tree, taking root.

The man wiped his reddened eyes and clasped his hands together.

"All for Him... the origin of all things, our Master."

He closed his eyelids after a moment of silent contemplation.

The prayer of a believer covered in blood, it was a piece of holiness tainted by maturity.

His vision briefly went dark.

Because of this, the man did not see.

[........]

The narrowed eyes secretly watching the screen.

The golden snake was flicking its tongue, glaring at its prey.

        
            'Is he watching right now?'

A magical artifact hidden in a corner crevice. I looked at the angle, finished with a transparent light, and flashed a brief smile.

I hope he feels at least a sense of incongruity.

"Hmph."

A low laugh escaped me. He must be mistaken, thinking he controls everything in the basement. But from the moment I stepped in here, the game was already over.

I'll have to make him regret it. If he had lived as if dead after fleeing, he wouldn't have had to face me again, at least. Back then, I was inexperienced, so I let you go.

'Since you've reappeared... I have no intention of letting you off easy.'

I walked calmly forward. All that met my eyes was a long corridor, with only torches faintly illuminating the darkness around it. It was so vast that the ceiling was out of sight.

Did they cast expansion magic here too? Perhaps because they are always being chased, they are extracting extreme efficiency from limited spaces, both then and now. After moving my feet for a while, the corridor soon ended, and a massive door blocked the way.

"Excuse me for a moment."

I subtly placed my palm on it. Leaving the girls stopped at the dead end behind me, I infused pure mana into its surface. Then.

*Creak-!*

The closed iron door opened. Even though I didn't exert much force, I smiled faintly and spoke.

"Shall we go in?"

"Ah... Yes, yes! Young Master!"

"......How do you know things like this?"

"Heh heh."

Emilia looked at me with suspicious eyes. I couldn't explain that it was a strategy learned from a game, so I merely equivocated.

"It's a secret."

"......"

Perhaps due to my peculiar suspiciousness, it seemed to have amplified her suspicion, but I didn't have the luxury of offering a detailed explanation. Because now was the real beginning of the episode.

*Thump-thump-thump-.*

Footsteps echoed softly. At the end of the long corridor was a scene of rusty iron bars standing in rows. It brought to mind the underground prison where I rescued Irene previously.

Of course, the scale was much smaller than then. Even so, it was large enough to accommodate at least thirty people. We slowly surveyed our surroundings.

"To think there's such a vast space at the end of the corridor... This place is getting more ominous."

"W-what in the world was this space created for...?"

"Oh dear."

Of course, the scene here wasn't merely limited to iron bars. Beside the gloomy, seething prison, a bed of unknown purpose lay there. Sheets covered in brown stains, chains seemingly for restraining bodies, and sharp blades scattered on the floor. To someone who knew, these were alarmingly blatant details.

'Abandoned laboratory.'

This place was used as a laboratory a long time ago. A group of unbelievably cruel fanatics. They artificially combined various creatures and continued their chimera research, eventually succeeding in creating something: a being far removed from common sense.

[EP5. Midterm Exam]

-Abandoned Laboratory, The Monster That Cannot Laugh-

[They had finally trespassed into the realm of God.]
[They insulted the stars by molding life, and praised their wicked god by being covered in blood.]
[The fanatics sang in unison.]
[""Everything is for Him... the source of all creation and our master.""]

The explanation from the game ended there. Afterwards, the laboratory was closed, with only a minimal number of staff remaining. What exactly happened... I think a little imagination would be enough. At any rate, that was the scene we witnessed.

"......What in the world is this?"

"......"

"Didn't I tell you? Not to be too surprised, no matter what you saw."

Although it had been left neglected for a long time and accumulated dust, that didn't mean the ugly sins that had flowed out were completely covered. The children fell silent.

Bloodstains caked onto the floor. Bones piled in the corner, and remnants from surgeries. The peculiar pungent smell of rotten meat stung their noses.

""......""

The two stood frozen for a moment. Anger, bewilderment, sadness... It wasn't these emotions that froze the girls. Simply, an intense shock that washed over them. For children who hadn't even reached adulthood, it was a rather cruel sight.

'I knew they would react like this, but...'

Green and blue eyes filled with horror. It was fortunate there were no human-looking remains. If there had been anything that could be presumed as such, at least one of them would have surely fainted. A sigh briefly escaped me.

'Even if it's for Regia's growth... is this truly right?'

Wouldn't it have been better if I had come into the laboratory alone from the beginning? Such regrets briefly crossed my mind, but I soon shook my head.

'......It's a necessary process.'

Regia's growth was a crucial matter. A certain item obtained in the latter half of the story. To use it perfectly, the protagonist had to be in a state of complete awakening. This fragile appearance, as she was now, was problematic.

As an item that appears as a key to the ending, the outcome of the ending depended on how well Regia utilized it. To exaggerate slightly, it could even be said to be a matter concerning the fate of the world.

"W-what in the world happened here...?"

Therefore, the girl's growth was essential. To lead this world to a happy ending, a narrative of overcoming pain and rising stronger was needed. To the extent that her wish could reach 'it'.

Growth always entails pain. Last time, I stopped Emilia's bullying. When considering the long term, I needed to moderately ignore the trials that came upon her. Because she had to learn how to endure on her own.

"......Ugh."

Regia stepped backward. Watching the girl desperately trying to swallow her nausea, my heart felt inexplicably heavy. I inwardly replayed my regretful thoughts.

My beloved protagonist. As she met a tragic end in the original work, this time, I wanted to protect you from pain. But fate seemed to wish for you to finally become an adult.

"Regia-yang."

"......Young Master."

I gently stroked the girl's head. The warmth that tinged my palm. It was a warmth that felt particularly poignant. As I calmed the protagonist with a gentle touch, the villainess beside me suddenly murmured, in a somewhat serious voice.

"I had an ominous feeling from the start, but... as expected, this basement doesn't look like a normal facility."

"I agree."

"We should stop moving forward any further."

"Lady."

"Let's go back the way we came. It would be best to return to where we first teleported."

"Excuse me, Lady."

"I won't back down this time! After seeing such an ominous sight, are you seriously going to suggest we keep searching this place?!"

"That's not it. I was just trying to..."

Emilia was completely on edge. I shook my head at her agitated outburst and slowly raised a finger to point to the opposite side. It was the door to the laboratory we had just passed through. There.

"I was merely going to say that it seems too late to go back."

Some things were blocking the way. The children momentarily forgot their conversation and looked in the direction I pointed.

*Growl-.*

Grotesque breathing sounds echoed. It was definitely a beast's cry, yet it had a terribly alien quality to it. It cracked and splintered as if multiple vocal cords had been cut and reattached.

Deep blue glowing teeth glared our way. From their horribly torn cheeks, the beast's dental structure was clearly exposed, and dirty drool was profusely dripping. Tentacles squirmed where eyes should have been. Some of them had the upper body of a wolf, but their lower body was mutated like a spider.

Truly a nightmarish scene.

"W-what are those...?!"

"Where in the world did such horrifying creatures come from...!"

The trash mobs inhabiting the abandoned laboratory. Lesser Chimeras, 'Failed Wolf Mutants'. They let out strange cries, staring at us as if ready to pounce at any moment. The tentacles attached to their eyeballs were quite grotesque.

They weren't exactly pleasant designs in the game either. Seeing them in real life, their appearance was even more chilling. To mass-produce such creatures under the mere pretext of experimentation... Baob, these bastards were definitely crazy. Thanks to them, it looks like I'll have to clean up.

"Everyone, prepare yourselves. It seems they have no intention of letting us pass peacefully."

I calmly gave the command. As I collected my lies with my fingertips, Emilia, now holding an ice spear, stood by my side. Regia was preparing her incantations from behind.

"See? I told you not to move from the start!"

"Wouldn't we have encountered them even sooner if we had done that?"

"I don't know!"

"Rest assured. They aren't as difficult as you might think."

"Their appearance is the most terrifying I've ever seen in my life, you know?!"

Emilia reacted sharply, shrouding her entire body in mana. Perhaps because they were in immediate danger, the deal seemed to have been completely forgotten. I chuckled.

"For now, the immediate situation at hand takes precedence, doesn't it?"

*Growl, screech-!*

The mutants, who had been lurking and waiting for an opportunity, soon bared their fierce teeth and simultaneously pushed off the ground, charging towards us.

"Alright then."

I stepped forward. A sword made of shadow was held in each hand. Immediately after.

"Shall we try to survive?"

*Thrust!*

The black blade plunged into the brow of the mutant that had come right up to me. As I smoothly withdrew the blade, two wolves ambushed me from both sides.

*Swish!*

I spun around, tracing a dance line. The black blade slashed through the air. The short, concise sword path resembled elegantly written calligraphy. And the next moment.

*Slice!*

The upper halves of the wolves, severed at an unknown moment, fell to the floor. Putrid blood soaked the surroundings. In an instant, three mutants met their end. I stopped in place, while emitting a faint killing intent.

"Heh heh."

It was a message of sorts, conveyed to the person who was currently watching this entire situation from beyond the screen.

"Just wait."

Once this trifling matter is over, I'll come straight for your neck. With my lips twitching slightly, I smiled meaningfully.

        
            Whoosh-!

A sharp shadow sliced through the wind and moved forward.

The pitch black became a thin line, cutting through an instant, and only an elegantly continuing trajectory embroidered the air.

Before long, the sword's tip cut through flesh.

Slice-.

Immediately after, the head of the rushing monster split in half.

It couldn't even let out a brief scream. The fragments of the breathless beast scattered across the floor.

Black, putrid blood splattered at his feet.

The squint-eyed boy calmly observed such death.

"Hm."

A short hum.

Already, dozens of wolf carcasses, cut into pieces, lay scattered around.

Each one had been mercilessly sliced apart.

The boy shook off the residue clinging to his sword.

Though the laboratory was stained with blood, there wasn't a single splatter on the Snake's clothes.

It was truly an overwhelming sight.

A chilling killing intent spread with the cool air.

"Oh dear... Have they gotten scared, perhaps?"

The mutated creatures hesitated to attack.

Seeing the wavering monsters, the boy smiled as if amused.

It was the taunt of a vicious predator.

Screech-!

Had they fallen for such a provocation?

A few at the front swung their tentacles and lunged, but a slash came flying as if it had been waiting.

The shadow swallowed the monsters' ugliness.

Thud...

Following a somewhat feeble tearing sound, holes were simultaneously punched through the wolves' chests.

A single strike that only carved out their hearts.

The beasts, having lost their unique lifebeat, soon collapsed.

He handled them as if they were mere toys.

"They're certainly failures, so their completion isn't very high, is it?"

Chimera creation based on beasts.

Normally, the focus is on extreme vitality, so it was standard to modify them to remain alive even if their heads were severed.

Because the goal was to create immortal demonic beasts.

But these wolves were different.

They clearly possessed ferocious strength, but their vitality appeared remarkably lower than usual.

It felt strongly like they had been arbitrarily mixed, not following standard procedures.

It seemed closer to someone's pastime.

"If they're bored, they should just read a book... I never understand cultists."

The Snake clicked his tongue softly.

For a while, he had a regrettable expression, then suddenly turned his head to look towards his companions.

There, the girls were struggling against the mutated creatures.

CRASH-! Thud, Crunch-!

The somewhat brutal sounds echoing were impressive.

The two of them were calmly responding.

Emilia would deter anything that approached, and Regia would intercept with basic magic – that was the flow.

If there was one regrettable point:

"Hey, commoner! Can't you summon that magnificent familiar this time either?"

"S-sorry. I've been trying since earlier, but...!"

"You're nothing but dead weight!!"

"S-sorry!"

"Enough! Don't get in the way, just move!"

The summoning was causing trouble again.

Perhaps her heart was shaken by the sudden attack, as her incantations kept failing.

Finally giving up, Regia prepared basic magic.

"What do you even plan to do with such an attack...!"

Did she think it was useless?

Emilia harshly rebuked her and unleashed her mana.

Dense snowflakes bloomed in the air.

The boy, who had been quietly watching the scene, soon let out a bitter laugh and murmured.

"......It seems it's still difficult."

It seemed there was still a long way to go until awakening.

The Snake calmly took a step. At the same time, he snapped his fingers towards the mutated creatures threatening the girls.

A tearing sound that passed in an instant.

Snap-!

"Now."

The baring-fanged wolves floated into the air.

As they struggled hideously, oozing slime, an ice arrow flew in from somewhere and pierced their torsos.

The Snake and the Vain Girl's gazes crossed.

Emilia gasped for breath as if exhausted.

"Haa, haa... They just keep coming, endlessly."

"You seem to be struggling."

"I understand you want to provoke me, but can you hold back a little in this situation?"

"I was genuinely worried, though."

"As if."

Her brows furrowed prettily.

Deep irritation was evident in her blue eyes.

"Those monsters, I mean. They seem to have been created in this basement, don't they?"

"I think so too."

"Chimera experiments... It seems we're involved in something far from ordinary."

"It's been forbidden knowledge in the Empire for a long time. It appears they were conducting research in a place no one could find, like this."

"It's the worst in many ways."

"Heh heh."

It was a troublesome situation, but.

It wasn't entirely hopeless.

"Still, at this level, we can manage."

"After all, only highly skilled people are gathered here. Regia seems to be adapting too."

"Anyway."

The wolves were simply numerous.

Their individual strength wasn't great.

Most Gallimard students could calmly handle all of them.

Emilia loaded mana at her fingertips.

"It would be best to quickly clear them out and look for an exit."

"I will draw the wolves' attention."

"The commoner and I will help with long-range attacks. It seems inefficient to confront them directly."

"I'll leave it to you."

Thump-!

With a short laugh, the Snake made a long leap.

As the boy leaped into the midst of the mutated creatures, the two girls unleashed magic from a distance.

Just as they were continuing the extermination.

RUMBLE-!

Suddenly, a huge vibration filled the basement.

"......?!"

Was it an earthquake?

It was a heavy tremor, making it difficult to maintain balance.

The sudden explosion of sound deafened their ears.

BOOM-! RUMBLE-!

The sound came from the laboratory ceiling.

A tearing sound, as if something was breaking and crushing.

The children couldn't hide their surprise and lifted their heads.

The next moment.

CRASHHHHH-!

With a powerful impact, one side of the ceiling collapsed.

A hole with a wide diameter opened, and something of unknown identity fell through it.

A gigantic silhouette.

Below it were the mutated creatures and.

"Oh."

The squint-eyed boy was there.

Before he could even react, it crushed everything around it.

CRUUUUMBLE-!

Thick dust rose.

Broken fragments scattered everywhere.

An event that happened in the blink of an eye.

The children, who had been standing dumbfounded, soon turned horrified and screamed.

Towards the boy who was no longer visible.

"Y-Young Master-nim...?!"

"What is this suddenly...?!"

The children stared at that spot.

The space spread into overwhelming chaos.

The two, desperately searching for the boy, soon made eye contact with 'something' looking down at them.

Their breath hitched.

"......"

It was no coincidence that they closed their mouths at the same time.

An unctuous, alien sensation flowed down. It felt as if a physical pressure was strangling their throats.

Their breathing trembled involuntarily.

<Wuaaa... Aaa>

A wriggling movement like a jellyfish.

Perhaps it was made by stitching together the internal organs of beasts, as its surface was entirely covered in a pale pink hue.

A repulsive size, easily over 15 meters.

Hundreds of tentacles branched out.

Its entire body was densely embedded with large and small eyeballs.

<Aaa...>

A mouth situated in the center.

Its torso split into five sections, revealing an interior densely packed with teeth.

An unpleasant breath swept through the entire basement.

The characteristic stench of decay from a corpse wafted.

The monster twisted its body, making strange wailing sounds.

<Aaaaa... Aaa!!!>

Following its piercing scream, the entire laboratory shook.

[EP5. Midterm Exam]

-Abandoned Laboratory, The Monster That Cannot Laugh-

The monster that cannot laugh.

It was the appearance of a boss monster.

***

Emilia was frozen, holding her breath.

What met her sight were countless eyes staring at her.

And wriggling tentacles.

<Aaaaa... Aaa!!!>

The monster shrieked with its mouth open.

Between its split torso, densely packed teeth were visible. It looked as if it could grind everything to dust at any moment.

Emilia couldn't react at all.

"......"

Fear that crushed her very being.

Just facing it made her consciousness hazy. It was truly an overwhelming presence.

If she relaxed her guard for even a moment.

It felt as if her entire body would be crushed.

The same was true for Regia, standing beside her.

Her face had turned pale, and she was frozen, unable to even twitch a finger.

Both instinctively knew they were at death's doorstep.

<Aaa... Wua?>

Should it be called a brief stroke of luck?

The monster, which had been in a frenzy, shifted its gaze to another direction.

The mutated creatures lying crushed on the floor.

Its attention seemed to be drawn to the creatures that had now become mere chunks of meat.

It moved its tentacles.

Slither, slither-!

It peeled off the wolves stuck to the ground one by one and shoved them into its massive mouth.

It fully chewed and devoured the raw flesh, of which only fragments remained.

Crunch, crunch-!

The sound of bones, which hadn't been completely crushed, being pulverized echoed.

Just hearing it made her feel nauseous.

<Aaa... Uaaa>

Was the Young Master-nim's body in there too?

She couldn't tell. It was difficult to find the boy among the corpses clumped together like meat balls.

Death had been instantaneous.

There was no possibility of him being alive.

Since something like that had fallen directly onto his head, he must have at least left without feeling any pain.

Emilia couldn't avert her dazed gaze.

Grind, snap, crunch-!

The ravenous meal continued.

Watching the scene of blood and flesh splattering, her frightened reason clung to her sanity.

Only one thought spread through her mind.

'I have to escape.'

It was instinct.

The instinct of a living being craving survival.

Her blue eyes quickly scanned her surroundings.

She was looking for a way out.

'If I run a little, I can get to the hallway.'

Emilia glanced at the nearby exit.

The monster had an enormous body.

Currently, it was a spacious laboratory, but with that body, it would clearly get stuck in the doorway leading to the hallway.

It was arguably the most probable route.

'The problem is......'

The monster wouldn't just stand by and watch.

Based on her current position, it would take about 10 seconds to reach the door.

That was more than enough time to be caught by a disgusting tentacle.

Therefore, it was needed.

A bait that could buy her 10 seconds to reach the door.

"......"

Emilia subtly glanced to her right.

There stood a pink-haired girl. Her shoulders were trembling, as if she was terrified.

She had been annoying dead weight, holding them back since earlier.

'Bait.'

If she froze Regia's legs right now.

And then escaped alone while Regia couldn't move, wouldn't she be able to buy herself a little time from the monster?

She didn't know if she could reach the door, but.

It was definitely worth trying.

For her, survival was always the priority.

'There's nothing I can do.'

Pitiably wavering green eyes.

Regia's half-crying expression bothered her, but Emilia decided to ignore it.

She murmured, as if hypnotizing herself.

'Someone has to be sacrificed anyway.'

Someone had to be the bait.

To save the other.

Then, naturally, the role of sacrifice should fall to the more useless, low-born existence.

Emilia gnawed on her lip.

'Because I am a special person.'

She was different from a commoner with no lineage.

She was born with the grace of Vanity, a person praised for her noble bloodline.

There was an unbridgeable difference from the very foundation.

'I am special... Because I am special, I'll be fine.'

The girl rationalized her ugliness.

By praising herself, she created a reason to live, and by belittling others, she created a reason to use them as bait.

She gathered mana at the tips of her slender fingers.

-Young Lady-nim, I dare to ask why you wish to stand at the top of the class so much.

Why was it?

That a single question thrown by Young Master Snakers was passing through her ears.

At that time, the girl had replied:

-Because I am exceptional.

-Unlike an unqualified fool like you, I am a person who rightfully belongs in that position.

Her thoughts from that time hadn't changed.

Emilia believed herself to be a qualified person.

The girl opened her eyes wide.

Above her blue pupils, a venomous light shimmered brightly.

'I will survive.'

She unleashed her magic.

Immediately following the cooling temperature, deadly frost flowers bloomed in her palm.

She felt Regia's bewildered gaze.

-Emilia.

-You can forget all other words, but you must live remembering this one thing.

Because I am a special person.

Because I am a valuable person.

She hardened her heart.

-Light... only truly holds value when there is someone to illuminate.

Even if it meant throwing the person next to her as bait, she would definitely survive.

Yes.

That's what she had clearly intended.

She had definitely resolved to do so, but......

"Commoner."

"Young Lady-nim...?"

Why couldn't she act as she thought?

"Run out the door right now."

The villainess spoke curtly.

Towards the protagonist standing with a hardened expression.

"I'll buy some time here... You, at least, survive and get out."

"Y-yes...?"

"I won't be able to hold out for very long."

Her voice rang out calmly.

Her sharp tone was a means to erase her trembling.

Clang-.

Before she knew it, a spear made of ice was in her hand.

The girl twirled it and took one step at a time towards the monster.

Behind her, a subtle scent of winter wafted.

"It's fine."

Emilia murmured again, as if hypnotizing herself.

"Because I am a special person."

Immediately after.

The girl swung her spear and charged at the monster.

Meanwhile.

The squint-eyed boy had been watching all these scenes.

As if very amused.

        
            The villainess quietly furrowed her brow.

-More than shining, I wished to become a star that illuminates.

A hope she had fully cherished in her childhood.

But perhaps it was due to her harsh life.

The world didn't leave her as merely a child, and the girl had to struggle through a fierce daily life.

Just to survive.

In the end, she forgot.

Her once pure heart now held a murky hue.

It was the process of becoming an adult.

'To protect the family from the elders... I must always show a venomous appearance.'

She hid her fragile sincerity.

So others wouldn't look down on her, she donned an even more venomous shell.

The villainess, painting hypocrisy in her heart.

Because of that.

She sometimes felt a sense of disconnect.

As if she had become someone else.

As if the self she loved as a child was being uglily worn away with age.

The villainess occasionally regretted the dawn.

'......Honestly, I hated it.'

Forgetting her childhood.

Even if it was an inevitable process of becoming an adult, wasn't she parting with it too early?

There were days she agonized over such thoughts.

'But that was the best option.'

The girl forcibly erased herself.

She changed to survive.

The doll reflected beyond the mirror felt increasingly unfamiliar.

As the aspects of herself she loved were torn away one by one, the villainess tried to fill that sense of loss with something else.

That was the recognition of others.

'A special person.'

She wanted to be a special person.

A sparkling star.

The compulsion had soon settled into obsession.

The girl accepted that she had become an adult, and no longer suffered from reflecting on her childhood.

She thought she had become dulled.

"Run out the door immediately."

That is, until an unthinkable statement burst from her lips.

"I'll try to buy some time here... you at least get out alive."

"Y-yes...?"

"I won't be able to hold out for long."

It was a simple change of heart.

-Emilia.

-You can forget all other words, but you must live remembering this one thing.

It was precisely then.

A nostalgic voice echoed in her ears.

-Light... only has value when there is someone to illuminate.

A situation facing death.

A forgotten phrase colored her mind.

Like her life flashing before her eyes.

"It's fine."

She seemed annoyed.

Her own frightened appearance, the ugly trembling, was pathetic.

She hated that.

"Because I am a special person."

Perhaps even this was vanity.

If she survived at the threshold of death, she thought she could at least show off to that commoner.

Emilia kicked off the ground.

At the same time, she hurled her spear with full force.

Whoosh!

The javelin streaked forward at high speed.

The strike, flying like a blue thread, was soon blocked by writhing tentacles.

Subsequently, the monster's eyes fixed on the villainess.

<Ah... Ugh?>

It groaned, its massive mouth agape.

Hundreds of eyeballs plastered all over its body simultaneously stared in one direction.

A scene beyond bizarre.

For a moment, she was tinged with fear, but she didn't stop.

She exploded her mana even more fiercely, scattering murderous intent around her.

To surely draw the monster's attention.

Snowflakes soared into the air.

Following the pure white afterimages, a biting wind raged.

<Ugh, Aah...!>

Sharp fragments of ice struck the monster.

Perhaps surprised by the sudden rebellion of its prey, it reacted by swinging its tentacles wildly in all directions.

Soon, a roar of fury echoed.

<Uwaaahhh!!>

A scream that seemed to tear eardrums.

Immediately after the unpleasant noise, the monster extended its tentacles towards Emilia as if annoyed.

It seemed considerably enraged.

The villainess hastily deployed her magic.

Crack, crunch!

The small snowflakes clumped together, forming a massive shield.

It collided with the rapidly surging tentacles.

Boom!

Perhaps it was because she poured in all her remaining mana.

Despite being a somewhat hastily constructed defense, it barely held up.

Successive impacts struck the shield.

The girl gritted her teeth and tightened her grip.

"Ugh...!"

It was a terrible struggle of strength.

A fight where the sheer size difference was mismatched. Yet, Emilia resisted, utilizing her techniques to their limits.

Crunch, crunch!

The flow of mana was meticulously adjusted.

The arrangement intricately wove them together.

Such detail condensed the coldness, forming a density comparable to steel.

Control beyond limits.

"Just a little more...!"

An untimely winter wind gathered.

Amidst the raging tempest, the girl stared wide-eyed with pure tenacity.

Her blue eyes, flickering with light.

Thud! Boom!

With each moment the tentacles struck, the laboratory resonated.

The intense bursts of sound evoked a sense of futility.

She was doing her best, but even this was ultimately just buying time.

Cracks slowly appeared on the shield.

<Screech!!!>

The monster let out a shriek unlike any before.

Realizing her diminishing endurance, Emilia murmured softly.

'Even so, this much... wasn't it enough?'

The time the girl had bought was a staggering 21 seconds.

This was more than enough time for Regia to escape the laboratory.

'I think I tried quite hard.'

The villainess had disliked the protagonist from the start.

A commoner who entered with excellent grades, someone with more brilliant talent than herself.

It was hard to admit that fact.

Perhaps it was jealousy.

Still.

In the end, she had won.

Regia had fled and wasn't here, but Emilia remained alone, shining until the very end.

A nobly floating star.

She savored her pointless moral victory.

"Because I am special."

Just as she put strength into the shield once more.

"Lady!"

Boom!

A fireball, flying from somewhere, struck the monster's face.

The unexpected ambush made the tentacles falter.

"Ugh...!"

Emilia barely managed to restore her shield.

Where she turned her head, a pink-haired girl stood.

"You...?"

"Lady!!"

Shaking green eyes.

The villainess, seeing the protagonist, cried out in shock.

"Commoner?! Why are you still here?!"

"How could I leave the Lady alone and go!"

"I clearly told you to run away, you idiot...!"

She opened her mouth as if to rebuke, but soon realized it wasn't the situation for that.

Because tentacles were flying down right above them.

Boom!

A heavy impact descended.

As she regulated her scattered mana, she saw Regia kneeling right beside her.

Regia placed both hands on the ground.

She drew mana around the floor as if painting.

The girl shouted.

"I'll summon Epri! She can definitely buy enough time for the two of us to escape!"

"Weren't you unable to use summoning magic when you were scared...?!"

"Exactly! I'll keep trying until it works!"

"Are you crazy?!"

"There's no other way!!"

It was a dangerous plan.

Summoning magic consumed a large amount of mana just by attempting it, so Regia could easily collapse from mana exhaustion first.

A gamble like this, when even the shield could shatter at any moment.

However.

In the current situation, it was also the most viable hope.

If she succeeded in summoning a wyvern, its unique overwhelming power could carve a path for them.

In short, it was an all-or-nothing situation.

"This is really driving me crazy...!"

Emilia frowned.

There were no other options.

The villainess finally decided to trust the protagonist's potential and nodded.

Blue mana shimmered in all directions.

"The shield will last for one minute at most! You absolutely must succeed within that time...!"

Snowflakes spreading everywhere.

In that scene, the two of them were confronting the monster.

***

Meanwhile.

Slitted eyes dissolved in the darkness.

Beyond the thick curtain of shadows, the figures of children engaged in a fierce struggle were visible.

I was watching every scene.

"Hmm."

I, who had been quietly humming, soon murmured a single word.

It was a reaction filled with surprise.

"Unexpected."

The blue-haired girl.

My eyes were fixed on the villainess, who was enduring the monster's attack.

"I hadn't expected it at all... that she would choose sacrifice there."

Originally, it was a stage for Regia.

The idea was for her to gain experience by facing a terrifying enemy and lead to the precursor of an awakening.

In a word, a growth event.

To create an extreme situation, I even pretended to be dead.

Since I had even embedded safety measures to prepare for any potential injuries, I thought all I had to do now was quietly observe.

"It completely deviated from the intention, you see."

The development flowed in an unexpected direction.

At its center was Emilia Vanity, the villainess young lady who had relentlessly tormented Regia in the original work.

She volunteered to be the bait and stepped forward.

-Run out the door immediately.

Honestly, I hadn't held any expectations.

Even if there were hidden circumstances, she was still a villain who pushed the protagonist to the brink.

I thought there would be a fixed destiny.

Therefore.

I had planned to give her a pass even if she just didn't backstab Regia.

But Emilia actually showed potential beyond that.

-I'll try to buy some time here... you at least get out alive.

I remember her pupils, which shone brilliantly for a moment.

Her gaze sparkled like a star. It was poignant in the face of death, yet also tenacious enough not to break.

A resolve that sent chills down one's spine.

This time, it wasn't just vanity.

It was a nobility that broke a predetermined fate and moved towards a new path.

I had encountered her 1943 times in my previous lives, but this life was the only one where she showed such dramatic regeneration.

She seemed to be stating proudly.

-Because I am special.

That she was a being capable of change.

Not to arbitrarily define her future, her existence, her character.

"She proved it."

I had no choice but to acknowledge it.

The vain person who craved praise in a world where only she lived had now learned to care for others and be together.

She was no longer alone on the star.

"I praise you. This time, it will matter."

A faint smile spread across my lips.

Shaking off the lingering emotion, I focused once again on the scene unfolding before me.

"Well... it seems the boss strategy isn't going well for them."

Already, 10 minutes had passed since the battle began.

The children, who had initially seemed to barely hold on, now appeared to have completely given up hope.

Their gamble had failed.

Regia, who had overexerted herself trying to summon multiple times, eventually lost consciousness, likely due to mana exhaustion.

Emilia was sitting blankly.

The unconscious protagonist was cradled in the villainess's arms.

"Have they given up?"

In fact, it was natural for those two to lose.

Even if they had succeeded in summoning, the result would probably have been the same.

From the beginning, this stage was an event where defeat was inevitable unless one used cheats.

[EP5. Midterm Exam]
-Abandoned Laboratory, The Monster That Cannot Laugh-

Boss Monster, the Monster That Cannot Laugh.

This monster was set up to be impossible to defeat in the early stages.

It's easy to think of it as a typical guaranteed-loss event that sometimes appears in various games.

"It was closer to a stepping stone leading to the next episode."

In the original work, Regia also loses.

The monster tied the protagonist with its tentacles and dragged her to an unknown location.

It was kidnapping the player.

The episode that followed was.

[EP6. Bergen Belsen]
-The Lost Girl, The Monsters That Cannot Cry-

Originally, both episodes were parts that showed the wickedness of a black magic organization called 'Baobab'.

This time, it was going to be a little different.

"It seems it's about time I stepped in."

Black mages tormenting the protagonist's party is a sufficiently clichéd development, isn't it?

So, wouldn't it be okay to reverse it sometimes?

I smiled slyly.

"Hehe."

Shadows gathered around me.

I stepped towards the outside scenery.

***

"......Is this how it ends?"

Emilia murmured blankly.

She was kneeling on the floor, waiting for the slowly approaching death.

The shield above her head was completely cracked.

"It feels so futile."

Her voice, quietly murmuring.

The unconscious protagonist lay in the villainess's arms.

Emilia idly stroked the pink hair.

The warm body temperature touching her fingertips felt uniquely fleeting. It made her feel alive.

She felt as though she couldn't remain detached from the imminent end.

Thump-thump-thump-thump!

She was feigning composure, but she couldn't deceive her own pounding heart.

Her heart pounded as if it would burst.

'......It's still scary, after all.'

Even though it was a choice she had made herself, tears kept flowing.

She bit her lip tightly.

Boom! Thud!

The cracks in the shield grew larger little by little.

Through the widening cracks, tentacles could be seen. They were filled with the intent to tear their prey apart at any moment.

Emilia chuckled softly.

'I didn't think I'd die like this.'

There was only regret.

The days she struggled desperately to survive flashed by.

Life was truly this futile.

'I'm sorry, Ruthka.'

She had wanted to stay by his side as his only family, but in the end, she would face her end first.

If he were left alone, the family elders wouldn't leave him be.

She was a sister lacking in many ways.

Hot tears streamed down her cheeks.

<Screech!!!>

CRASH-!!

The shield finally shattered.

Through the fragments of ice, the monster's form emerged. It was smiling with its hideous mouth agape.

The tentacles writhed and twitched, grotesquely tangled.

The gods were truly heartless.

Truth, revenge, happiness, success, love... she hadn't achieved a single one.

To take her breath at her most pathetic moment.

"What a pity."

She hadn't yet uncovered the truth about her parents' deaths.

She hadn't been able to take revenge on the abominable family elders.

Ruthka had a fiancée. She hadn't even seen her younger brother's wedding.

She hadn't achieved her dream of becoming the empire's best ice mage.

"Even love, which I'd only read about in books... I wanted to experience it someday."

She only murmured bitter laments.

The villainess carefully laid the protagonist's unconscious body onto the floor.

And then she rose to her feet alone.

"......Perhaps I should have lived a little more kindly."

It was the reminiscence of a condemned prisoner awaiting execution.

In the girl's hand was a blue spear. It was ice, carved by squeezing out her last strength.

Perhaps due to insufficient output, it had a crude shape.

Of course, that was enough.

The girl moved her trembling arm, aiming the spear tip at the monster.

If her future was to be swept away and shattered by fate anyway.

She intended to fight until the very end in this damned tragedy.

"Haa, haa..."

As she caught her tired breath, dozens of tentacles suddenly flew rapidly towards her.

Massive whips descended above her head.

Emilia gently closed her eyelids.

'......I just hope it doesn't hurt too much.'

Holding a faint wish.

The surging end flashed by like a play. Just before the tentacles enveloped the girls.

Precisely then.

Slice!

A clean cutting sound that stimulated her ears.

When she opened her closed eyes, fragments of tentacles floating in the air came into view.

Every single one of them was sliced into small pieces.

"......?"

As she stared at the unreal scene, dumbfounded, a familiar voice was heard.

Jet-black shadows scattered before her eyes.

"Oh dear... truly a moment of crisis, isn't it?"

The shadow, standing behind her at some point.

As if performing a display of affection, it rested its chin on the girl's shoulder.

Thick golden hair shimmered in her vision.

"Lady."

When she turned her head, what she saw was none other than a snake.

The boy, who appeared from who knows where, leaned against the villainess with a sly smile.

A wicked whisper colored her earlobe.

It was a breath that made one feel dazed just by hearing it.

"Do you need power?"

The snake flicked its tongue.

Emilia, frozen, stared at the slitted eyes.

Through the slightly parted gap, white pupils she had never seen before gazed at her.

A sticky sense of unease ran down her throat.

"I think I might be able to help you."

The corner of its eye, smiling faintly.

Shone more dangerously than any tragedy.

        
            [Leave, stranger.]

Originally, she was an irredeemable villain.

An extra consumed by inferiority towards others, tormenting the protagonist with a twisted heart.

A role no one liked.

[I can't accept it.]

[Why is everyone cheering for such a commoner...?]

[I'm superior, aren't I? What right does she have to smile so confidently when she comes from nothing?]

The girl's obsession led her down the wrong path.

She envied the protagonist, who possessed brilliant talent, and her spiteful jealousy soon blossomed into a vile ugliness.

Perhaps it was the tears of one who lacked.

[I don't like it.]

Before long, the girl hated the protagonist.

She despised her, ignored her, and distorted her.

Sometimes, she even directly cornered her, attempting to erase her place in the academy.

It was, one might say, a typical story of an unlikable villainess.

A stumbling block, or an obstacle.

Considering the atrocities Emilia committed in the original story, crushing her in the bud was one method.

I could have made her exit early to prevent her from playing any tricks on the protagonist.

Because I had the power to do so.

A troublesome extra like her could be dealt with any time I wished.

However, the reason I didn't was simple.

'She hasn't committed any wrongdoing yet.'

I know the future.

But does that mean it's right to punish her for a crime she hasn't committed yet?

A fundamental question made me hesitate.

Perhaps she could change.

Of course, I didn't have high hopes.

A predetermined fate. I knew how unfairly it unfolded.

I merely watched.

'You never know.'

Those two words always leave a sliver of possibility.

No matter how dark a villain may be, there's always one belief they want to uphold while living in the world.

I was no different.

'I want to see a future that didn't exist.'

Perhaps it could be undone before it's too late.

Even with knowledge of the original story, I hoped it wasn't the entirety that confined this world.

I wanted every child to live their own story.

Opportunities, dilemmas, choices... intersecting through countless processes.

"Lady."

This time, my faith was rewarded.

"......"

"Do you need strength?"

Her blue eyes trembled blankly.

I wanted to know more about the girl's new story that would unfold from now on.

"I think I can help you."

So, I reached out my hand.

To my commendable and pitiful extra.

Towards the vain girl who could no longer be called a villainess, the snake smiled kindly.

Blessing the faintly blooming petals.

***

<Screech!!!>

Fragments of tentacles floated in the air.

Behind the ear-piercing screams, the monster thrashed in pain, retreating.

The scene shifted in an instant.

"......"

The villainess stood blankly.

It was a chaotic situation with blood and flesh splattering, but her frozen body showed no signs of moving.

Every scene unfolded slowly.

As if the world's time had stopped.

Unreal.

The sight before her eyes resembled a dream.

As she gazed with a dazed expression, someone stood at the point where all questions converged.

It was a golden snake.

"Heh heh."

A sweet, lingering scent tickled her ears.

A blonde boy rested his chin on her slender shoulder. His distinct sweet body odor brushed past her nose.

The villainess's breath caught in her throat.

"Oh dear... Was my appearance too sudden?"

The snake murmured leisurely.

Even with the monster right before his eyes, he showed not a hint of fear.

On the contrary, his lips curved as if he was amused.

Looking at him, a question involuntarily escaped her.

"......How?"

The girl murmured blankly.

Her voice, having lost its characteristic sharp edge, was filled only with fantasy.

She questioned inwardly.

How could he be alive?

She had clearly seen him crushed under the monster, but now he looked perfectly fine without a single injury.

It was a difficult situation to comprehend.

But the boy merely whispered softly in response.

"It's a secret."

A voice filled with mischief.

Even with such a childish disguise, there was a peculiar ominousness that couldn't be hidden.

"Lady?"

A subtle flicker of killing intent.

Darkness consumed the entire laboratory.

Eyes that silenced the atmosphere.

This was not the usual frivolous mood. She could tell just by the aura she felt.

It was overwhelming strength, simply put.

"You don't have to be too nervous."

"......"

Emilia held her breath as much as possible.

No more questions existed. It was simply unilateral obedience.

The first encounter with such boundless power.

A tremendous sense of deprivation crushed her entire body.

She gave up on understanding.

The girl froze in place.

As she remained still, the boy, who had been leaning on her, reacted with a mischievous grin.

A small whisper reached her ear.

"Lady."

"......"

"You told me then, didn't you? That you wanted to live."

"......"

'Then' - was he referring to what happened right before her execution?

The day she begged on her knees, ugly and desperate.

*Please, Young Master.*

*I want to live.*

*Hah, ugh... because I want to live.*

The boy smiled slyly.

Their faces were close together. The breath brushing her earlobe was especially intoxicating.

Her heart fluttered with a faint tremor.

A dazzling light gleamed in his white pupils.

"Like then... would you like to make a deal again?"

The snake flicked his tongue.

The boy offered a proposal amidst the swirling darkness.

"I will help your story continue."

Life.

"If you take my hand... you can overcome that monster and escape this hell."

The snake's offer was incredibly sweet.

Just moments before, she had been facing death, and now he was offering a glimmer of hope she had given up on.

The girl, moving past regret, was given another chance.

"However, I want you to live for me."

The price to pay was none other than the girl herself.

"It's enough for you to always stay by my side... so that I can watch your story."

The boy said.

Emilia didn't know exactly what that meant, but she could only nod as if spellbound.

Surviving. Only that one thought filled her mind.

"This is a new deal."

The snake smiled gently.

Their foreheads met.

The warmth transmitted from his soft skin clouded her reason.

As she stood dazed for a while, she suddenly heard a cry she had forgotten.

<Screech!!!>

An excited scream.

Before them, the monster was thrashing.

Having recovered its wounds somehow, it was now swinging its tentacles wildly as it charged.

Yet, the boy remained relaxed.

"Don't panic."

The snake embraced the girl from behind.

He enveloped her slender body in his arms, then took hold of each of her wrists.

"As long as I'm here... you won't be pushed back, Lady."

*Shing-*

The boy raised Emilia's arm.

It was as if he was moving a doll.

The girl seemed surprised for a moment, then entrusted her body to his calm touch.

The cold spear tip pointed at the monster.

"Just for a moment."

Immediately after.

Shadows gathered slowly.

The pitch-blackness, entangling and colliding with itself, was soon swept up in a massive current, surging forward.

Accordingly, the ice also began to turn black.

"I will show you a new world."

The spear blade was coated in jet black.

Darkness gathered at her slender fingertips. It bloomed into a midnight frost flower.

Emilia felt a shiver run through her.

"It's a temporary power."

It was a sense of omnipotence.

Even amidst the chill that dyed a corner of her chest, the spear emitted a noble light, sharp and precise.

Emilia, who had been dazed, regained her stance.

Her arm moved on its own.

As if she knew exactly what to do.

<Howl, woooaah!!>

The monster was close, almost upon them.

Hundreds of tentacles poured down from above her head, but the girl merely gazed silently.

Of course, not all fear had disappeared.

The terror she had felt from that monster still remained.

'Can I do it?'

Her blue eyes wavered.

However, there was a whisper in her ear, as if stating the obvious.

"You can do it."

In the calm encouragement, there was not a hint of doubt.

How long had it been since she received such pure trust? It was a childhood she could no longer remember.

A surging sense of fulfillment filled a corner of her chest.

The girl's eyes widened.

She unleashed her aura.

A strange sensation pooled in her palm. With all her might, she swung the spear straight.

The next moment.

*Slice-!*

A beautifully lingering afterimage.

A powerful cutting sound echoed along the slender trajectory.

"......"

It passed in slow motion.

A straight line drawn across the entire laboratory, and immediately after, the monster's body was split in half.

It was a single blow that cleanly severed its physical form.

<Argh! Screech...!>

The monster collapsed without even fully letting out its scream.

Black, putrid blood stained the floor, and the many eyes clinging to its skin lost their light.

A hideous mess of tentacles.

The girl stared at the scene with disbelieving eyes.

"Haah, haah...!"

As she gasped for breath, a voice came from right behind her.

"Didn't I tell you? That you could do it."

She wanted to turn her head and look at the boy, but suddenly her body lost strength.

Emilia stumbled a few times before collapsing to her knees.

The feeling of exhaustion that followed extreme tension.

Her consciousness flickered precariously, as if it would cut off at any moment.

"Oh dear."

The snake caught the collapsing girl.

Perhaps it was due to his exceptionally warm embrace.

Emilia felt relieved within the boy's clearly defined warmth.

"Excellent, Lady."

A sweet body odor brushed past her nose.

As if putting a sleepy child to bed, the snake slowly stroked the girl's back.

Her mind gradually blurred into haziness.

"Rest well. I'll take care of the rest now."

His palm covered her eyes.

Her vision completely darkened, and the last thing she remembered as her consciousness drifted away was...

"Good night."

A gentle whisper, tinged with affection.

        
            A sacred silence settled over the laboratory.

The swirling shadows had long since faded, leaving only the metallic scent of blood lingering in the air.

The fierce battle had finally come to an end.

.......

In my arms, a blue-haired girl lay.

Had the tension finally eased?

Beautiful with her shimmering, snowflake-like eyes, she seemed to have lost consciousness, as if her strength had run out.

Her faint breath brushed against my collar.

“It seems you were tired.”

Her eyelids were gently closed.

Pondering the warmth against my chest, I slowly lowered the girl's body to the floor.

Carefully, so as not to wake her.

Beside her lay the owner of the pink hair.

She, too, was unconscious.

Both were covered in dust, but neither seemed to have any serious injuries.

That, at least, was a relief.

“Even though I secretly intervened... it seems I couldn't help but worry.”

I offered a bitter smile.

I knew they wouldn't get hurt because of the safety measures, but at the same time, I kept on fretting.

Anxiety was always the illness of adults.

“It seems it was a needless worry, though.”

The children performed beyond expectations.

It must have been a terrifying situation, yet not a single one acted selfishly.

With a proud heart, I stroked the foreheads of the two girls.

A low whisper held a hint of affection.

“You both worked hard.”

The pilot, and the vain one.

Roles performed to the best of their abilities.

Many more things awaited them, but for now, it was time for rest.

I covered them with shadows, spread like a blanket.

“May you have good dreams.”

Snap!

I snapped my fingers.

Leaving the momentarily distorted space behind, a small barrier formed around the children.

Even if the Dean of Gallimard came, they wouldn't be able to break through this.

“I said it was over... but there are still personal matters to handle.”

I brushed off the inky blackness clinging to my fingertips.

Quite some time had passed since arriving at the laboratory, so the Academy would likely find our location soon.

About 30 minutes remained.

Is that a bit tight?

Considering the episode that would unfold next, I needed to build up enough here.

I turned my head, deep in thought.

<Ugh... Aaaah>

A grotesquely writhing form appeared in my sight.

Though its body was severed in half, and not a single tentacle could move properly, it somehow clung to life with its characteristic tenacity.

Left as it was, it seemed its breath would soon cease.

<Ah, aaah...>

A cry leaked from its horribly gaping maw.

Its red pupils blinked for the last time. In a way, they seemed tinged with sorrow.

I quietly met its gaze.

Putrid blood flowed down like tears.

.......

A monster unable to smile.

It was the worst experimental subject created by Baob, a disaster-grade chimera that left countless casualties in its wake.

“Poor thing.”

This, too, was merely one of the victims.

It had undergone mutation through an unwanted experiment, lost its original reason, and became a being that craved slaughter.

How could one not pity such a wretched life?

“This is truly the ugliness spawned by adults.”

All the mutated beings encountered today were created using animals as a base, but this monster was different.

It was the only chimera made from human material.

Its skin was tattered and torn.

Originally, it must have been a girl with a pure smile.

She became a monster before even turning ten.

If she wasn't even given the chance to forget her childhood, what adult in this world could resent her?

One could only pity a life so fleetingly shattered.

'I must keep my promise, then.'

I quietly extended my hand.

Shadows crept up from the floor. They swallowed the severed form.

The monster seemed to struggle for a moment.

Soon, it resigned itself and vanished into the darkness.

I placed her in a sub-space.

Here, she wouldn't be noticed by others, and she could rest in comfortable tranquility.

And I could take her out whenever I wished.

....... Hehe.

My mood had soured slightly, but I swallowed it down.

A bitter smile painted my lips.

Not much time remained.

It was time to bring the episode to a close.

I calmly took a step.

Leaving the chaotic, messy laboratory, I began to traverse the long corridor once more.

I moved my feet towards my destination.

'Let's see your face.'

A deep, dark basement.

To find the rat scurrying somewhere, hiding tightly.

***

Meanwhile, in the lowest level of the basement.

A hidden room, reachable only after descending seven flights of labyrinthine stairs.

A man stood there.

Clatter-!

A rather noisy sound echoed.

The man hastily gathered the scattered documents on his desk, preparing to leave the laboratory.

His pale face was visible between the folds of his disheveled robe.

“Damn it...!”

He spat out a rough curse.

His deep voice trembled uncharacteristically.

His fumbling hands, unable to find what he needed, clearly revealed the man's state of confusion.

As if trying to escape from something.

“How could such a being exist...?!”

He muttered, utterly terrified.

When he received this mission, he certainly hadn't been informed that such a monster existed.

He had only known it to be a simple matter.

“Fuck! This makes no sense...!”

Originally, it was nothing special.

The planned teleportation device theft, prepared through a secret route.

Using it to abduct one person.

The target was the rumored female student who handled a wyvern as a summoned beast.

-She's worth researching.
-Chimeras made from dragons have been rare until now... she would be a great stimulus for the believers.
-That child must be offered to our god.

Permission had been given to do whatever they wished with the two additional individuals who came along.

The man accepted the mission with delight.

It was a chance to personally feed the 'artwork'.

Students despairing before countless tentacles.

Imagining them being torn apart by soft flesh, a thrilling sensation flowed down his spine.

The man had anticipated such an ecstatic scene.

However.

[Oh dear... This is truly a moment of crisis.]

A boy appeared with a playful tone.

With a mere flick of his wrist, the numerous tentacles were instantly severed.

What could have happened?

Before he could even grasp the situation, a blue line was drawn in the air.

Immediately after, the massive body was effortlessly cut into pieces.

“Where the hell did such a monster come from...?!”

The finest artwork created in Belzen.

A top-grade chimera had been severed without being able to exert any power.

It was a strength beyond the norm.

A mere novice student overpowering a monster that even renowned heroes of the Empire struggled with.

The feeling was ominous.

[Hehe.]

Furthermore.

A meaningful smile, made while gazing at the screen.

It was an ominous smile, as if he knew he was being watched.

The man felt something was wrong.

A chilling sensation overtly swept over the back of his neck.

He felt as though something bad was about to happen.

The man immediately prepared to escape.

He planned to escape through the emergency stairs leading from the hidden room.

Since it was a location that couldn't be found by anyone other than the manager of this place, he didn't worry about being pursued.

“I need to return to headquarters right now.”

He had to inform the Cult Leader-nim of this fact.

That such a powerful being was hidden among the students, and that perhaps the informant had betrayed them.

The man stood up to escape this ominous place.

The next moment.

“I must quickly tell the Cult Leader-nim this fact...!”

“You seem busy?”

.......

A voice came from behind him.

The man's mind went blank, and he froze in place.

Clearly.

He hadn't heard any presence.

.......

“Where are you rushing off to so quickly?”

A leisurely voice brushed past his ears.

Slowly turning his creaking head, he saw the golden snake he had just been watching on the screen standing there.

Had he suddenly appeared from thin air?

The boy smiled with his eyes, nonchalantly.

It was a carefree smile, yet an alarm bell rang frantically in his mind.

If he didn't move now.

He wouldn't be able to escape death.

Instinctively, he channeled mana to his fingertips, unleashing an offensive spell.

But.

“An amusing attempt.”

Snap!

As the sound of fingers snapping echoed, the magic lingering on his fingers vanished.

At the same time, all his muscles stiffened.

As if he'd been afflicted by a paralyzing effect.

The man couldn't even blink his own eyes.

“I have many questions I'd like to ask.”

The snake offered a gentle smile.

Yet, a terrible killing intent swirled around him.

“You will have to answer many things for me.”

The boy's palm covered the man's face.

His chillingly cold body temperature shattered reason, creating an immense terror.

The snake murmured.

“There's no need to trouble your mouth to speak, you see?”

His white pupils glowed brilliantly.

The boy stared with his eyelids fully open. An inexplicable sense of deprivation crushed the man.

It resembled the gaze of a grim reaper.

The gaze of one staring at a sinful soul soon to be reaped.

“Because I intend to hear the answers directly from your brain.”

“Ah...”

Snap!

The snapping sound between fingers echoed once more.

Immediately after, the shadows covering the man's face erupted in a massive explosion.

The last scene remaining in his fading consciousness was.

“Then, may you sleep in nightmares.”

A coldly contemptuous white gaze.

***

After a short while.

Into the basement, which had been quiet for a while, several people stormed in.

They were none other than some professors from Gallimard.

“Find the students at once!”

The students who had vanished with the runaway magic circle.

Detection had been delayed due to the distorted mana, but swift action allowed them to backtrack the teleportation's destination.

Within 2 hours of their disappearance, the children's whereabouts were identified.

All available personnel instantly teleported to that location.

They hurried down the corridor.

As they continued their search, the professors soon discovered two students lying on the laboratory floor.

Pink hair, and blue hair.

“There are students here!”

“Regia Filers, and Emilia Vanity. They appear to be two of the three missing students.”

“Where is the other one?”

“I will search the surroundings further!”

“No, more importantly... what are all these things scattered around?”

“.......Animal corpses?”

The professors who entered the laboratory couldn't help but be considerably flustered.

It was due to the scene, truly a chaotic mess.

Two unconscious students.

Numerous unidentified chunks of flesh splattered all around.

Wolves, spiders, tentacles... countless corpses of creatures that seemed to be combinations of all sorts of beings.

The professors were dumbfounded.

“.......What is all this?”

.......

“What on earth happened here...?”

It was a space that conjured terrible imaginings.

What on earth had the students gone through during their 2 hours here?

As they were just casting useless glances around.

Thump-thump-.

Footsteps were heard from somewhere.

Perhaps due to the sudden presence. The professors reacted sensitively, each taking up their stances.

As they waited, holding their breath.

Suddenly, a sticky voice whispered in their ears.

“Oh dear... You're all a step too late.”

Their gazes focused.

Emerging from the deep darkness was none other than the golden snake.

His eyes were ominously curved into a smile.

“It's already too late.”

A single phrase that came with an especially profound meaning.

It was the appearance of the last student they had been searching for, yet for some reason, the professors found it difficult to relax.

Because there was a sinister aura constantly strangling their necks.

.......

The professors involuntarily swallowed dryly.

Of course, regardless, the boy merely approached them with leisurely steps.

“Hmm  You don't need to be so cautious, you know?”

.......

“The situation ended a long time ago, you see.”

Against a backdrop drenched in the smell of blood.

The snake flicked his tongue, as if amused.

“Please, rest assured.”

It was a greeting that made the temperature of the basement even colder.

        
            “That should be… I’ve gathered all the information I needed.”

A light murmur.

As I brushed off the shadows lingering on my palm, a faint presence stirred at my feet.

I looked down with indifferent eyes.

It was none other than the man cloaked in a robe.

The administrator in charge of this abandoned laboratory, and the demon appearing as the final villain of this episode.

He was also the one who brought us here.

The man was writhing on the floor as if having a seizure.

“Gasp, gag, ahhh…!”

The man let out groans, his eyes rolled back.

His facial muscles twisted grotesquely.

After that, he was even drooling.

Watching his broken reactions, I finally let out a chilling breath and muttered.

A thick contempt was embedded in my words.

“To crumble at just this much.”

Perhaps it was because I put emotional force into it.

The man, unable to endure, completely broke down. He was merely wailing like a beast that had lost its reason.

I tutted quietly.

“Although I got the most crucial information… I had, on the other hand, expected more than that.”

Damn those wooden bastards.

I had hoped to find out the location of the cult leader in particular, but unfortunately, the man was nothing more than an empty shell.

He was like a puppet moving according to the instructions of the higher-ups.

“He was useless to the very end.”

I pushed aside my disappointment.

As I quietly turned to leave, the mutated creatures hidden nearby slowly crept out.

They were the wolves I had seen in the lab.

They had been cowering with their tails tucked, overwhelmed by my killing intent.

But as I began to leave, one by one, they started to prowl around.

I loaded shadows onto my fingertips.

However.

“Hm.”

Growl.

The targets of their fangs were not me.

It was the man, flopping ridiculously on the floor.

The mutated creatures drooled, licking their lips.

“Are they hungry?”

Their pupils gleamed with a desire to kill.

Their rough breaths were thick with the intent to tear into raw flesh.

At this rate, they would pounce on the man.

He wouldn’t be able to offer any resistance.

He would be torn apart alive by the very test subjects he managed, vanishing in the most miserable death.

Perhaps that was the ending I desired for him.

I withdrew the killing intent I had been emitting and quietly stepped aside.

Immediately after.

“Arghh!!!”

Crunch, snap!

Behind the gruesome noise, the man’s pain-filled screams echoed through the basement.

Flesh was torn, bones were broken, and blood pooled.

A brutal scene unfolded.

However, I merely walked away with a bitter smile.

“This is a judgment delivered by monsters.”

Inside, I mulled over a silent prayer.

“Please.”

With this, forgive the world.

Sate your hunger for revenge by tearing at the flesh of those who tormented you.

Kill them as cruelly, terribly, and painfully as possible.

And by doing so, even a little.

Sate the twisted hunger of your souls.

“May God receive them.”

This was a prayer for the monsters.

I quietly moved my lips.

I appreciated the clear requiem ringing out as I stepped out of the laboratory.

It was truly the moment when everything came to an end.

***

When I returned to the laboratory after finishing my work, the first thing I saw was several adults standing around the children.

The people stared blankly around.

“……What is all this?”

“……”

“What on earth… happened here?”

It seemed that reinforcements had arrived from Gallimard.

Realizing anew that this episode had concluded, I slowly approached them.

I offered a light greeting.

“Oh dear… you all seem to be a step late.”

Their scattered gazes focused on me.

The professors stood dumbfounded.

It seemed they were bewildered by the chaotic scene.

The broken ceiling, the bodies of wolves, the smell of blood everywhere… it was truly a mess.

I smiled faintly.

“I was waiting, you see.”

It was a smile born of welcome.

My output had been dropping anyway, so the professors arrived at a perfect time.

I approached with a cheerful demeanor.

Just then, I saw the children lying on the floor.

Pink and blue hair.

They were sound asleep.

Perhaps to check their condition, several professors were examining them.

I lightly shrugged.

“It’s already too late.”

Because I had already checked on them myself.

Both of them only had a slight exhaustion, with no noticeable abnormalities.

“Both of them are healthy.”

“……”

“Hm?”

The professors had no particular reaction.

Feeling that something was amiss, I saw adults with serious expressions in my sight.

The atmosphere was unusual.

Was it because of the ominous setting of the laboratory?

The professors did not let down their guard carelessly, preparing for any enemies that might be lurking nearby.

I spoke, indicating that it wasn’t necessary.

“Hmm  You don’t need to be so wary, you know?”

“……”

“The situation ended a long time ago. Please rest assured.”

My explanation continued kindly.

I acted slyly.

I naturally brushed aside their suspicious gazes and subtly approached the children.

As if worried about a friend.

“Heh heh.”

“Student Yuda, do you perhaps know what happened in this laboratory…?”

“Shh.”

One of the professors, who had suddenly come to his senses, tried to ask a question, but I firmly brought my index finger to my lips.

It meant to keep silent.

So the children wouldn’t wake up from the noise.

“Could we return to the academy first?”

I quietly asked.

“Everyone seems very tired… and desperately needs rest. I do too.”

For me, the children always came first.

I had no intention of discussing things while they lay on the floor like this.

As I made my polite request, the professors, who had paused for a moment, nodded in understanding.

“That seems right.”

“Thank you.”

“We will return to the academy immediately. The collapsed students will be directly transferred to the infirmary.”

“That’s a relief.”

Perhaps it was because of my concern for my friends.

The chilly atmosphere softened considerably.

We moved to a teleportation-enabled location and proceeded with the return procedure without hesitation.

[EP5. Midterm Exam]

-Abandoned Laboratory, The Monster Who Cannot Smile-

It was the moment this episode successfully concluded.

***

Immediately after returning to the academy.

We were directly transferred to the infirmary and underwent various examinations.

We had our physical condition checked through a more precise diagnosis, and we received IV fluids to replenish our depleted mana.

Contrary to our worries, no abnormalities were found.

I was perfectly healthy.

Since I hadn't been injured in the first place.

There was an opinion that the villainess and the protagonist had simply fainted and would wake up soon.

Fortunately, it was reassuring news.

“As for what happened today… we will listen then, once the other two have woken up.”

The professors stepped back for now.

The investigation of the basement hadn't finished yet, and since there were students who had suffered some harm, they seemed to want to be cautious.

Especially our homeroom professor, Professor Selena-nim, showed a lot of concern.

“Let’s not burden the students for now. Weren’t they just through a frightening incident?”

She consoled her impatient colleagues.

I had only seen her drunk all the time, so I was a little surprised to see this meticulous side of her.

Her purple hair swept back calmly.

Her red eyes watched us without the slightest tremor.

“……For now, please get some good rest.”

Her face was somehow complex.

As she subtly turned her head away, I quietly spoke.

“I will stay by their side… until the other two wake up.”

“It’s admirable that you worry about your friends, but don’t forget to take care of yourself too.”

“Heh heh, I am doing plenty of that.”

“I will be waiting outside the room. Please call me anytime if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Professor Selena-nim.”

Professor Selena-nim suddenly left.

In the spacious infirmary, only three people remained: Snake, Pilot, and Vanity.

On the neatly arranged beds lay only pink and blue hair.

I quietly sat by their side.

“……”

The children each breathed at a regular rhythm.

I took each of their hands.

Warm body temperatures touched each other.

As it had been an unpleasant incident, I hoped they wouldn't have nightmares.

I gently squeezed their fingertips.

“……I should wait too.”

I quietly kept my place.

The quiet infirmary.

For a while, only the children’s breathing filled the surroundings.

***

-Be strong, Emilia.

Emilia was dreaming.

No, in truth, it was more like a memory than a dream.

-Otherwise, you won’t survive.

A voice tinged with tears.

Even at a young age, the girl seemed to understand the world.

Living a life that weathered harsh winters, the child wandering in the snowy mountains couldn’t help but grow colder.

She lived filled with bitterness.

-The Duchess-nim must be even more perfect.

-You must show the proper demeanor as the rightful successor.

-Only then will the Duke and Duchess, who passed away, rest easy, won’t they?

The loathsome elders of the family.

-Don’t worry, Emilia.

-Since you are still just a student, you cannot handle the family's affairs… I will especially help you.

-Because we are family. Right?

Her uncle, who always pretended to care for the girl but couldn’t hide his greedy eyes.

-Sis, sis… I’m scared.

-I miss Mom and Dad. Where are they both?

Her younger sibling, whom she had to protect even amidst her challenging daily life.

‘I’m sick of it.’

Emilia eventually had to push herself.

Simply to survive.

Her will gnawed at her heart.

It cast aside altruism, abandoned happiness, and scoffed at sacrifice.

Before she knew it, in front of the mirror stood an adult who had forgotten her childhood, perfectly worn down.

It was a hideous mask.

‘Don’t forget.’

There are things I must protect.

If I make a mistake, everything will end.

For revenge, for happiness, I must always run forward.

Something terrible will happen the moment I look back.

‘I can only trust myself.’

The obsession that had long colored her life.

Emilia reminisced about her purely joyful childhood but instinctively knew that she could never return to that time.

Too many things had changed.

The girl no longer deserved to be called young.

She had personally blackened her pure inner self, so she thought she would never live for anything again.

Yes.

She had surely thought so.

“……”

“You’re awake.”

She opened her eyes.

As she blinked her heavy eyelids, a voice came from beside her.

Emilia involuntarily moved her eyes.

“A full day has passed.”

The boy with dark blonde hair.

His blue eyes gazed blankly at the scene.

“……”

“I’m glad you’re safe. I’ve been worried.”

Snake smiled faintly.

Then he raised a hand and gently stroked the girl’s disheveled hair.

It was an affectionate touch.

As if handling someone precious.

“You’ve worked hard, Duchess-nim.”

A gentle whisper.

The boy left a light kiss on her pale hand.

Startled by the soft touch, Emilia couldn’t help but freeze blankly.

Because a longed-for sense of fulfillment spread through her chest.

“You really did well.”

“……”

The villainess quietly accepted it.

The boy’s hand, which seemed to be taming her.

        
            Perhaps it was because she was still half-asleep.

Emilia didn't shy away from the caressing hand. She simply lay still and accepted it.

Like a child being praised by an adult.

Stroke stroke—.

"Heh heh."

The snake smiled faintly.

It was due to her unusually docile response to his touch, unlike her usual sharp-edged demeanor.

He seemed to be enjoying her still-groggy reaction.

The subtly continued situation for a while.

Her hazy consciousness cleared, and the girl belatedly came to her senses.

A faint sigh escaped her lips.

"......Ah."

Emilia flinched and turned her head.

As her eyes flickered with bewilderment, the boy, who had been laughing softly, withdrew his hand.

His expression suggested he was already satisfied.

Seeing his eyes curved into a thin crescent, the vain girl bit her lip.

"......"

"......"

Silence filled the surroundings for a moment.

In the awkwardly lingering atmosphere, the girl unnecessarily averted her gaze.

Right beside her sat the snake.

There were many things she wanted to ask, but she couldn't easily bring herself to speak.

The laboratory where shadows had swirled.

The silhouette that stood there remained vividly in her mind.

Perhaps Emilia was afraid of the boy.

"My, my... I don't know why you're so intimidated."

Regardless.

The golden snake shrugged his shoulders cunningly.

In the end, the first words the girl, who had been repeatedly hesitating, uttered were a rather pointless question.

"......What happened?"

"While you two were unconscious, reinforcements from Galimar arrived. We returned to the academy without delay."

"Then... what about that giant monster?"

"Don't you know?"

The answer came back meaningfully.

Emilia unconsciously swallowed dryly.

-Like last time... wouldn't you like to make a deal again this time?

Perhaps it was because the scene was still so vivid.

It was a particularly deeply ingrained sensation.

-Don't be flustered.

-As long as I'm here... Young Lady, you won't be pushed back.

The girl remembered.

The warmth that had embraced her from behind, and the thrill that had immediately sent shivers through her entire body.

The shadow spreading from his fingertips was also vivid.

-It'll be just for a moment, but I'll show you a new world.

The vain girl reflected on that fleeting moment.

The moment their hands met, the world would turn black, leaving only darkness.

What shone in her empty vision was a single star.

A calmly glowing fragment was visible.

The sole starlight that kept vigil through the dawn soon transformed into tens of thousands of beauties, creating an enchanting landscape.

-You can do it.

It was an unforgettable sensation.

What had granted the girl a sense of omnipotence... was a power akin to that of a 'god'.

It was an expression that would cause a fit of blasphemy if heard in a church, but there was no other way to describe her feelings at the time.

Because what she had experienced was a kind of divine authority.

"......"

Emilia needlessly fiddled with her fingers.

Thoughts intertwined complexly.

Most of them were about the boy.

He's strong.

He was not a vessel she could judge with her own eyes, at least.

Even if she set the standard as low as possible, he was at least professor-level... or perhaps even a powerhouse comparable to the dean.

The performance the boy showed overwhelmed the common sense the girl knew.

'So far... he's been hiding his abilities.'

It was a significant point.

To possess such immense power, yet live while hiding himself.

A chilling intuition ran down her spine.

"You seem to have a lot on your mind."

"......"

"I understand. A lot has happened."

The corner of his mouth curved calmly.

Watching the snake act as usual, a single question filled Emilia's mind.

Emilia uttered it, almost inaudibly.

"......You."

"Hmm?"

"Why did you save me?"

She didn't understand.

What was the reason he revealed his hidden power to protect her?

What did he stand to gain, truly?

Although they had made a deal, it was, in reality, merely a one-sided relationship.

The girl had no choice but to obey unconditionally.

Because the snake held her weakness.

That was also why her first kiss had been taken.

"You didn't really need to save me."

It was a choice that only resulted in loss.

As a villainess who always calculated pros and cons, it was difficult for her to understand the boy's intentions.

As she stared intently at his characteristic narrow eyes, a roguish laugh suddenly returned.

"Heh heh... you're making the person who nursed you all night feel unappreciated."

"So why?"

Her blue eyes were clouded with confusion.

She felt a terrible sense of dissonance.

What need could he possibly have had to save her, nurse her, and stay by her side?

What could he possibly expect from such cheap scrap?

'I don't know.'

The warmth of the hand holding hers since earlier felt unfamiliar.

His fingers, intertwined as if it were natural, held an inexplicable tenderness.

Perhaps she was a little afraid.

Because she didn't know what the boy wanted.

"......I've learned that there's no goodwill without reason in this world."

"Why do you always try to find a reason?"

"Because I couldn't survive otherwise."

"That's a regrettable thing to say."

"It's an important part of me."

"Hmm."

The snake seemed to fall into thought for a moment.

Chewing on the brief silence, he then opened his mouth as if he had come to a conclusion.

"If you truly want to hear a reason... I suppose I can offer you this much of an answer."

The boy murmured.

"Because I treasured Young Lady."

His gentle voice tickled her ears.

It was an answer that greatly deviated from her anxious predictions.

"......Pardon?"

A question mark appeared above the girl's head.

Regardless, the sweet voice calmly explained itself.

"At first, I didn't think much of it."

Calmly.

"I simply thought it was a fleeting encounter. Our first meeting was, after all, a complete mess."

He seemed to be referring to that time.

The day the two of them first met.

"I thought you were a prickly person."

"......I was, actually."

"I also thought it would be difficult to get close to you... but my thoughts gradually changed."

"......"

"That's thanks to Young Lady choosing a new path."

The snake smiled gently with his eyes.

Emilia held her breath and listened intently.

"At first, I wanted to understand you, then I wanted to watch over you... and now, I wish to protect you."

So that you can create a new story.

I wish to be a source of strength by your side.

It is my hope that in that fairy tale I loved so dearly, this time, Young Lady's name will also be written.

"Because this time, you have changed."

The air was tinged with freshness.

Before she knew it, Emilia's face was flushed red.

It was because of the sudden content.

"......"

Though Emilia was endlessly ignorant in such matters, even she couldn't help but notice when it was this blatant.

It was a moment when the knowledge she had learned from books shone brightly.

This was clearly.

That kind of meaning.

These were sentences with the atmosphere of... a man confessing his love to a woman.

The girl was dumbfounded by the sudden bombshell.

"Wh-wh-what... suddenly, u-uh-huh...?"

Her mind went completely blank.

Emilia inadvertently let out a strong reaction.

"W-w-w-why are those words suddenly coming out?!"

"Didn't Young Lady ask?"

"Th-that's true, but...!"

Of course, she had asked why he saved her!

But she had no idea it would take this turn.

The girl fidgeted, biting her lip.

The hospital room, which had just moments ago been filled with an ominous aura, was now emitting only a fresh scent.

The snake said calmly.

"The deal... what I told you back then was sincere."

"......"

The deal.

Only then did Emilia realize what the boy wanted.

A few memorable words came to mind.

-However, I wish you would live for me.

-So that I can watch your story... it is enough for you to always stay by my side.

It was clearly that kind of content.

The snake, instead of saving the vain girl, wanted to keep her by his side.

Although the boy's previous words contained no ulterior motives, Emilia had no way of knowing that.

Thus, she was left to misunderstand on her own.

That the boy in front of her loved her.

"I, I..."

Thump-thump.

Perhaps it was because of the unfamiliar situation.

Her pulse was racing strangely.

Trying to calm the heat that kept rising to her face, the girl timidly conveyed her thoughts.

It was a slight worry.

"I don't know if I can do well."

She had learned that emotions rarely went as one willed.

She had promised to always stay by the boy's side, but could her feelings become the same as his?

It was an unknown.

"As I said last time, I have no experience in such matters at all... and I don't know if I can live up to your expectations."

But.

"......Still, I'll try."

Because she had already received his help.

If she owed someone her life twice, shouldn't she at least show some effort to fulfill the deal?

She planned to at least try to develop feelings for him.

"It might not be as much as you want."

"I know."

"And I'm very clumsy."

"Everyone is, aren't they?"

"If even that is alright... I'll do my best."

Emilia murmured softly.

The snake stared blankly for a moment, then soon let out a faint laugh.

"Heh... that's pleasing."

The boy stroked the girl's head as if she were praiseworthy.

This time, she didn't avoid his touch.

She simply lay still, her eyes tightly shut.

"......"

"Heh heh."

In truth, the two of them were perceiving the situation entirely differently.

Emilia had conveyed her resolve amidst much anguish, but to the boy's ears, it simply sounded like a determination to work hard to help him.

As the misunderstanding deepened.

"Ugh... my head hurts."

Just then, a rustling sound was heard from beside them.

Following the sound with their gaze, they saw a pair of green eyes, as if just waking up.

"W-where am I? There was definitely a monster..."

Messy pink hair.

The girl, who had been blankly looking around, suddenly met the gaze of the two people watching her.

"You're awake, Miss Regia."

"Commoner... looks like you've come to your senses."

"......Huh?"

Regia couldn't help but be flustered.

One was someone she thought was dead.

The other was someone who had been at death's door with her.

The girl's hazy, half-asleep eyes soon shook violently.

"Y-Young Master? Young Lady...?"

Tears welled up in her eyes.

The girl asked softly, her voice choked with sobs.

"......Perhaps I've died too?"

"......"

"......"

It seemed she was misunderstanding it as the afterlife.

The girl began to shed tears, tear by tear.

"Hiccup... What do I do! Oh, poor Young Master, sniffle, Young Lady...!"

Although it seemed she was grieving for others' deaths more than her own.

Anyway, it was an awkward situation.

"Now now! Stop crying, okay?"

"We're not dead! Don't cry and pull yourself together!"

"Ugh, uh, hiccup! Waaah...!"

The pilot cried out loudly.

The snake, and the vain girl, had to struggle to comfort her for a while.

        
            "Sob, sob, waaaah···!
Regia cried loud enough to shake the hospital room.
Just like a child who had lost their parents.
Her sobbing was so sorrowful that even Selena, who had been waiting outside, rushed in.
It was utter chaos, one might say.

The door burst open!
"What's going on? Someone screamed...!"
"W-Wait, commoner! Don't cling to me while crying! Your face is covered in snot and tears..."
"Sob, P-Princess-nim...!"
"Kyaaaah!!"
"Heh heh... What a mess."

The noisy scene continued.
Perhaps because the memories from the laboratory were so strong, the girl couldn't calm down easily.
It was quite a while later that Regia finally stopped crying.

"...Sniff."

The girl, sitting on the hospital bed, swallowed her tears.
A faint tremor lingered in her green eyes.
She seemed much calmer than before, but a hint of anxiety was still discernible.
Her hesitant red lips formed a question.

"S-So... you're saying... no one died? Is that... is that what you mean?"
"That's right, Regia."
"How many times do we have to tell you for you to understand?"

We calmly replied.
We couldn't tell her the original story exactly, so we embellished it with suitable fabrications.
Basically, it was a story about how we had been lucky to survive.

"The monster... suddenly... r-ran away?"
"Yes! Right after you collapsed, it suddenly disappeared again through the ceiling it had broken down."
"O-Oh, no, b-but... why... why?"
"H-How should I know that! If you're curious, ask the monster yourself!!"
"H-Heeek! I'm s-s-s-sorry...!"

It was a 100% pure lie, without a shred of conscience.
There were moments when she seemed confused, but thanks to Emilia's forceful pushing, we managed to get past it.
It was a good thing we had coordinated our stories beforehand.

I subtly added my two cents.
"I was lucky too. I narrowly escaped the spot where the monster fell."
"Even Young Master... It truly seems like God was watching over us."
"I agree."
"Th-Thank goodness..."

We had worried she wouldn't believe us, but our protagonist believed us so utterly that our worries were meaningless.
How pure did one have to be to react this way?

Ding!
[The target's emotions are changing.]
(Anxiety, despair -> Relief)
[A small amount of 'Lie' has been recovered.]
[Current remaining output: 36.4%]

Thanks to that, my 'Lie' also recovered nicely.
After a few more exchanges, Regia, who had been sitting on the bed, suddenly got up.
Her legs swayed, unsteady.

"Young Master. Young Lady."
"Regia? It would be best for you to rest lying down still..."

An embrace!
Before we could finish our concern, a warmth enveloped us.
The pilot, with cautiously outstretched arms, hugged the snake and the vain person sitting beside him.
A lukewarm embrace colored the two of us.

"Hmm?"
"C-Commoner...?"
As we looked on with question marks at her sudden action, a faint sob echoed around us.
Regia clung to us as if all the tension had left her.

"Sniff... I'm really, really, so glad you're alive."
"..."
"..."

It was an especially poignant murmur.
Perhaps it was the realization that she had completely escaped the nightmare-like scene in the laboratory.
The girl hugged the two of us tightly, burying her face in the warmth.
How vulnerable she was.

-Am I dead too?
-Oh no! Poor Young Master, sniff, Young Lady...!

Despite her fragile nature, she didn't stop worrying about others.
It was a testament to how kind-hearted the girl was.
Perhaps these aspects were what made me fond of the protagonist.
I smiled gently, accepting the sobbing pilot.

"You've worked hard, Regia."
Emilia was the same.
The girl's fidgeting hands couldn't bring themselves to push away the pink-haired being.
She only awkwardly patted her back.

"A-Alright... S-Stop crying already."
"P-Princess-nim..."

It was an awkward gesture, but from an observer's perspective, it was a heartwarming scene.
The relationship between the two, which had been so twisted in the original story, seemed to be slowly moving in a good direction.
I couldn't erase the slight smile that had blossomed on my face.

"What's so good that you're smiling like that?"
"It's nothing. I just thought both of you looked exceptionally beautiful today."
"...Even if you say that, I won't fall for it."
"What a shame."

Emilia turned her gaze away, acting prim.
And so, until Regia's crying stopped, we embraced each other for a while.

***

After a short while.

"Heh heh, Regia."
"..."
"I didn't know you liked us this much."
"..."
"Crying so much in our arms like a child... I'd say it was truly cute."
"..."

Regia couldn't answer.
The girl had her head bowed low. Her pale face was now flushed, as if it would burst.
The soft moan that escaped her due to shame was truly delightful.

"You... stop teasing her. Do you want to make her cry again?"
"That would be fun too."
"..."
"Then we would just have to hug her tightly again, wouldn't we?"
"...You're the worst."
"Thank you for the compliment."

My teasing knows no bounds.
Following my own strict rule, I relentlessly teased the protagonist with a cheerful smile.

***

We underwent another medical examination.
The doctor had stated that there were no abnormalities, but Selena insisted on further checks, just in case.
Perhaps even when she seemed indifferent, a Teacher-nim was still a Teacher-nim.
She was being overly zealous given her students' safety was at stake.
Internal injuries, external injuries, curses, imprints, magic.
Only after completing five thorough examinations were we able to go through the discharge procedures.
By then, half the day had already passed.

"I'm glad all three of you are safe."

Of course, leaving the infirmary wasn't the end.
We were victims of this incident, and also the closest witnesses, so we had to be investigated.

"I truly have nothing to say about yesterday's incident. It was my oversight for not noticing sooner."
Selena apologized, bowing her head.
We sat side by side on the sofa, watching her with a sour expression.
Having only seen her as stiff as a board or drunk, seeing her so composed felt unfamiliar.
Her red eyes were shrouded in darkness.

"Shall we hear your excuse first?"
"The dark magic used in this incident was a completely new infiltration technique, different from existing methods."
"So, you're saying it was a technique the Academy had never encountered before?"
"That's right."
"Hmm."

This content also appeared in the original story.
The cultists had shown no activity for several years.
The world thought they had been annihilated during the 'Great Purge,' but they had merely been building their strength in the shadows.
To fulfill their desires.

"They seemed to have prepared meticulously. So much so that even experts in the field struggled."
"I heard that interpreting the new dark magic would take at least a week... How were you able to find us in just two hours?"
"Well, because we are Galimmar."

It was a clear answer.
Galimmar.
An educational institution where only those considered the best on the continent gathered.
It was an academy created by the assembly of countless geniuses who had been active during the Great Purge: heroes, former Imperial Knights commanders, elders of the Magic Tower, cardinals of the Church, and so on.
It was fundamentally different from those root-and-branch 'tree brats.'
Although an unexpected incident occurred, they still handled it quickly.
Going forward, their countermeasures would surely be solidified.

'An internal traitor also leaked information... In many ways, this incident might have been unavoidable.'
If anyone were to bear responsibility, it would be Selena.
As the supervisor of the exam, I thought she would receive the greatest blame as a warning to others.
The professor who supervised in the original story was dismissed, so she would at least be stripped of her senior professor title.
Of course, there wasn't serious damage, and being the Dean's direct disciple would grant her some immunity, but a demotion to a regular professor seemed unavoidable.
Is this the plight of a working adult?

"..."

Suddenly, the liquor bottle in her hand looked pitiful.
As if unable to bear the bitterness of life, the woman drank the alcohol straight.
Her purple hair fell disheveled.

"Phew... I am truly sorry to all of you who were caught in this incident. The Academy plans to prepare compensation for damages. The detailed information will be provided by the Dean later."
"Understood."

The formal introduction was over.

"Then, let's move on to the main topic. We'd like to hear the accounts of those involved in this incident."
"I will speak."
"Yuda student. From beginning to end, in detail..."

Afterward, there was a thorough investigation.
Perhaps out of caution towards the cultists who had reappeared after several years, various questions were asked.
I recounted the fabricated story, just as I had told Regia.

"That's what happened."
"..."

Perhaps because the story had quite a few holes.
Selena wore a puzzled expression.
Of course, she didn't press or corner us.
When I said that my memory of the time was hazy due to fright, she simply nodded as if understanding.
In the first place, it would look strange to cross-examine us.
In this incident, we were in the position of power.
Even if they searched the laboratory, I had manipulated most of the traces, so the Academy had no choice but to believe our testimony.
I grinned, pleased that things were going according to my plan.

"..."
"Alright, I understand. The investigation will end here."
"Thank you for your hard work."
"Oh, one last thing."

Selena stopped us, as if something had just occurred to her.

"Please return home early. The atmosphere at the Academy isn't very good either."
"Did something happen?"
"While you were in that basement... there was also an incident at the Academy."

She explained quietly.

"A few assailants appeared in the shopping district."
"The shopping district... that's not far from the dormitory building."
"The method was the same, a forced teleportation. It seems their intention was to distract attention from the mid-term exam abduction."
"So, what happened?"
"Thanks to the quick intervention of the faculty, the situation was resolved in six minutes. We succeeded in instantly killing 28 out of 30 assailants, but the rest immediately used teleportation to escape."
"Were there any casualties...?"
"None have been reported so far."
"That's a relief."
"Well, who knows, there might be hidden victims."

Selena pinched her brow, as if troubled.
The woman, who had been taking a deep breath, swept back her purple hair and spoke.

"Anyway, it would be good to be careful, just in case."
"Thank you for your concern."

Well, for now, that's a story for another time.
I slowly rose from my seat.
I thought this was a pretty good conclusion.
It was almost time for the next episode to begin... but for now, I just wanted to rest.

'Now that I think about it.'
Could she be waiting?
I hadn't returned to the dormitory for two consecutive days, so she might be worried.
Of course, I knew it was a foolish fantasy.

"Heh heh."

When I get back, I should play with her tail a lot.
I mused over thoughts of the fox, and quietly started walking towards the dormitory.

I didn't know then.

"..."

An empty dormitory.
In the space, silence reigned, and not even a trace of human presence could be felt.
An unusually chilling air lingered, coloring my cheeks.
The shopping basket wasn't there.
The fox wasn't there either.
The current time was 11 PM. If she had gone shopping, she would have been back long ago.
The shopping district usually only operates until evening.

-A few assailants appeared in the shopping district.
-The shopping district... that's not far from the dormitory building.
-Were there any casualties...?
-None have been reported so far.
-That's a relief.
-Well, who knows, there might be hidden victims.

The preceding conversation must have been no coincidence as it flashed through my mind.
Lost in thought amidst the deepening darkness, I let out a hollow laugh.

"Ha."

Damn it.
These sons of bitches.

        
            After the investigation concluded.

We took a carriage in the direction of the dormitory building.

As the sun had already set and darkness had fallen, we decided to return to our respective rooms for now.

The children were all exhausted.

"It's already so late... no wonder I felt tired."
"M-me too, my eyes feel like they're closing."
"You were crying all day. It's strange you didn't collapse in the middle."
"I-is that so...?"
"Do you even know how annoying it was thanks to you?"
"S-sorry..."
"...I wasn't telling you to get sulky."

The carriage clanked along.

The two girls sat side-by-side, conversing.
At first glance, their conversation might have seemed like teasing, but seeing them close together, it didn't seem that way.
Subtly, the atmosphere was more relaxed than before.

'It's better than I expected.'

Perhaps it was because of the memories of the basement.
It seemed a strange bond had blossomed in the process of entrusting their backs to each other and confronting the monster.
A villainess allowing the protagonist to sit next to her.
It was a scene unimaginable in the original work.

A proud smile escaped me.

"Heh heh."
"...What's so funny?"
"Nothing at all."

Well, what was so good about it?
Perhaps it was the relief that the episode had concluded well.
Although it deviated somewhat from the original plan... I thought it was a sufficiently valuable story.
Now that a new light has been revealed.

'I'll be able to do better from now on.'

Everything was still going smoothly.
I quietly savored my anticipation for the events to come.

***

And then.

That anticipation shattered the moment I returned to the dormitory.

...

Only a chilling silence settled in the space.
It was a stillness tinged with strangeness.
Normally, I should have heard a voice, albeit a bothersome one, greeting me and asking if I'd returned.
But now, only heavy silence pervaded.
Inside the dark room, there was no sign of anyone.

...Irene-nim.

Just in case, I called out her name.
But as if mocking my last bit of patience, no answer came.
Only a terrible emptiness lingered.
Thick darkness swallowed the surroundings.
The night sky visible through the window.
Perhaps due to the clouds, no stars were visible tonight.
In the faint, loss-tinged landscape, I stood frozen for a moment.

-A few suspicious individuals have appeared on the shopping street.
-The shopping street... that's not far from the dormitory building.
-Has anyone been harmed...?
-None have been reported so far.
-That's a relief.
-Well, there might be hidden victims.

The conversation I had carelessly dismissed brushed past my ears.
An ominously flickering intuition.
My inner self, which had been full of joy just moments ago, turned cold.
I muttered quietly.
"Where could she have gone?"

Clap!

I clapped my hands.
Immediately after, the scene in my sight changed.
Teleportation, activated in a brief instant. I was now in front of the dormitory building.
I scanned around, but saw nothing.

Clap!

I clapped my hands once more.
This time, it was the path leading to the shopping street. Again, there was nothing unusual.
I didn't stop, continuing to clap.

Clap!
The carriage stop, nothing.
Clap!
The main street, nothing.
Clap!
The alleyway, nothing.

Clap clap clap clap clap clap!

Dozens of claps echoed, and each time, the background swiftly changed.
My claps had become emotionally charged.
My vision flickered ten times a second.
I fiercely pursued the Fox's tracks.

Clap!

The repeated clapping stopped in an alley not far from the shopping street.
Perhaps due to its convoluted paths, it was also a place students rarely visited.
I quietly gazed at the ground.

...

A basket lay fallen.
As if someone had dropped it while grocery shopping, spilled ingredients lay scattered at my feet.
It was the basket the Fox always carried when going to the shopping street.

'Why.'

Do bad premonitions never miss their mark?
Beside the messy floor, an unfamiliar aura lingered thickly.
Although it was faint enough that an ordinary eye wouldn't even perceive it... it was clearly the trace of dark magic.
My eyes could not be deceived.

Whoosh-.

My shadow flapped in the passing wind.
After a brief silence, I let out a hollow laugh.
It was a bitter, mocking laugh.

"Ha."
"Baob. Those bastards."

***

Meanwhile,

The Fox awoke on a cold floor.

"...Ugh."

My eyes fluttered open to a splitting headache.
What reflected in my wavering pupils was none other than a landscape shrouded in darkness.
Behind me, I felt the characteristic chill of a stone floor.
A dizzying groan escaped my dry lips.

"Ugh, haah..."

Even with her vision swimming, the girl slowly pushed her upper body up, furrowing her brow.
She couldn't breathe properly.
It was due to the shattering pain that permeated her entire body.
It felt as if she had become glass on the verge of shattering, breaking into pieces.
It was a side effect of excessive sleep magic.

"Ugh, cough, haah...!"

Especially Irene, who had no immunity to magic.
The Fox had to suppress her screams and writhe on the ground for a while.

After such a moment passed.

"Haah, haah..."

Her headache gradually subsided.
As her ragged breathing slowly returned to normal, only then could the girl look around.
It was a space covered entirely in pitch black.
The Fox muttered blankly.
"Where am I...?"

A dazed murmur.
The first thing that washed over her was a feeling of bewilderment.
Her dark eyes scanned the surroundings.
How did she end up in a place like this?
The girl replayed her hazy memories.
She was certainly shopping on the street, but it seemed she heard footsteps following her from the moment she entered the alley.
Irene, sensing something suspicious, did not let down her guard.
The moment she gripped the sword at her waist and turned around.

"...Was I caught?"

Her consciousness ended there.
The last thing she saw was a red flash.
It was an unsettling light.
Irene quietly held her breath.
First, she needed to assess the situation.
Her dark pupils swept through the darkness, scrutinizing each detail of the surrounding environment.
The most noticeable thing was a set of iron bars.

...

The Fox was trapped in a narrow prison.
As she examined the tightly enclosed iron bars, a sudden sense of déjà vu washed over her.

"Damn it."

An expletive involuntarily burst out.
Because she had been in a similar place just a few months ago.
A slave auction house where countless beasts were gathered. The girl bit her lip as the memory passed like a trauma.
Was it their doing again?

"No, they wouldn't have chased me all the way to the academy..."
"Then who could it be?"
"Kidnapping someone in broad daylight at the continent's top educational institution."
At least she knew they weren't sane.
Her mind was stained with confusion.
The mental unease turned into stress.
Finally, a headache slowly crept up.
As she groaned, pressing her brow, a strange noise suddenly reached her ears.
It was someone's footsteps.

Thump-thump-.

Footsteps echoed down the long corridor.
They were approaching the iron cage where Irene was imprisoned at a leisurely pace.
Just then.

"Don't just stand there blankly, crouch down...!"
"...?!"

Something touched the Fox's shoulder.
Surprised, she turned around and saw a finger sticking out between the bars.
It seemed to be someone trapped in the cell right next to her.
A youthful voice whispered softly.

"Unnie! Quickly, pretend to be asleep...!"
"W-what?"
"Before the devil comes, hurry...!"

The footsteps were now right in front of them.
Hesitant, Irene decided to follow the advice and lay down.
As if she hadn't woken up yet.

...

Thump-.

Immediately after, the footsteps stopped in front of the iron cage.
As she calmly continued to breathe, two men began to converse behind her.

"She doesn't seem to have woken up yet."
"It appears so."
"What shall we do?"
"For now, leave her until tomorrow. There are still many test subjects to handle."
"What about the failures we processed today?"
"Move them to the lowest level."
"Yes, understood."

Test subjects, processed, failures, lowest level.
These were somehow ominous words. The Fox involuntarily clenched her fists.
She felt as though her tail might twitch from the tension.

"By the way, we've acquired a very useful ingredient."
"Indeed. There haven't been many experiments using fox beast-kin as samples until now."
"It was supposed to be an infiltration operation conducted as a diversion... to think it would bring us such an interesting creature. We should give rewards to the surviving members."
"They'll surely be pleased."
"She'll make a good offering to that person."

A blatant gaze was felt.
A resonance that stained the darkness with stickiness, a voice glistening with repulsive desire.
Irene involuntarily thought.
"I'm looking forward to the upcoming experiment."
Even if something went wrong.
It felt like something was very, very wrong.

***

It's cold.

It felt as if my heart had stopped beating.
In the chest of that child from long ago, there was always an ice shard plunged in.
A sensation I had long forgotten.

'How long has it been.'

The chilling air swirling around.
My mind was cold, stinging, and quiet, like snow falling on a winter night.
A cool breath escaped my lips.
Strangely calm.
An inner self devoid of even a hint of tremor. I was swimming in a world dyed with tranquility.
The sensation of slowly sinking gave a strange sense of stability.

A brief meditation.
As I sat for a moment with my eyes closed, a girl's voice suddenly called out to me.
"Commander-nim."
...
"All members are ready."
...
I raised my bowed head.
Before my eyes were the members of Astro. All of them wore white robes.
They stood in a disciplined stance, awaiting orders.
Is it time?
I slowly rose from my seat.

The members' gazes focused.
A fierce bloodlust raged. They stood in their places, each fully armed.
They were assassins awaiting orders.

"The Trees have declared war."
""...""
"It's not exactly picking a fight, but... unfortunately, they touched a friend I cherish."
Once they crossed the line, I had no intention of being lenient.
If something was taken, it must be reclaimed.
I planned to clearly show them whose possession they dared to covet.

"It seems a cleanup is necessary... Will you join me?"
""All as you command.""
The members all bowed their heads in unison.
As I smiled in satisfaction, the Vice-Commander next to me handed me my robe.
It was also pure white.

"Commander-nim."
"Thank you, Neria-nim."

Flap-.

I donned the robe without hesitation.
After straightening my disheveled collar, I lifted my feet from the ground.
It was time to begin the reconnaissance.

"Then, shall we go?"
I muttered within the flickering shadows.
"To find the Fox."

        
            Whoosh-

Waves rippled along with the gentle breeze.

As the distinct salty scent of the sea brushed her nose, the fox lifted her closed eyelids.

Warm air caressed her cheek.

"..."

What came into view was none other than the endlessly spreading open sea.

It was a nightmare that had become all too familiar.

The setting, without fail, was a prison built upon the sea.

"Haa..."

A sigh escaped her, born of weariness.

The girl, whose crimson hair had billowed for a moment, soon leaned her back against the rusty iron bars and sank to the ground.

The rusted iron lever groaned.

Creak.

Regardless, the fox hugged her knees.

The water surface lapped up to ankle height.

Because of this, the fox's lower body had to be submerged in the sea.

Of course, perhaps because it was a dream, her clothes didn't get wet, but each time, the girl wore a complex expression.

It was due to a certain sense of loss.

'It's too... quiet.'

When she realized it was a dream, she constantly wanted to wake up.

Because it was a terribly lonely world.

The alien warmth of the sunlight.

Perhaps it was a deception.

-Irene.

-You can no longer remain by your master's side... Nor should you.

-So, farewell.

-Please find a shining star.

As always.

The most longed-for voice brushed her ears in her loneliest moment.

The fox mulled over her faint memories, shaking off the remaining bitterness.

It was a form of dark adaptation.

Waves drowning in silence.

The fox waited quietly again.

To wake from this nightmare.

For the sickening feeling of loss to be filled.

***

It seemed she had fallen asleep for a moment.

Perhaps it was due to the lingering effects of the sleep magic. Her consciousness had cut off.

Irene snapped awake to a surging headache.

"..."

What greeted her vision was an unfamiliar ceiling.

The prison, where darkness flowed thickly.

It was truly regrettable that whether her eyes were open or closed, she was still behind bars.

Coldness rose from the hard floor.

Her shoulders trembled from the chill.

Though she hadn't noticed it due to the extreme tension, the girl's body was already chilled.

The fox swallowed the groan that threatened to escape.

If she had known this, wouldn't it have been better to remain in the dream?

It was warm and even had a breeze.

Trivial thoughts flitted through her mind.

As she sat there, powerless, passing the time.

"Hey... Fox Unnie!"

"..."

"Over here! This way!"

Someone called out to the fox.

As she looked around at the sudden voice, a small hole drilled into the wall caught her eye.

It seemed to be someone confined in the cell right next to hers.

A hand waved through the closely set bars.

"Are you finally awake?"

A young girl with a youthful face.

At most, she couldn't have been more than fifteen.

When their eyes met, she smiled softly.

"I was worried because you were unconscious for so long, so I'm relieved you woke up!"

"You..."

Just earlier.

She was the one who had warned her to pretend to be asleep.

The fox stared blankly at the girl.

"Nice to meet you! It feels like it's been a really long time since someone new moved into the next cell!"

The girl smiled, as if finding it wondrous.

She soon put aside her bright demeanor and boldly extended her hand through the bars.

"My name is Anne! I hope we can get along well as fellow test subjects."

"T-test subject...?"

"Yes!"

The girl nodded bravely.

Faced with such an alien scene, the fox was once again left speechless.

***

A situation of being kidnapped by an unknown group.

At first, her mind was muddled and her vision clouded, but Irene was slowly able to gather information.

Thanks to the voice that called out from the next cell.

"Unnie! Do you have any more questions?"

The girl named Anne.

The cheerful child chattered on, elaborating.

As if concerned for the newly arrived test subject, most of her words were explanations about the facility.

Sometimes, she also answered the fox's questions.

"Hehe... But I still don't know much."

Of course, her answers weren't very clear.

That was to be expected, as the girl herself was also confined behind bars.

She awkwardly scratched her cheek.

"They're just things I've overheard."

"Overheard things...?"

"Things I heard from someone, or experienced myself... things you learn when you're locked up for a long time."

"How long have you been here?"

"About seven months?"

Though not profound details, they were enough to grasp the situation.

The fox organized her complex thoughts.

To summarize, it was like this:

'Baob, the continent's largest black magic organization.'

The identity of those who kidnapped Irene.

This building was a facility they prepared for black magic research.

And the prison where the fox currently resided was a space to confine the materials to be used in experiments.

It was nothing short of a den of evil.

'Slave traders... and now a cult.'

A bitter chuckle escaped her involuntarily.

She had barely escaped becoming a slave, and now she was about to become a monster.

She even felt as if she was being played by fate.

The fox, still sitting, bit her lip firmly.

"Just in case you don't know... it's best to obediently follow the experiments."

"Why is that?"

"...Because there's a devil here."

From what she had heard, escape was close to impossible.

All the personnel managing this place were black magicians.

In particular, the research director was someone who had reached a peak state.

With just one gesture, countless test subjects were torn apart, and all those who had tried to resist earlier had met the same end, she said.

Anne called the research director 'the devil.'

"The devil kills test subjects for fun."

If an experiment doesn't go as planned, he kills them.

He kills them even if it's not specifically an experiment.

He kills them if they act insolent.

He kills them if their eyes meet his.

He kills them if he's in a bad mood.

He kills them as if enjoying their screams.

"That's why I told you to lie down... If you just hold your breath, he passes by without touching you."

The director seemed more interested in slaughter than research.

His belief in God was merely an excuse for bloodshed; he was, in essence, a monster who reveled in gore.

Not even a glimmer of hope was visible.

"..."

A desperate situation.

Irene maintained a blank expression, but she couldn't hide the tremor in her pupils.

A terrible sense of exhaustion pressed down on her shoulders.

Her head throbbed as if it would crack from the headache.

As she pinched her brows alone,

Suddenly, a hand extended through the bars, offering something.

"Unnie, take this."

"...This?"

"It's a blanket!"

The girl offered a tattered old rag.

It was worn and torn, looking unsightly, but the girl insisted it was a blanket.

Her eyes, meeting Irene's, smiled faintly.

"You've been shivering ever since. It's worn out so it won't be very warm, but please cover yourself with it."

"Are you lending it to me...?"

"I get hot easily, so I don't need it!"

"...Thank you."

"Hehehe."

Anne responded as if pleased.

It might be a slightly rude thought, but the fox couldn't help but think she wasn't normal.

Had she gone mad from becoming a test subject at such a young age?

'How can she be so cheerful in a situation like this...?'

Pushing such thoughts aside, she draped the blanket over herself.

The piece of cloth, handed over by grimy hands, with its somewhat stiff texture, wrapped around the fox's shoulders.

Even so.

She was still cold.

***

How much time had passed?

It felt as if about three days had gone by.

During the few days spent in the black magicians' den, the fox was experiencing the scenery of hell.

Things seen beyond the iron bars.

-Ugh, hack, gurgle, choke...!

-No, no!! Don't, don't do it!!!

-S-save, save me, please! P-please, please!!!

-Aaaaaaaah!!!

-Something's growing in my stomach, in my stomach!! Something's eating away at my stomach!!

Loud screams echoed incessantly.

The frequent wails made one imagine the events unfolding at the end of that corridor.

Interspersed were screams that weren't human.

Whether they were truly the cries of something non-human.

Or the cries of something that 'had ceased to be human' was unknown.

-Aaaah! Aaahhh!! Stooop!!!

A faint shout brushed by.

Many test subjects went to the laboratory, but the number returning to their cells was remarkably small.

Over the past three days, 47 went out and 2 returned.

Even those two couldn't walk properly.

One even had parts of their body grotesquely transformed.

-Screech! Squeal!!

The face, twisted like a spider, was horrifying.

Irene was confined in the cell furthest from the laboratory.

Nevertheless, the raw sounds faintly reached her ears.

She had to suppress the urge to gag several times from the surging nausea.

"..."

The fox was still alive.

The black magicians hadn't touched Irene.

More precisely, they couldn't.

Because the devil himself had said he would 'handle' her in a week.

-I will experiment on this one myself.

-A fox beastman... Is this not truly a fantastic sacrifice?

The devil said with sticky eyes.

In the end, the remaining followers had no choice but to lick their lips and retreat.

A life span narrowed to one week.

Now Irene could only quietly wait for the time.

No hope was visible.

At first, she thought about resisting, but her mind changed immediately after facing the research director.

Because the devil's level was simply overwhelming.

At the very least, he was on par with a professor from Gallimard.

A single incantation could annihilate all test subjects.

"..."

In the end, she lost her spirit.

The fox embraced silence.

As she sat quietly, leaning against the wall.

"Unnie."

"..."

"Do you know something? It's really amazing."

"..."

Anne peered through the bars.

Perhaps worried about the pale-faced fox, the girl was trying to divert her attention.

"They say time flows differently here than outside."

"What does that mean...?"

"Just what it says."

The girl shrugged lightly.

"Once, the devil got really drunk. He was boasting about something while walking the halls..."

"He said this place was some special land. A land where a dragon's corpse is buried, I think... I don't remember the details, honestly. I just remember him saying that the time axis was twisted around this area."

"He said one week here is only one day outside."

"One week... one day?"

"You've been here for three days, Unnie, but outside, it probably hasn't even been a few hours yet, has it?"

"..."

The fox stared with a blank expression.

Anne, who had been continuing her explanation, awkwardly scratched her cheek.

"Of course, it's up to you whether you believe it or not. Honestly, it sounds too far-fetched. I've never heard of such a region. Maybe if it were outside the empire's territory, but..."

"..."

"The devil was definitely just drunk and spouting nonsense."

Anne muttered softly.

The girl frowned for a moment, but then she smiled softly.

It was a transparent smile.

"But still, thinking like this gives me a little bit of hope."

"Hope...?"

"Yes, hope."

"If only a few hours have passed, then someone must surely be looking hard for you, Unnie.

Isn't it okay to expect a small miracle?"

"You never know! Someone might appear like a prince on a white horse and save us."

"..."

"Wasn't there anyone like that around you?"

"...I wonder."

The fox subtly avoided her gaze.

While responding indifferently, there was a face that immediately flashed through her mind.

Thick blonde hair and narrow, slit eyes.

Why was that person coming to mind now?

Irene unconsciously bit her lip.

'...It would be foolish to expect anything from that person.'

After all, he was someone who saw her as nothing more than a mere toy.

It was obvious he would simply brush it off if she disappeared.

He would just find a new toy, she thought.

The fox gave herself a suggestion.

Don't give him your trust.

Just like always.

'I just... need to be alone like this.'

The fox silently mulled over her painful monologue.

But.

"You'd better be safe."

The fox didn't know.

That powers capable of annihilating an entire country were moving to find her, the disappeared one.

White eyes gleamed in the darkness.

"If you're not safe... I don't know what I might do."

Pure white banners fluttered.

A shadowy organization, filled with murderous intent, was crossing the night sky.

To reclaim the fox.

        
            Actually, there was no way to tell time, so it wasn't certain, but it felt that way.

Irene sat, holding her breath.

She remained motionless in that state.

Even as the cold rising from the floor gnawed at her body temperature, even as the deep darkness grew mold in her heart.

She merely lay sprawled like a broken puppet.

“Aaaahhhh!!!”

“Stop, stop it—!”

“I don’t want to die!! I don’t want to die, stop it!!”

“No, no, no, don’t, don’t rip it off!!”

Perhaps it was because her will had been broken.

The screams echoing from the end of the corridor never stopped, and the fox could only listen to them, helpless.

Despair overflowed.

It was a terrible sensation.

A space that wore people down.

Even in such a setting, the reason Irene could maintain her sanity was.

Thanks to the voice that spoke to her through the iron bars.

The girl chirped brightly.

“Unnie Fox!”

“……Yes.”

“We’re alive again today! I was worried I’d be dragged to the laboratory while I was sleeping.”

“Do they… drag people away while they’re sleeping?”

“Sometimes they do. That’s why I need to mentally prepare every morning. It would be too scary to wake up lying on an operating table.”

“……”

“……Did I say something unnecessary?”

Irene’s expression hardened.

Anne timidly watched her reaction.

At the girl’s cautious demeanor, the fox soon relaxed and shook her head.

“It’s okay… I was just thinking of something else for a moment.”

“That’s a relief then.”

The girl smiled sweetly.

It was a pure smile.

At fifteen, she was old enough to prepare for adulthood, yet she was still young.

The fox inwardly replayed her own thoughts.

‘I wonder how they’re doing…’

She was thinking of her younger siblings.

Her beloved little foxes. They must be happily living in some suspicious hideout by now.

Irene mumbled without realizing it.

‘……If my siblings grew a little older, would they look like this?’

Looking at Anne, she inexplicably thought that.

A bitter taste spread in her mouth.

A fleeting moment of regret.

Sadness for her siblings fell.

She would never be able to meet them again.

Now, only a cold end awaited the fox.

Her chest ached faintly.

She wanted to stay by their side at least until they became adults, but even this fate did not allow.

Irene was sinking into herself.

Just then.

“You know, Unnie.”

“……”

“Me, you know. When I get out of here, I want to write a book.”

“A book? Suddenly…?”

“Yes! A book!”

Anne smiled sweetly as their eyes met.

The girl, who had been squatting in the corner, soon jumped up and replied.

“It’s been my dream since I was little.”

“You’re still little.”

“Hey! I meant when I was even littler! And fifteen is an age where you know everything, you know?”

“Is that so…?”

“Of course!”

Anne flapped both her arms as if feeling wronged.

She seemed to be trying to refute being called young, but in Irene’s eyes, she still just looked young.

Only children dislike being young.

“Anyway! I want to write a wonderful story.”

“What kind of story?”

“I’ll put in all the things I’ve experienced so far. Like weaving together a diary written day by day!”

“……Then isn’t that just a diary?”

“Oh, come on! Is there a law saying a diary can’t become a book?”

The answer came back straight.

The girl spoke of her dream with confidence.

She must have known it was an impossible wish, yet the light in her eyes did not extinguish.

Perhaps it was hope.

“I know. That it’s unrealistic.”

“……”

“Maybe I’m wishing for an outrageous miracle. If the demons outside heard my story, they’d laugh, calling it a happy delusion.”

Yes, it was just a delusion.

It was no different from a girl hanging from a cliff praying for a convenient miracle.

But.

“Still, sometimes… wouldn’t it be okay for such a convenient thing to happen?”

The girl smiled sweetly.

It was a smile with the unique purity of childhood.

“You have to have courage, especially in difficult times. Life becomes more beautiful the more you contemplate it.”

Irene was a little surprised.

To have experienced all sorts of terrible things as an experiment subject, yet still be able to sing of hope.

To speak of courage, not despair, hatred, resentment, or anger.

“Am I perhaps thinking too childishly?”

“……Well.”

The fox looked at the girl without answering.

Should she say she was admirable?

Or should she say she felt sorry for her?

Irene couldn’t decide.

She simply gently took the hand that was slipped through the iron bars.

“Hee hee!”

“What’s so good about a hand full of calluses?”

“Mommy said calluses are traces of effort. So Unnie’s hand is a pretty hand.”

“……Think what you like.”

The fox casually turned her head away.

The warmth of the hand kneading hers.

She tried to turn away from hope.

Irene simply closed her heavy eyelids.

***

Two more days passed.

It was already the sixth day since the fox had entered the laboratory.

She was slowly getting used to it.

The screams from the end of the corridor, the smell of blood in the air, even the dampness.

The disgusting things were gradually becoming familiar.

Though it didn’t mean the souls dying every day had become a given.

‘Now, two days later… I’ll be dragged to the end of that corridor too.’

The week-long reprieve the demon had given her.

Her limited time was already down to just two days.

Whether the experiment succeeded or failed… she wouldn’t be able to remain human anymore.

There was only a difference in method.

The proposition of death remained the same.

Irene awaited her execution.

However, there was a girl who stood at the threshold of life one step ahead of the fox.

It was none other than Anne.

“You’re next, little one.”

“You’ve been lucky to survive so far… but that ends tomorrow.”

“Director-nim personally commanded it.”

This was the news conveyed by a passing guard.

He mentioned that an experiment was scheduled for tomorrow and to be ready, and apparently, he added a taunt, saying she’d soon meet her mother.

A sudden death sentence.

Anne merely nodded.

“Understood.”

Her reaction was calm.

She didn’t cower, cry and beg, or faint on the spot.

She just smiled as usual.

The girl waited until the guards had left, then continued the story she had been telling moments before.

As if nothing had happened.

“Where was I… Oh, places I definitely wanted to visit in my life!”

Anne chattered away.

She had just heard she would die tomorrow. It might even be something more terrible than dying.

But even at such a moment, the girl was serene.

Irene gazed intently at her figure visible through the iron bars.

“I really wanted to go to the Academy! It must be a wonderful place, right?”

“Anne.”

“Mommy said only excellent people go to the Academy. Once I get out of here, I definitely will…”

“Aren’t you scared of tomorrow?”

“……”

She asked without thinking.

The chattering girl’s mouth closed. It was the first silence that had come.

A void lingered between the thick iron bars.

For a long time, neither spoke.

Neither the fox nor the girl.

Both were quiet.

It was a long time later that a voice was heard again.

Anne softly called out.

“Unnie.”

“Yes.”

“Unnie.”

“Speak.”

“The truth is.”

The girl squatted beside the iron bars.

She hummed as if deep in thought, then a complex smile touched her lips.

She timidly hugged her knees.

“The truth is, I’m scared too.”

“……”

A simple statement.

Though not a long sentence, an immeasurable depth lay beyond it.

The girl’s voice continued calmly.

“I’m scared. I’m sad, anxious, and I resent it too.”

“……”

“I lose sleep thinking I’ll wake up on an operating table, and when the guards pass by, I hold my breath as much as possible. Not once have I let go of fear.”

In the end, she was the same person.

She was still a lamb who hadn't even reached adulthood, still needing someone's fence.

“And the reason I smile despite all that is… because there’s nothing else I can do.”

The girl was helpless.

Faced with unreasonable misfortune, the girl could now do nothing but harbor hope.

Perhaps it was the sadness of life.

Her fragile voice slowly became moist.

“The truth is, I’m scared.”

It was an especially piteous plea.

“Mommy, Daddy, Unnie… I miss my family so much.”

Tears fell, one after another.

She tried to hold back her sobs, but muffled cries escaped.

The fox listened silently.

“If I had known this would happen, I would have told my family ‘I love you’ more often…”

A common regret.

A common sorrow.

A common wish.

“I don’t want to die.”

“……”

“I want to live.”

“……”

Irene bit her lip firmly.

It was a damnable pain.

Her fists clenched involuntarily.

After standing silently for a while, Anne, who had somewhat calmed down, mumbled.

“Sniff, I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this… It’s just that you’re the only one here right now, so I wanted to lean on you a little.”

“It’s okay.”

“Thank you.”

“What have I done for you?”

“I thought I’d die alone. But thanks to talking with Unnie, I don’t think I’ll be lonely.”

“Don’t worry too much. I’m following right after you.”

“……Is that supposed to be comforting?”

“Perhaps.”

Irene answered dispassionately.

The fox took the hand through the bars.

Anne laughed through her tears.

“Sniff, heh heh… Unnie’s hand is warm.”

“Is it.”

“Yes!”

They sat there like that.

With the cold iron bars between them, they waited for the tomorrow they wished wouldn't come.

***

A day passed.

Anne had to leave the iron bars the moment she opened her eyes.

The girl, being led away by the guards, looked back and smiled brightly.

Leaving a short remark.

“I’ll be back.”

Naturally.

Anne did not return.

***

Anne’s screams had filled the corridor last night.

Her voice had wailed in agony until dawn.

Irene wanted to cover her ears, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

She wanted to share even a little of her pain.

The terrible shrieks gradually faded with time, eventually becoming a handful of silence and disappearing.

That meant only one thing.

Anne was dead.

“……”

There was no time for sorrow.

It was her turn next. The guards immediately walked to Irene’s iron bars.

Clang. With the sound of a key turning, the door opened.

“Director-nim is waiting.”

“Grab her so she can’t resist. She’s precious material, so transport her carefully.”

“Move and you die? Don’t even think about anything foolish.”

No less than five people surrounded her.

Each one was a black mage of high attainment. Though not as powerful as demons, they were skilled enough to easily subdue Irene.

Hope was nowhere to be seen until the very end.

The fox simply took lifeless steps.

Thud thud.

The sound of multiple footsteps echoed through the chilly air.

Thinking of last night, which still lingered in her ears, made the coming future terrifying.

A hollow laugh escaped her lips.

“Haha…”

Was she, in the end, just a child herself?

She wanted to collapse onto the floor immediately.

She wanted to cry uglily, calling for her Master.

No, anyone would do.

She hoped for someone to get her out of this place.

—*You never know! Maybe someone will appear like a prince on a white horse and save us.*

She needed those words she had dismissed as delusion back then.

If her life truly ended like this, she would leave too many regrets in the world.

A prince on a white horse.

A dream she hadn’t wished for even in her childhood, she now yearned for it as death stood at her doorstep.

Her churning stomach made it difficult to stand.

“……Save me.”

She uttered a word that wouldn't reach.

She was already near the end of the corridor.

If she opened the door and went down the stairs, she would fall into an irreversible reality.

The fox’s shoulders trembled.

Thud.

Her long steps stopped.

One of the guards grabbed the doorknob leading to the laboratory.

Just as despair settled in.

“That’s enough.”

Slice!

The heads of the guards simultaneously floated into the air.

Behind the belated cutting sound, the cleanly severed necks of the black mages rolled on the floor.

Crash!

“……?!”

Irene was startled by the sudden scene.

Just as she was about to lose her balance and fall, someone who appeared behind her caught her arm.

It was a soft movement that enveloped her body.

“I finally found you.”

A familiar voice echoed in her ear.

Though the fox thought it impossible, she raised her head to look at the face.

There was deep blonde hair.

White eyes smiled sweetly.

“Miss Irene.”

“……”

Was she dreaming?

The person she least believed in appeared in her sight.

“I’ve come to save you.”

The boy whispered sweetly.

Irene stared blankly.

At the same time, an unidentifiable sense of relief washed over her.

The despair that had painted the world black just moments before disappeared, and a new light colored the scene.

It was an enchanting sight.

“You.”

Irene, who had been entranced, soon completely entrusted her body to the serpent.

Her voice moistened.

“……Why are you so late?”

“I apologize.”

Hot tears fell.

The boy calmly wiped them away. Each time his hand touched, warm body heat colored the fox’s cheek.

He was infinitely gentle.

“Everything is alright now.”

“……”

“You truly endured well. I’ll take care of the rest.”

In the darkening corridor.

Irene hugged the boy’s body tightly. As if she would never let go.

She buried her face in his warm embrace.

The serpent quietly accepted the fox.

“I’m truly relieved you’re safe.”

“……”

The two stood there for a long time.

        
            I look down at the fox in my arms.
The girl with vermillion hair, burying her face in my chest, was shedding tears.
With calm hands, I patted her trembling back.

Though her appearance was haggard, there were no signs of injury or having been experimented on.
It seemed I had managed to rescue her just in time.
I quietly held the fox's cold body.
I hoped my faint body warmth would at least help her regain her composure.

'She must have suffered a lot.'

Bergen Belsen.
How much pain must she have endured while staying in this laboratory?
In real-world time, it had only been a day, but in this place where the time axis was distorted, a week must have already passed.
It was enough time for one's spirit to break.

[EP6. Bergen Belsen]
-The Lost Girl, The Monsters Who Cannot Cry-

The most grim episode in the original work.
Perhaps due to its uniquely eerie and unpleasant atmosphere, it was a story that strongly divided users.
Because it was based on a real historical tragedy.
As such, it was difficult content to enjoy with a light heart.

'I should have come a little earlier.'

I had a hard time because it was land not marked on any map.
It was also a point beyond the Empire's territory.
Fortunately, based on the information obtained from the 'Abandoned Laboratory' last time, I was able to track the facility's location.
That was at least a relief.

"It's my oversight."

I never imagined the fox would get caught up in this.
Originally, she was a character with no connection to this episode.
I thought I only needed to prevent Regia's abduction, but a problem arose in a completely unexpected place.
I inwardly groaned.

"Irene-yang."
"......Mm."
"By any chance, have you met a girl named Anne here?"
"......"

Her expression rapidly hardened.
Seeing tears well up in her black eyes again, I was certain.
'She did meet her, after all.'
It seemed only the character experiencing the episode had changed, but the detailed flow remained the same.
Because the pilot also started the part after meeting Anne.

Irene grabbed my sleeve with trembling hands.
She seemed to be suffering from a terrible nightmare.
I quietly calmed the fox.
As I continued to comfort her through her sobs, a voice came from behind me.

"Captain-nim."

It was Neria.
She, who had gone to clear the surroundings, had apparently finished her task and was now waiting in a disciplined posture.
In the hallway, the corpses of the guards lay strewn one after another.
The other members were the same.
They stood at their respective positions as if awaiting the next command.
It was time to move.

I whispered softly.
"Irene-yang. From now on, we plan to clean out this laboratory."
"......"
"As much as I'd like to tell you to rest as you are... for now, I'll ask. Will you come with us?"
"......I'll go with you."
"It won't be a very good memory."
"I know. Still."

The fox slowly moved away from my arms.
Although her face was a mess from tears, her eyes were still alive, not dimmed.
Her pupils held a transparent sorrow.

"There's something I need to confirm... with my own eyes."
Perhaps it was lingering attachment.
The girl seemed unable to let go of hope.

"I respect that."

I nodded.
This was the fox's choice.
It wasn't something I could arbitrarily force.
I, who was merely a late-appearing extra, simply turned my back and gave orders.

"Then... shall we properly begin now?"

My pure white robe fluttered.
As I took steps towards the tightly shut door, the footsteps of the members following me echoed neatly.
A thick, permeating killing intent filled the corridor.
I murmured.
"It's time for logging."

It was time to fell the wicked trees.

***

'Bergen Belsen.'

A research facility where all sorts of inhumane experiments were carried out.
It was one of the main strongholds of the cult group 'Baobab' and also a massacre site that claimed the most victims every year.
It was a facility that served as a pillar of the organization.

Its location was also a damn nightmare.
A wilderness surrounded on all sides.
It was land untouched by human feet due to its terrain features, which were not just rough but harsh.
Numerous valleys cut through the land, and the research facility was located in the deepest part of the underground among them.
Thanks to this, it was impossible for outsiders to set foot in the facility.
Only those permitted could come and go via teleportation.

-If the day comes when Belsen falls, it will surely be the day the world meets its end.

It was truly an impregnable fortress.
As such, Belsen's significance was extraordinary.
Thanks to the strangely twisted time axis, experimental results could be efficiently extracted, so there was no reason for the headquarters not to support it.
As a result, many personnel gathered despite the facility's small size.

-It's a force capable of easily trampling most count families.
-If we continue to accumulate research like this... soon, we can manifest a grand hell in the present world.

The research director evaluated it as such.
Over 300 elite troops were stationed at the facility.
A level unmatched by any branch of similar scale.
No one could have imagined Belsen's downfall.
They thought it would continue its legacy forever.

But.

"It's an attack!! Unidentified intruders in the facility...!"
"Damn it!! How the hell did they get in?!"
"Everyone, secure the experimental data!!"
"Kuaaak!!"

A tree is, after all, just a tree.
It simply falls powerlessly before a raised axe.
The facility was unilaterally butchered.

"What are the guards doing?!"
"They're all dead!! Laboratory 17 is already wiped out!!"
"Where did those bastards...!"
"Everyone, respond calmly!! Just in case, prepare your incantations!"
"Damn it! Die!!"

Elegant pure white robes fluttering.
The intruders, clad in pure white, "cleaned up" the facility with skillful precision.
As if they'd done it more than once or twice.
The people danced gracefully.
Attacks dodged like flowing water.
Then, when a sword was swung with a powerful arc, the heads of the cultists blocking their path floated into the air.
They were swept away helplessly.

"These bastards, it's like they're reading our attacks... *Gasp!*"
"Kuaaaah!!"
"The Head Manager has been defeated!!"
"Communicate... contact Laboratory 83 and request backup!!"
"The signal isn't connecting! They seem to have already been defeated!"
"This damn ittt!!!"

A scene resembling a massacre.
Countless deaths rolled across the floor.
Even in the warzone where blood and flesh splattered, the intruders moved calmly.
Step, step.
Their noble demeanor was like seeing white angels.
Silver blades judged sins.

"Unbelievable... How could this happen...?"
"They're no match for them!!"
"Hey, release the chimeras in the lab!"
"Retreat for now! Hold out until the Director-nim comes out!!"

Where had Belsen's reputation gone?
In their current state, they were no different from cockroaches being mercilessly trampled.
Ultimately, the black mages retreated from the front lines and fled.
News of the intruders reached even the devil.

"What did you just say?"
"I said it seems intruders have appeared within the research facility."
"Intruders, you say...?"

Research Director, Josef Kramer.
The man, known as Belsen's Devil, mumbled as if dumbfounded.
The director, who had a vacant expression, soon burst into a hollow laugh.

"Haha! How audacious."
"......"
"Where are the intruders now?"
"According to the last report, they've passed Laboratory 37. It seems they're heading towards the stairs to the lowest floor."
"Hmm, are they going to where the failures are?"

The director murmured, as if intrigued.
Belsen's lowest floor. Coincidentally, that was the space where his 'artistic soul' was contained.
Do they know information about this side?
The director smiled a sinister smile.

Whoosh!
As he clenched his fist tightly, a dark crimson aura surged around him.
The aura of black magic permeated the air terribly.
It was an output capable of collapsing the entire facility at any moment.

"We can't just leave these rats alone."

The man rose from his seat.
Enveloping his entire body in an explosive momentum, he prepared to welcome his guests.
The corners of his lips twisted grotesquely upwards.

"I hope it will be an enjoyable artistic endeavor."

The devil took his steps.

***

Meanwhile.

The fox was running down the stairs.
"Haa, haa...!"
Her breathing was ragged.
The breath rising from within her was hot.
Her lungs felt like they were burning.
"Ugh...!"

Her consciousness momentarily blurred.
It was due to the fatigue accumulated over the past few days.
She felt like she could lose consciousness and collapse at any moment, but each time, she bit her lip and endured.
Her slender legs stumbled endlessly.
All she held was a single sword.
It felt especially heavy today.

As she endured the splitting dizziness, a voice suddenly brushed past her ears.
It was a conversation she had overheard a few days ago.

-What should we do with the failures we worked on today?
-Move them to the lowest floor.
-Yes, understood.

She had to go to the lowest floor.
Because there was someone she wanted to find.
If yesterday's experiment had indeed finished properly, the girl would definitely be on the lowest floor.

The fox ran down the stairs.

"Damn it, intruders!!"
"Stop them from going down!"

Occasionally, obstacles blocked her path.
Irene swung her sword without hesitation.
Clang! Scrape...!
A fierce sword dance bloomed like a flower.
She was pushed to her limits, but precisely because of that, her senses became even sharper.
Her gaze was utterly venomous.
She advanced, treading on a precarious life.

Slice!
Once again, she cut someone down.
Behind the clean cutting sound, a tingling tremor spread through her fingertips.
Her vision flickered.
"Ugh, haa...!"

Irene did not stop.
She cut them down mercilessly.
There were also opponents she couldn't handle with her own strength.
At such times, the boy beside her would help.

"Oh dear, oh dear... we're a bit busy, you see!"
Snap!
A guard vanished as he snapped his fingers.
Turning into a handful of ash, he scattered.

For a while, the fox's desperate charge continued.
And then.

"......"

Irene finally arrived at the lowest floor.
A vast space welcomed her.
A scene of countless iron cages lined up.
It reminded her of the animal pens in the basement of a slave auction house.

-Sniff, hehe... Unnie's hand is warm.

Here.
There was someone she had to find.

Thud!
The fox ran through the iron cages.
The basement where cold air circulated.
What was trapped between the bars were none other than 'failures'.

<Screech!>
<Gurgle, gurgle-?>
<Ahhh... Uaaah>

Things that were once human, but could no longer be called so.
They were the byproducts of hideous desires.
Irene desperately darted her eyes around.
While desperately hoping to find her, she also hoped the girl wouldn't be here.
A sad contradiction flowed.

<Squeal!>
<Hellohellohellohellohellohello?>
<Kyaaaah!!>

And so.
After wandering a little longer, the fox found her.
A body lying in a secluded iron cage.

"......Anne."

She murmured the name.
But it was laughable.
Because what was visible beyond the bars was no longer the girl she knew.
The fox silently stared at the floor.

<Gurgle... gurgle.>

A congealed mass.
Its appearance resembled a slime, but seeing it in person was more horrific than any description.
Irene didn't have the courage to describe it.

"......"

Thud.
Her legs gave out, and she collapsed.
The scene she had tried so hard to deny had appeared in reality.

<Gurgle...?>

Anne writhed.
Even though she had become a monster, had she perhaps not abandoned her kind nature?
She showed no hostility towards people.
Rather, that aspect made her heart ache even more.

"......Ha."

A hollow, meaningless scoff burst out.
Her vision blurred faintly.
Before she knew it, tears were falling in drops down her cheeks.
It was terrible despair.

"Truly... this is too much..."

She knew.
That it would end up like this.
Because it was a tragedy destined from the moment she was trapped in this hell.

But.

-But sometimes... isn't it okay for such convenient things to happen?

Because she liked those words the girl had said.
Even if only for a moment, she wanted to hold a similar hope.

"Irene-yang."
"I... I think I was too late."
"You did your best."
"What sin did such a kind child commit, that she deserved this...?"

The world is unreasonable.
And cruel.
Everyone must live their predetermined destiny, and people merely play out on a grand script.
Sometimes, she felt that life itself had no value.

"Irene-yang."

But.
Nevertheless, the reason people search for hope is...

"It's not too late yet."

Because sometimes, they wonder if it's alright for convenient things to happen.

"It's too early for tears."
"......What?"

Words she couldn't understand.
Irene lifted her bowed head and looked at the boy.
There were his smiling, slit eyes.
The snake sang a low whisper.

"Because I always like happy endings."

Step, step.
The boy approached the iron cage.
Before the fox could stop him, the snake placed his hand on the writhing mass of flesh.
Immediately after, he mumbled.

"Break."

Shatter!
A sound like glass shattering was heard from somewhere.
At the same time, the shadow hanging from the boy's fingertips quickly enveloped Anne's body.

"You!? What are you...!"
"Shh, quiet."

Crunch, crunch!
A strange noise.
The silhouette hidden by the shadow writhed.
An eternity-like moment passed, and the covering shadow scattered into dust.
The fox was speechless.

"An, ne...?"

Inside the iron cage sat the girl.
The person she had searched for so desperately.
The name that had stayed by her side for the past few days was sitting there, with a body free of any wounds.

Anne yawned softly.
"Haa-ohm..."
Her eyes blinked as if she had just woken up.
The girl, who was rubbing her eyes as if sleepy, soon met the fox's gaze.

"......Huh? Fox Unnie?"
"Anne...!"

Irene embraced the small body.
Warm body heat permeated her embrace.
As the realization that she was alive sank in, tears once again fell in drops from her tender heart.
Her cheeks were hot with tears.

"Huhu."

The snake quietly watched the scene.
It was a nostalgic expression.
Although life may be a tragedy.
Sometimes, a miracle capable of erasing even such tragedies comes along.

And.
"It seems today, I am your miracle."

For the two girls, it was now.

        
            [EP6. Bergen-Belsen]

-The Lost Girl, The Monsters Who Cannot Cry-

Originally, the story unfolded from Regia's perspective.

The protagonist, kidnapped in the previous 'Abandoned Laboratory,' was dragged to Belsen, and the story flowed from there.

The episode began with a dark iron cage.

[Sniffle... Sob, ugh...]

A girl was crying, leaning against the cold wall.

The pilot despaired at their situation, helplessly shedding tears.

Just then, trembling with fear.

[Hey... Pink Unnie!]

[Over here! Over here!]

A voice was heard from somewhere.

Startled, the pilot turned around to see a girl waving her hand through a small gap.

Their eyes met, and the girl smiled brightly.

[Nice to meet you! It feels like ages since someone came into the room next door!]

[My name is Anne! Let's get along well as fellow test subjects.]

A bright, sparkling smile.

Anne's appearance was no different in the original work.

The brave girl reached out to the protagonist, becoming a conversation partner so she wouldn't tremble in loneliness.

You could say she was a typical supporting character.

[Unnie, take this.]

[It's a blanket!]

A role that provided courage.

She was a character who kept the gloomy atmosphere of the episode from sinking too low.

Her unwavering hope was also heartwarming.

[Still, sometimes... isn't it okay for such fortunate things to happen?]

[The more difficult the times, the more courage you must have.]

[Because life becomes more beautiful the more you contemplate.]

However.

She couldn't escape the destined tragedy.

Bergen-Belsen, Anne, diary... devices foreshadowing misfortune were hidden everywhere.

The girl ultimately met a horrific end.

It was a rather shocking demise.

[I'll be back.]

Afterward, the faculty of Gallimard were deployed for the rescue.

Thanks to them, the protagonist succeeded in escaping, but had to face a terrible sight as a price for survival.

[Screech... Caw]

Anne, who had turned into a monster.

The episode ended with Regia in despair.

While filming the strategy guide, I thought.

Even if it was inspired by real history, did it have to show such a cruel ending?

It was a story that remained a painful memory.

However.

"Thank goodness... What a relief."

"Unnie, are you crying? Wh-why are you suddenly acting like that...?"

This time, it was different.

Because I was by the side of the girl who had become a monster.

It felt a bit like an act of rebellion.

'The predetermined ending... can go to hell.'

I hated tragedies.

If an irrational future blocked happiness, I would simply smash it with a wildly swung fist.

I gently smiled.

"W-what happened, I don't know. I was definitely in the lab..."

"Huhu."

Anne's eyes darted around, looking confused.

Carefully, so as not to startle the girl, I gently stroked her head.

Warm body heat spread into my palm.

It was as if it conveyed life itself.

"I... I thought I was going to die."

"Anne-yang."

"It hurt so much, I was so scared... I cr-cried, and scr-screamed..."

"It seems you had a nightmare."

I calmly soothed the girl.

"It was just a dream. A dream that you won't even remember after you close and open your eyes a few times."

I covered her teary eyes with my palm.

So the tired girl could rest peacefully, so she could escape from the terrible nightmare.

"You'll be fine after another nap."

Faintly flickering shadows.

Anne's eyelids slowly closed.

As her consciousness blurred and she swayed, the fox next to her embraced the girl's body.

I whispered softly.

"Sleep well."

I smiled faintly.

***

Soft breathing sounds.

Quiet breathing sounds echoed.

"...She's asleep."

"Indeed."

Anne was lying with her head on the fox's lap.

The girl was fast asleep, her expression peaceful.

Irene tidied her disheveled hair, then subtly turned her gaze towards me.

Beyond her dark pupils, complex emotions were contained.

"..."

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"..."

"Irene-yang?"

The fox was lost in thought for a while.

Chewing on her lip, she soon posed a question.

"How on earth... did you do that?"

It was a short but by no means light question.

Because the scene the girl had witnessed just before was extremely surreal.

The realm of the impossible.

In other words, a miracle.

For the fox, it must have been an incomprehensible point.

I smiled brightly.

I put my index finger to my lips.

"It's a secret."

"...I thought as much."

Because it was a power too complex to explain.

"Let's just say I was lucky."

It wasn't exactly a lie.

It was a treatment only possible because Anne, at the very least, hadn't died during the experiment, and was still alive even in the form of a chimera.

Though it felt more like restoration than healing, in truth.

Anyway.

Even with a liar's ability, one cannot bring the dead back to life.

Whether limbs were torn off, or she was butchered, or became a monster... she had to be alive, first and foremost.

Because a lie spoken to the deceased is nothing more than a lament.

-Ding!

[Current Output Remaining: 31.7%]

In fact, even this was a great strain.

Restoring this frail girl to her original form alone consumed nearly 60% of my output.

Meaning, doing it for multiple people at once is an impossible dream.

'I guess I overexerted myself... I'm feeling nauseous.'

It is far more difficult than subduing an average professor-level combatant.

Unlike battles that only require physical strikes.

The restoration of a chimera had to elevate to the concept of creation itself.

As such, the backlash was also strong.

"Isn't it more beautiful for a miracle to remain a miracle?"

"Yes... I won't ask any more questions."

"You're surprisingly compliant."

"I have some decency. Although I swore never to trust humans again, I don't want to bare my fangs at someone I owe a debt to."

"Excellent."

I nodded, feeling pleased.

Even though her distrust of humans was extreme, her nature wasn't that of a dark beast.

"I'll repay this debt somehow."

"I did it because I wanted to. Thanks to it, I also got to see Irene-yang cry for the first time."

"...Be quiet."

The fox wiped her reddened eyes.

It seemed her tension had eased.

As much as I wanted to just chat idly like this, unfortunately, there was still something I needed to finish.

I brushed myself off and stood up.

"Ahem."

My lie's output was dangerously low... but well, this much should be enough.

To deal with the one watching from the shadows, that is.

I had been catching my breath for a moment, then I directed my gaze to one side and spoke.

"How about you come out now? I believe I've waited long enough."

"What? Who are you suddenly talking to...?"

The moment Irene tilted her head in confusion.

"What an impudent child."

Someone who had been hiding between the iron bars revealed themselves.

A middle-aged man exuding an alien atmosphere.

The man, draped in a blood-colored robe like a second skin, walked out of the darkness with an amused smile.

It was a familiar face.

"..."

Startled.

Irene, startled, gripped her sword.

The fox seemed to recognize the man, but she didn't dare to stand up hastily.

It was because of the oppressive aura around him.

"This is truly interesting."

Laboratory Director, Josef Kramer.

The demon reigning over Belsen, and the very one who turned Anne into a monster.

"I had completely concealed my presence... I can't believe you saw through it."

The man approached with quiet steps.

His uniquely leisurely voice echoed chillingly through the dark basement.

I replied calmly.

"I just have rather good eyesight."

"You say amusing things. I clearly saw you restore that failed product just a moment ago."

"By 'failed product,' are you referring to Anne-yang?"

"Anne? I don't know such a trashy name."

"Didn't you experiment on her with your own hands?"

"What good is a name to a failure? It's nothing but trash."

"...Ha."

A bitter laugh escaped me without my knowing.

He was this kind of character in the original work too, but seeing him in person was even more of a spectacle.

Especially his eyes, which held not a shred of guilt.

"So, how exactly did you do it?"

In the demon's pupils, only vile greed surged.

"Was it a trick? Magic that restores a test subject who's become a monster... I've never heard of such a thing."

"That's troublesome. It's a secret I don't wish to share with others."

"Yes, that's right. Of course. You wouldn't want to share such valuable knowledge."

The demon chuckled unpleasantly.

Dark crimson mist began to waft up. A foul stench pricked at my nostrils. He was preparing dark magic.

"Then I'll just take it by force. I'll pull out your brain whole and analyze it piece by piece."

"Those are truly chilling words."

"You'll make an excellent specimen! While I'm at it, I'll recycle the trash next to you too. How about cutting off their limbs and attaching them to each other? Just imagining it is an exhilarating composition."

"..."

Does that bastard know?

That every single word he utters is provoking me.

"It's truly been a long time... since I've been this angry."

I calmly took a breath.

Then I patted the fox's head, whose anxiety was clearly evident.

As if to say, don't worry.

"It'll be over in a moment. Please cover your ears so Anne-yang doesn't wake up."

"...Understood."

Irene hesitated, then nodded.

I chuckled softly and stepped forward.

Whoosh!

Before I knew it, the vast basement was filled with a blood-red aura.

Sharp fragments pointed towards me.

If he recited the incantation like that, everything around would be torn apart at an atomic level.

The opponent was the head of Belsen.

He was a strong individual with at least professor-level power or higher.

Enough to bury the entire basement with a single incantation.

So I had to be careful.

'If I hit him with too much emotion, he might just die meaninglessly.'

It is customary to exercise special caution when dealing with weak creatures.

I loaded my lies into my fingertips.

Cold anger flowed down my spine.

The man's lips twitched as he lunged forward.

He was chanting a prayer to manifest dark magic.

Death fluttered.

"Oh, blood-stained master! Your eternal power, unleash it here...!"

"Shatter."

Smash!

But I'm sorry.

I wasn't in the mood for games.

I didn't want to see him posturing.

Josef Kramer.

A psycho who had massacred, tortured, and turned tens of thousands into monsters.

It was absolutely unacceptable for such a bastard, just because he was a villain, to receive dramatic staging.

Crumble!

That's why I shattered the lights.

So no spotlight could shine upon the stage where he stood, painting the script with only darkness.

It was the nightmare most fitting for a demon.

"...?!"

The research director, aghast as his magic vanished.

I parted my lips dryly.

"Blackout."

Immediately after.

Pitch blackness dyed the world.

***

When they opened their eyes again.

The two of them were sitting in a courtroom.

A world meticulously realized through illusion magic. It was a new stage prepared for their play.

In the center, a tall execution platform also stood.

"Defendant."

The judge called the defendant.

Sitting on the highest judge's bench was none other than the boy with narrow eyes.

"Defendant, Josef Kramer. Do you have any final words?"

In the defendant's seat was the demon, bound to a chair with ropes.

Gazing at the suddenly shifted scenery, the defendant was unable to collect himself.

The judge smiled ominously.

"In that case, from now on... the judgment of the sinner shall begin."

Bang bang bang!

With the echoing sound of the gavel, the rope on the execution platform was zoomed in on.

It was the time for punishment.

        
            Josef Kramer.

A dark mage of overwhelming power and the research director leading Belzen.

Based on the results obtained from chimera experiments, he achieved widespread advancements in dark magic and was a highly recognized figure within Baob.

At the same time, he was also a renowned genius of slaughter.

"The trial will now begin."

Who would have known?

That the end of the man called a demon would be so pathetic.

"Defendant."

"........."

Following the call echoing in his ears, Josef raised his head.

What reflected in his blurry vision was an alien landscape.

It was a space that resembled a courtroom.

What had happened?

The demon, dumbfounded, looked around.

Just a moment ago, he had been walking between iron bars, but when he opened his eyes, a completely different scene met his gaze.

He couldn't help but be flustered.

"What is this...?"

A short question leaked out.

He tried to move his body, but it wouldn't budge. The demon was tightly bound with ropes and fixed to a chair.

Then a voice was heard.

"The defendant has no right to remain silent or refuse questions related to their person during the ongoing trial, nor can they state facts that would benefit themselves."

".........?"

Sitting on the judge's bench was none other than the snake.

The boy, clad in judge's robes, was looking down at the demon from the highest point.

He recited the sentences clearly.

"The defendant cannot defend themselves, and can only submit to the unreasonable rulings of the court. Do you understand?"

A chilling atmosphere hung in the air.

Whatever playful demeanor he had moments before was gone, replaced by a cold winter in the boy's expression.

A gaze that seemed to regard the target as something less than human.

Josef felt an inexplicable chill run down his spine.

"What kind of trickery is this...?"

The demon muttered.

He wriggled to break free from his restraints, but the more he did, the tighter the ropes squeezed.

Even the dark magic he trusted wouldn't activate.

Perhaps it was natural.

This was a world of illusion built on the snake's lies.

Laws imposed by others wouldn't work here.

"I can't hear His whispers, what kind of crap did you...?"

"Silence."

*Snap!*

As he snapped his fingers, the man's mouth clamped shut.

While he was agitated by his jaw muscles not moving as he wished.

"Mmph, mmph...?!"

"The defendant is not permitted to speak. The only sounds that may come from the defendant's mouth are screams, pleas, and wails."

The demon froze like ice.

The cocky Josef finally began to realize that things were going strangely.

Something was wrong.

A chilling tension pierced through his lungs.

His shoulders were trembling without him realizing it.

The man quietly swallowed dry.

If he let his guard down for even a moment, it felt as though his head would be severed.

"........."

"The trial will resume."

Indifferent.

The boy, acting as the judge, continued his lines calmly.

"Defendant, Josef Kramer."

"........."

"The defendant, as a high-ranking executive of the dark mage organization 'Baob' and the research director of the research institute 'Bergen Belzen,' threatened the peace of the continent. Do you admit to this?"

"........."

"Silence will be interpreted as affirmation."

The trial was unilateral.

The judge questioned the crimes, and the defendant could not offer a defense.

"Furthermore, you committed various unethical acts based on forbidden magic, showing a particular obsession with chimera research using humans as subjects. In this process, you even drove tens of thousands of innocent people to their deaths. Do you admit to this?"

"........."

"A few days ago, you ordered an attack on Gallimard Academy and even attempted to abduct students. Do you admit to this?"

His voice was devoid of emotion.

A chilling terror washed over him.

Cold sweat dripped from the man's forehead. It was a hateful fear.

The judge despised it.

"I will now deliver the verdict."

A solemn pronouncement echoed through the courtroom.

"The evil deeds committed by the defendant as a member of the cult are unforgivable crimes. Especially considering he oversaw the experiments and massacres that occurred in Belzen, the severity of his crimes is deemed heavy."

The exact number of victims at Bergen Belzen was 15,924.

Among them, 3,642 were young children who had not even reached adulthood.

Was it to appease the vengeful spirits?

He wanted the demon to experience the despair of the victims as well.

"Therefore, this judge hereby sentences the defendant to a total of 15,924 executions, corresponding to the number of unjustly sacrificed victims."

*Bang bang bang!*

With the clear sound of the gavel echoing, Josef wore a puzzled expression.

Not just a death sentence... but ten thousand executions.

He was bewildered by this somehow strange verdict.

Of course, it didn't take long for him to fully grasp the meaning of that sentence.

The judge snapped his fingers.

*Snap!*

The next moment.

The demon stood on the execution ground.

Before his eyes was a single gallows.

As Josef stared blankly at it, a thick rope flew from somewhere and wrapped around his neck.

Immediately after, his body floated up.

".........Cough?!"

The demon let out a single gasp.

He struggled, hanging in mid-air.

His windpipe was painfully constricted.

As his breathing was slowly being suppressed, the platform he was barely standing on gave way.

Immediately after, the rope also began to descend.

*Crack!*

The man's neck, suspended in the air, broke.

It was an instant death.

The demon lay dead, eyes rolled back.

The snake, who had been watching the scene, snapped his fingers once more with a murmur to himself.

"That's one time."

*Snap!*

A clear snapping sound echoed.

The world was reconstructed.

Josef, who had become perfectly unharmed, opened his eyes again before the execution platform.

His eyes were filled with horror.

"Haa, haa...!"

The death he had just experienced.

The sensation of his neck bone breaking was vivid.

As the demon gasped for breath, a chilling voice brushed past his ear.

It was the golden snake.

"You have 15,923 more times left."

A significant remark.

Before he could even grasp its meaning, the boy was snapping his fingers.

*Snap!*

"Shall we do it step by step?"

*Crack!*

The demon's neck broke limply.

"That's two times."

*Snap!*

He revived.

The execution platform didn't miss Josef's moment of confusion.

His neck broke once more.

"That's three times."

*Snap!*

Only then did the demon realize the snake's intention.

This was an infinite prison.

Until the boy truly completed the stated number of times, the man would be continuously hanged on the execution platform.

His mind went blank, and a distant terror set in.

However.

"You have 15,921 more times left."

There was no mercy.

*Snap!*

It was the time of punishment.

***

The demon's deaths were varied.

Since it was a staggering 15,924 executions, he continuously changed the methods so the fellow wouldn't get bored.

Hanging, beheading, burning at the stake, dismemberment... it seemed every possible method was used.

The demon, screaming, was torn apart.

"Cough, cough, hack...!"

"You have 12,084 more times left."

*Snap!*

"Ah, no...! No!! Don't, don't do it!!!"

"You have 10,834 more times left."

*Snap!*

"P-please, please spare me...! P-please, please...!!"

"You have 9,999 more times left."

*Snap!*

The endlessly repeated deaths.

By the time the remaining count entered the 5,000s, Josef had already lost his mind.

He merely screamed, having lost the ability to speak.

"Aaaahhhhhhh!!!"

Of course, the one inflicting it wasn't completely fine either.

Although it was an illusion, unimaginably cruel scenes were being replayed right before his eyes.

He felt his mind straining.

"You have 4,273 more times left."

Nevertheless, he didn't stop his hand.

Because it was something that had to be done.

He wanted to comfort the tens of thousands of unjustly deceased spirits, even if it was just like this.

He snapped his fingers.

'Why.'

Too many people had died.

Although they hadn't appeared on screen, their stories were no different from Anne's.

How much sorrow there must have been.

Victims ground down by experiments.

These were people who had undoubtedly lived with their own dreams, yet they died in a place where not even a single flower could bloom.

Stars that should have shone had set too early.

I stood here as the agent of countless tragedies.

"No, no, no, no, don't, don't tear it!"

The last 1,000 punishments were chimera experiments.

He returned to Josef exactly what Josef had done to the test subjects, without a single omission.

The demon, pleading on the operating table.

"Something's growing in my stomach, in my stomach!! Something's eating away at my stomach!!"

I watched in silence.

The indifferent gaze reflected in the mirror was truly that of a trashy villain.

'It's nothing new.'

I had never once thought of myself as noble.

If asked whether I was a good person or a bad person, I would always answer that I was closer to the latter.

It was just a matter of who I was bad to.

I wanted to be bad to bad people.

'I wanted to protect.'

Because there are many good people in the world who are kind to bad people.

Sometimes, it felt okay to be a bad person who was kind to good people.

I slowly raised my head.

"........."

The punishment was nearing its end.

It was time to wake from the nightmare.

Josef stood there, utterly dazed.

The demon, his mind seemingly completely broken, was drooling and immobile.

I quietly approached him.

"This is the last time."

*Thump!*

I grasped the demon's neck with my hand.

His body followed without resistance. With my fingertips, I scraped together the last remnants of the lie.

Shadows flickered.

'Please... may I have been sufficient punishment for this man.'

A fleeting, out-of-place prayer.

Then I recited the incantation.

"Bright Transference."

*Shatter!*

At the same time, a large crack appeared in the air.

The world made of lies swayed unstably, then shattered into countless pieces like glass shards.

Amidst the collapsing scenery.

I put force into my hand one last time.

*Crack!*

The demon's neck broke.

Following the scattering remnants of the lie, his body fell lifelessly to the floor.

This time, he didn't revive.

He had finally reached the death he thought he'd never attain.

"Haa..."

I let out a short breath.

The surrounding scenery had returned to its original state.

I was in Belzen's lowest level.

As I massaged my stiff wrist for a moment, a bewildered voice came from behind.

It was none other than Irene.

"Wh-what was that...? Did it really just end like this...?"

Her reaction was one of confusion.

Since not even a moment had passed in reality, it was perhaps natural for the fox to be surprised.

From her perspective, it must have looked like I simply walked over and snapped the neck of the dazed Josef.

I asked subtly.

"Were you perhaps hoping for something more to remain?"

"Of course not, but it was just so sudden..."

"Haha."

Irene answered hesitantly.

I gently stroked the girl's head with a slowly extended hand.

"It's alright."

It was a particularly tender warmth.

"Because it's truly over now."

"If you say so... then I guess it is."

The fox mumbled and nodded. Her orange tail drooped as if she was finally relaxing. She looked utterly exhausted.

I let out a small laugh.

"You're commendable."

A simple remark.

I lightly embraced the girl. A soft warmth filled my arms.

I left a low whisper in her ear.

"Irene."

"........."

"You truly worked hard."

"........."

The fox was silent for a moment.

"Let's go back now. A warm dormitory awaits us."

".........Mm."

The answer finally came.

Her voice was wet with emotion, as if the feelings she had barely suppressed were resurfacing.

Irene buried her face in my chest.

As if she didn't want her flowing tears to be seen.

"It's all over."

I patted her slender back.

We had to remain standing there for a while, savoring the fact that everything was finally over.

The fierce fox retrieval operation.

[EP6. Bergen Belzen]

-The Lost Girl, The Monsters Who Cannot Weep-

And with that, the episode came to an end.

        
            The situation concluded like that.

The demon that had reigned over Belzen was executed following due process, and the remaining remnants within the facility also seemed to have been dealt with.

They struck without leaving a shred of mercy.

From the beginning, it was an infiltration solely for extermination, not for suppression or capture.

The members held no pity in their sword tips.

Before long, the black mages in the building were nearly annihilated.

"Currently, we have cleared labs 1 to 105. We believe there are no remaining enemies."

"Were there any casualties on our side?"

"None at all."

"As expected, you are competent. You worked hard, Neria Yang."

"It is thanks to Commander-nim being with us."

I was receiving a report from the Vice Commander.

Although I took care of all the highlights, she was the one who practically commanded this Belzen extermination operation.

While I was confronting the demon on the lowest floor.

Neria led the members and steadily took over the research facility.

She was truly an excellent talent.

"We have rescued all trapped survivors. The total number of people was 71, and they have been transported to Astro's directly managed medical facility for treatment. We plan to release them in the imperial capital later."

"Good."

"As instructed, all research materials found within the facility have undergone the disposal process. Currently, we are setting fire to them so that no traces remain..."

The briefing continued calmly.

There seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary.

"And... this is the item you requested."

Neria seemed to finish her report, then took something out from her pocket and handed it over.

It was a small case, about the size of a palm.

It seemed she had brought the item I had ordered.

"We found it in a nearby gorge. As Commander-nim said, it was buried beneath the ground along with giant bone fragments."

"This is indeed the item I was looking for."

Click.

After checking the contents, I put the case into my pocket.

It was an item needed for later, and thanks to our Vice Commander, I was able to get my hands on it easily.

I offered a brief thanks.

"Thank you, Neria Yang."

"I merely did what was proper as one who serves."

"That's a commendable thing to say."

"Everything as you wish."

Neria silently bowed her head.

As I stroked her long silver hair as a gesture of praise, the girl's breathing strangely hitched.

As if an electric current flowed through her.

"A soft gasp..."

Her chic demeanor was gone, replaced by a melting expression.

Beyond her silver pupils, a fervent desire shimmered.

Perhaps it was due to her exceptionally deep loyalty.

She blushed even at a simple touch.

"I'm proud of you."

"......!"

The girl's shoulders trembled.

Having elicited a satisfactory reaction, I then resumed my paused steps.

Neria stumbled as she followed behind.

My moving feet stopped in front of a certain iron cage.

There, Anne, who had regained consciousness, and Irene were sitting, leaning against the iron bars.

Both were covered with small blankets.

I smiled faintly and spoke to them.

"How are you both feeling?"

"I told you I'm fine... Do you even know how many times you've asked since earlier?"

"Even after hearing your answer so many times, I'm still worried."

"......I'm perfectly fine."

"I'm fine too! It doesn't hurt at all!"

Anne replied bravely.

Now that she seemed to have fully woken up from her sleep, the girl radiated a bright atmosphere around her.

It was a sparkling, shining smile.

'It seems there are no after-effects.'

Because while restoring their bodies, I also tampered with their memories.

The things they suffered in the chimera experiments.

They were wounds too heavy for a young child to bear for life.

After much thought, I arbitrarily decided to delete them.

Of course, all other memories remained as they were.

What I wanted to ease was the nightmare, not the courage the girl steadfastly held.

In a way, it was a white lie.

"I'm glad there's no pain."

"Thanks for worrying, handsome Oppa!"

"Handsome...?"

"Yes! You're handsome!"

"Oh my... Now that I see, not only are you brave, but your eye for detail is also excellent. I think you'll become a great writer."

"Huh! How did you know my dream was to be a writer?"

"I have my ways of knowing everything."

We chatted lightly.

After spending a short while, Neria, who was standing behind me, spoke.

"All clear-up is complete. It's time to return now."

"What about the other members?"

"They have already returned to the headquarters via the portal. We are the last ones."

"Hmm... What about the handling of this research facility?"

"I have inscribed an explosion spell. It is set to turn into dust exactly 30 minutes from now."

"Good. Let's return."

Whoosh.

As I spoke, a person hidden in the shadows appeared.

A woman with dark black hair.

She held a dagger in each hand.

She was the member who had greeted us first when we visited the headquarters last time.

Her lips, hidden by a mask, parted slightly.

"Commander-nim."

"Lena Yang."

"I've come to escort you."

Crack!

As Lena stretched out her hand to the side, a blue ring formed in the air.

Soon, the surrounding space twisted, creating an entrance.

It was a door leading to the headquarters.

The fox, watching, muttered blankly.

"...You even have a spatial mage under your command?"

"They are Astro's pride."

"That's a power only about a thousand people, or perhaps even fewer, possess on the continent."

"Otherwise, how could I have arrived from the academy to this place, that long distance, in just one day?"

"You... the more I learn about you, the more terrifying you become."

"Hehe, shall we move first?"

Just as we were about to step through the portal.

A faint sound from behind caught the girls' sleeves.

<Gurgle, gurgle-?>

<Squeak... squeak>

It was the monsters' cries.

Things that were once human, but could no longer be called human.

Anne and Irene stopped in their tracks simultaneously.

"......"

Sadness reached their ears.

Was it because they had been in the same predicament as those creatures just recently?

Their eyes wavered.

People who had endured the same hell.

It was an especially piteous sound.

Perhaps it was because they already knew there was no way to save them.

The girls gnawed on their lips.

Their expressions were pained.

"Hmm."

This kind of ending isn't quite right.

After a moment of thought, I then questioned the Vice Commander.

"Neria Yang."

"Yes."

"What is the number of chimeras trapped on the lowest floor?"

"Not many. Since there was a principle of incinerating failures immediately, it is presumed that the cages were emptied on a weekly basis."

"So?"

"According to our confirmation, there are 13 of them."

"That's a tight number."

To fix thirteen mutated beings, at least a month of struggle would be needed.

I let out a troubled groan.

In my sight, the fox was clenching her fists as if in frustration.

Her gaze was venomous.

'Still.'

After coming all this way... it would be wrong to make them frown, wouldn't it?

Children always look prettiest when they're smiling.

"There's no law saying a miracle can't happen twice."

I let out a soft remark.

"Vice Commander? We'll take the chimeras with us. It might be dangerous, so let's move them still in their cages."

"As you wish."

The members began moving the cages.

They didn't know that I could cure chimeras. I had never shown them before.

But they followed the command without questioning.

They implicitly assumed I had a reason.

Their strong trust filled me with a strange sense of satisfaction.

The two individuals were staring blankly at the scene beside me. I lightly met their gaze.

And then I asked.

"Do you feel a little lighter now?"

Death cannot be reversed.

But if they haven't died, it's certainly alright to hope for a miracle.

"I hope today's events don't remain a nightmare."

Because I am by your side.

At least as long as my hand could reach them, I wanted to protect those who were suffering.

It wasn't anything grand.

It was just a small wish.

"Irene Yang."

"......"

"If it can make you even a little less unhappy, I will gladly lend you my strength."

The fox bowed her head deeply.

"......Why?"

Her voice was trembling.

She gnawed on her lips as if confused, and pulled out the question she had kept in her heart.

It was a frustration born from ignorance.

"Why... why would you do all this for someone like me?"

To the fox's question, the snake answered simply.

With only sincerity.

"Because one must always take responsibility for what they have tamed."

Although people had forgotten this truth, I still believed in it.

About taming.

About relationships and responsibility.

"Was that an answer?"

"......"

The fox did not answer.

She merely stared at me with her mouth closed.

Unable to delay any longer, I took each of their hands.

I led them towards the portal.

"Then  let's go back to our beloved home now!"

Their steps crossed the threshold side by side.

Thus, we escaped from a hell filled with the stench of blood.

***

We returned to Astro's headquarters.

There was a lot of leftover work to handle.

As it was right after completing a rather large mission, reorganization was needed in several areas, so I planned to stay at the headquarters for a few days.

And the same applied to Anne.

"Whoa...! It's super clean and spacious!"

Other survivors went straight to the hospital, but Anne came to the headquarters with us.

Because her physical condition didn't require any special treatment.

Also, she strongly wished to stay by the fox's side.

Thanks to this, the girl was able to set foot in the headquarters of the continent's most secret organization.

"Awesome...!"

Anne bounced around excitedly.

"She really likes it."

"Hehe, she's at that age, after all."

It wasn't just the members who awaited us.

There were also small foxes.

The children, who had been lingering around after hearing Irene was coming, rushed towards us as soon as we arrived.

They were surrounded by fluffy tails.

"It's Unnie!!"

"N-Noona...!"

"Did you come because you missed us again? Unnie is the best!"

"You came with Commander-nim again this time!"

Pure children who knew nothing.

The fox, who seemed to be momentarily choked up, soon warmly embraced her younger siblings.

"Yes... I came because I missed you."

"Are these the younger siblings Unnie told us about? They're super cute!"

A lively scene.

As I stood there with a contented smile, someone suddenly approached me.

It was a middle-aged man with red hair.

"Commander-nim, you've arrived."

"Oh my... Our Head Chef has appeared."

The Red Sword Saint, Kyle Strovane.

He was currently the man serving as the Head Chef at Astro's headquarters.

"Hahaha! I wish I could have participated in the mission too."

"That would be overkill. And wouldn't it be better if the Head Chef was guarding the headquarters, so we could move around outside with peace of mind?"

"It makes me happy to feel appreciated."

"It's always true."

It is because I trust him that I entrust the rear to him.

Kyle was that important of a figure within Astro.

And he would continue to be so.

I asked playfully.

"Nothing unusual happened, I hope?"

"Hahaha! How could anything unusual happen in a place I'm guarding?"

"So the title of 'Star' is truly exalted, isn't it ?"

"Because it's a name only those who reach the night sky can obtain."

"Truly a trustworthy Head Chef."

A brief back-and-forth continued.

I soon brought up the main topic.

I lowered my voice so that only Kyle could hear.

"Sir Kyle."

"Yes, Commander-nim."

"I have something to show the Head Chef."

"What is it?"

"You will surely like it."

"Your words make me even more expectant."

His red eyes blinked with interest.

"When do you plan to show me?"

"It might be difficult today. It's an urgent situation where I need to 'recharge' before I can show you anything."

"Then...?"

"Let's talk tomorrow. Come down to the training room."

"Yes, I understand."

Kyle obediently nodded his head.

I smiled slyly.

He probably couldn't even imagine what I had prepared.

I pictured the Sword Saint's face turning a shade of shock.

***

The very next day.

Astro's headquarters training room. A spacious area set up for the members' individual training.

Kyle stood in its center, looking at me.

"Hahaha! I'm excited to see what you're going to show me."

Other members were also present around us.

Since I had mentioned that it wasn't something that needed to be just between the two of us, everyone was observing comfortably.

Most of Astro had gathered.

"......"

The gazes of the audience poured down.

Although I felt unnecessarily pressured, I calmly uttered my first words.

"Today will be a happy day... one where a promise is kept."

"A promise."

Kyle tilted his head.

He seemed to have no clue even from the subtle hint I'd dropped.

Well, that's only natural, I suppose.

It wouldn't be easy to remember a casual remark that just passed by like an empty word.

But it was fine.

"The tragedy from two years ago. The kin you lost during the Great Purge."

"......"

"I'm talking about Sir Kyle's daughter, who was abducted by the black mages."

I recited the past.

Kyle's eyes, which had been relaxed moments before, wavered.

Perhaps due to the wound that had not yet healed, his fists involuntarily clenched.

I calmly continued speaking.

"Didn't I promise you once?"

Had he forgotten?

It was a remark I had made quite seriously.

-I don't know how long it will take... but I will surely bring her back.

-The other half of the world you lost.

I stretched out my hand into the air.

Following my clenching fingers, a jet-black crack appeared in the air.

As if a glass pane was cracking.

Crack, crackle!

It was opening a sub-space.

Following the scene of it completely shattering, something that had filled its interior fell to the floor.

It was a mass of flesh easily ten meters long.

<Ah... Ughhh>

It let out a faint groan.

Hundreds of tentacles dangling all over its body writhed weakly, as if dying.

It was a grotesque sight.

"C-Commander-nim?! What on earth is this...?"

"Sir Kyle."

This was the monster that had attacked the protagonist's party in the 'Abandoned Laboratory' episode last time.

At the same time.

"Your lost daughter... I've brought her back, just as I promised."

It was Kyle's daughter.

"......"

The red-haired man was dumbfounded.

Behind his red eyes, astonishment settled.

        
            The Red Sword Saint, Kyle Strovane.

He was a hero of the continent who led the great subjugation period against the heretics, a figure who magnificently recorded dozens of pages in history.

A star that reached the highest night sky.

He slew countless dark mages and illuminated the chaotic empire with brilliant light.

At the war's end, he even died a glorious death.

Such noble actions garnered attention throughout the empire.

People called him "the Fallen Star," commemorating the hero's tragic end.

It was a typical biography of a great man.

'Of course.'

That wasn't the whole story.

Beyond the screen, there were always stories the audience didn't know.

Kyle Strovane was no exception.

There were countless untold stories.

-I saved the continent... but I couldn't protect the things that mattered most.

The man had a family.

A beautiful wife and a daughter who was the apple of his eye.

The hero had initially taken up his sword to protect them, but that choice instead thrust his happy family into hell.

It was a nightmare.

-I ruined everything.

Kyle, who led the subjugation force at the very front.

His martial prowess was overwhelming.

The dark mages, realizing they couldn't contend with him head-on, devised a trick to bring the star down.

They kidnapped his beloved family.

-Throw down your weapons and surrender.

-If you want to save your wife and daughter, it would be best to follow us meekly.

He couldn't defy their words.

The star fell without a struggle.

The man was captured without a shred of resistance.

The heretics imprisoned Kyle in a facility no one could discover, torturing him or using him as an experimental subject for dark magic.

They didn't even tell him if his family was alive or dead.

Kyle could only endure.

For the sake of his beloved family, who might still be alive.

-How do you feel now, Sword Saint?

-You used to block our path so well, but now you're in the opposite position.

-Let's see you endure this.

Excruciating time passed.

Stabbed, cut, torn. It was closer to torture than experimentation.

As he was played with by hands full of malice, his steel-like will gradually began to falter.

That's when someone appeared.

-I've come to retrieve you, Red Sword Saint.

It was a boy with thick golden hair and narrowed eyes.

He infiltrated the facility, instantly annihilated the heretics, then calmly approached the iron cage where Kyle was trapped.

His ominous gaze seemed to assess the man's condition.

-You haven't turned into a monster yet.

-I was worried I'd be too late in the end... should I say it's fortunate?

-It would be quite a headache if you appeared as a stage boss in many ways.

Unintelligible murmurs.

The snake muttered indifferently, yet cut the iron bars and released the man.

He quietly helped the man, who was sprawled on the floor, to his feet.

As if to help him escape this place.

-Let's go together.

The wounded beast was taken in.

They left the devastated facility behind.

The boy took the collapsed man somewhere.

There, Kyle was able to reunite with a longed-for person he had never even dreamed of seeing again.

It was his kidnapped wife.

-She was at a branch outside imperial territory.

-I rescued her while I was cleaning up the remaining heretic remnants.

-As you can see, she's quite injured... but they say she can recover fully.

-She was lucky.

Kyle cried out, embracing his wife.

His mind, weakening, crumbled.

The snake slithered into that tiny crevice.

He cunningly tempted the once glorious hero.

-From now on, serve me.

-If you do, I will grant you everything you desire.

A calm voice resonated.

His appearance was that of a boy of about sixteen, but his ominous smile resembled the filth of an adult.

The snake whispered an irresistible offer into his ear.

-And if you wish, your daughter too.

-I don't know how long it will take... but I will surely bring her back.

-The other half of your lost world.

Kyle could not resist.

-I am your master.

From that day on.

The hero began to serve a new god.

***

The promise was eventually fulfilled.

At a moment he never expected.

"Your lost daughter... as promised, I've brought her back."

A faint smile with narrowed eyes.

Behind him, a gigantic mass of flesh writhed.

<Ahh, aaah...? >

A bizarre wail flowed from a mouth torn into five parts.

Hundreds of tentacles sprouted from its torso, and just as many eyes clung tightly to its skin.

Sharp teeth protruded like thorns.

It was a horrifying sight that made one's brow furrow involuntarily.

However.

Kyle couldn't tear his eyes away.

Instead, he stared blankly, lost in thought, at the dying monster.

Perhaps it was a kind of intuition.

"......"

No matter how twisted the form.

Parents recognize their children.

It was like an instinct.

Not something deduced from given clues, but something understood by a burning emotion welling up in one's heart.

Kyle, as a father, was no different.

<Ugh... aaah>

His beloved daughter.

The image reflected in his pupils denied it, saying it couldn't be, but the man's heart pounded violently.

As a father, how could he not know?

"......Eileen?"

A short word caught in his throat.

A name he hadn't spoken in a very long time. Its echo felt particularly painful.

His breath faltered.

Kyle had recognized it.

<Ughhh...? >

The monster in his sight, was truly his daughter.

His body stiffened from the choked breath.

The man merely stared at the wretched sight.

"......"

Blinking red eyes.

Though countless eyes were attached, there were distinct red eyes that resembled his own.

He was certain they were the pupils his daughter originally possessed.

Kyle, who had paused for a moment, soon took a step forward.

And then slowly approached the monster.

Crimson blood dripped from his lips, which he had gnawed until they were torn.

His steps were hollow.

"Eileen... my daughter."

Thud.

His legs finally gave out.

Kyle knelt before the writhing tentacles, collapsing to the ground.

Dry tears streamed down his cheeks.

"How much your father missed you..."

He had known, in truth.

Kidnapped by dark mages, it was a somewhat expected outcome.

Every night he had tossed and turned, steeling himself for it.

Yet.

"......How could you return in such a state?"

The pain of actually facing it was on a different dimension.

Before his daughter, who was once human but could no longer be called human, Kyle clenched his fists.

It felt as if a cold ice pick had been driven into his heart.

How could life be so cruel?

What was the point of clinging to life, if it was to witness this?

"I truly... truly missed you."

His voice gradually became soaked with tears.

His sanity felt like it would snap at any moment, but Kyle strained his eyes open with all his might.

There was still something he had to conclude.

It was a duty Kyle had to undertake himself.

It was also a responsibility he couldn't pass on to anyone else.

<Ugh, aaah...>

Eileen let out a pained moan.

It sounded particularly pitiful, as if saying she couldn't bear it any longer.

He wanted to put her at ease now.

A metallic scrape.

Kyle drew the sword from his waist.

The squirming tentacles were reflected on the cool surface.

The father, who had stood speechless for a while, soon raised his sword towards his daughter.

It was a cruel scene.

"Now... rest."

My poor child.

You lived a life punished for merely existing; how could the world fathom that pain?

But since you came into being because of me.

I shall bring your end with my own hands as well.

"Do not forgive your incompetent father."

The sword gleamed precariously.

Just as that horrific scene was about to unfold.

"Stop."

Someone appearing from behind obstructed the attack.

A shadow gripped his arm, preventing it from moving. Turning around, Kyle saw the snake smiling.

The boy asked calmly.

"You've gone to such trouble to bring her back, why are you so eager to send her away?"

"......Commander-nim."

Kyle suppressed his sobs and replied.

"There will only be pain this way. I wish for this child to be at peace now."

"I share the same wish."

"Then... please let me go."

Transparent red eyes gazed at the snake.

One or two tears fell from his pupils, stained with sorrow.

"I wish to end it myself."

"Oh my... it seems you've misunderstood what I said."

"Pardon?"

"I am a person who meticulously keeps promises. I wouldn't call such a half-hearted conclusion keeping a promise, would I?"

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

"Just watch quietly."

The snake motioned the man to step back.

Then he placed his palm before the giant tentacles.

Black darkness slithered around him.

The scattered shadows soon converged into a single point, hanging on the boy's fingertips as a sharp light.

At the same time, the snake recited an incantation.

"Shatter."

*Shatter!*

A sound like breaking glass was heard.

Immediately after, black cracks appeared in the air, tightly surrounding the giant monster.

A landscape shattering into tens of thousands of fragments.

His surprise was momentary.

The boy opened his narrowed eyes and snapped his fingers.

"Rewind."

*Snap!*

White pupils revealed between his eyelids.

Following the mesmerizingly gleaming surface, the entire space was covered in dark shadows.

Seconds of blackout.

One.

Two.

Three.

"Stop."

*Snap!*

Once again, his fingers clicked, and the darkness-covered surroundings brightened.

The cracks were now cleanly erased.

"Commander-nim? What exactly did you... Ah?"

Kyle, bewildered and looking around, soon discovered it.

The monster's vanished form.

And a single girl lying before his eyes.

"......"

Delicate features, red hair reaching her shoulders, gently closed eyelids.

She looked exactly as he remembered her.

Kyle stared blankly.

Wondering if he was seeing a hallucination.

The snake, who had been calmly smiling, spoke softly to the man.

"The promise has been kept."

Eileen was there, without a single wound.

With trembling hands, Kyle checked his daughter's pulse.

She was alive.

He could feel her warm body temperature on his fingertips.

That intensely clear sensation let him know that the scene he was witnessing was not a dream.

The father tightly embraced his daughter's body.

"Eileen...!"

The snake smiled faintly.

"She's alive, she's alive...! My God."

"She's merely exhausted and fell asleep. She'll be able to open her eyes healthily after just one day."

"Ahhh...!"

A miraculous story.

His world, which had been shattered in half, was now complete.

The man wept and bowed his head.

"Ah, Commander-nim......"

He straightened the sword he was holding.

Kneeling on one knee, he plunged the sword tip into the ground. Then, he raised his hands as if in prayer.

It was the stance swordsmen displayed when pledging loyalty to their master.

The hero murmured.

"My God."

It was worship steeped in fervent emotion.

The squad members standing in the same space also knelt, following the man's example.

All of them had witnessed a miracle.

Kyle clasped his hands neatly together.

And then, with very precise pronunciation, he savored the silent prayer offered to that being.

Towards the sacred resonance.

"All according to your will."

A hymn that flashed for a moment.

"All according to your will."

Even as all the worshippers recited their prayers, the god merely stood calmly.

With a faint smile playing on his lips.

The boy thought only.

'It's a happy ending, thank goodness.'

A heart wishing for the happiness of others.

Perhaps, a heart far too soft.

***

Meanwhile.

Irene was watching the scene.

She was entranced by the miracle she witnessed for the second time, but soon snapped out of it at the next scene.

It was the snake lightly coughing.

"Cough..."

A low cough.

The boy covered his mouth.

Dark red bloodstains appeared on his pristine white glove.

It was, unmistakably, hemoptysis.

"Uh...?"

The fox-like girl let out a startled sound without realizing it.

She was flustered by the unexpected sight, but the boy calmly wiped the blood from his mouth.

As if he were accustomed to it.

"......"

The surrounding squad members seemed not to have noticed.

Each of them had their eyes closed and heads bowed.

Only Irene had noticed.

*Snap!*

The snake lightly snapped his fingers, erasing the bloodstain.

The boy briefly glanced around, then sent Irene a faint smile.

"Shh."

His index finger raised to his lips.

It was as if he wanted her to keep it a secret.

Irene couldn't react. She merely stared with wide eyes.

At the slit-eyed boy standing calmly.

        
            Kyle's daughter had safely woken up.
I had worried if there would be any lasting after-effects, but fortunately, she seemed to be recovering healthily.
It was all thanks to her father's devoted care.
Thus, a new family member was added to Astra.

"Daddy! I want to play with other friends today!"
"Heavens, Eileen... You want to leave this dad and go to other children? Surely you haven't grown to dislike Daddy already?"
"That's not it!"
"Then why...?"
"When I'm with Daddy, you carry me on your shoulders all day and never let me down! I want to walk on my own two feet too!"
"Th-that's just in case you get hurt while walking..."
"Hmph! I don't know! Today, I'm playing with my friends!"
"Eileen...!"

Eileen turned her back petulantly and walked away.
Kyle reacted, fidgeting uneasily.
Watching the two with their somewhat quirky chemistry, I soon let out a chuckle.
I patted his pathetic back.

"Hehe, it seems parenting after a long time isn't easy?"
"...Leader-nim."
Red eyes looked this way.
I swallowed a laugh that was about to burst out and spoke, as if to comfort him.

"Don't be too disheartened."
"..."
"Isn't it rather fortunate? To be able to smile so brightly after going through such terrible things."
"You are absolutely right... It's a miracle that will never happen again in a lifetime."
"She truly is a beautiful child."
"I know this is also a grace bestowed by Leader-nim. How can I ever repay this kindness..."
"It's troublesome if you tear up like this every time."

Lately, this was the problem.
The person once called the strongest on the continent now had tears welling up just from meeting my eyes.
As if he couldn't control his overwhelming emotions.

"Please, hold it in."
"Ugh... Understood."
Because of you, the other members are acting strange too.
Someone with a light concept like you shouldn't become so serious.

"Ahem."
Anyway.
It was a more or less good ending.
I thought it might be a bit too gloomy a place for a young child to live, but since her loving family was by her side, it would probably be fine.
While I'm at it, I should spend some money and decorate the headquarters a bit more charmingly.
Children should always grow up seeing only good things.
Otherwise, they might grow up to be bad adults like me.

"Eileen! Let's play together!!"
"I'm playing hide-and-seek with Anne Unnie! I have to hide so I don't get caught!"
"Hehehe! Let's go hide where the teachers are...!"
"Hey! That's cheating?!"

The little foxes also welcomed their new friend.
As children of that age usually do, they didn't exclude each other and meshed well.
I smiled faintly.

'It was good I pushed myself.'
Though I had coughed up blood after a long time, thanks to it, I could see the smiles of these little ones.
Personally, it was a satisfying choice.

"Hehe... Children, you must be careful not to get hurt."
"Oh! It's Leader-nim!"
"Wow  Leader-nim! Please play with us!"
"Dummy. Leader-nim is always busy, you know?"
"Irene Unnie is here too! If you play with us, we'll let you marry Unnie later!"
"Hey! Why are you giving away my sister as you please?"

The children bickering among themselves.
I smiled at their adorable sight.

"Oh my  Marrying Miss Irene, that's quite an enticing proposal!"
"Right? I'll tell Unnie nicely!"
"Alright! Shall we have some fun then?"
The peaceful daily life continued.
We spent several days like that.

***

Irene and I finished preparations to return to the academy.
We had already left the academy empty for a week, so it was about time to return to keep up with attendance.
Of course, Irene was with me.
We were waiting for the carriage to arrive.

"Are you leaving?"
"Miss Neria."
As I stood briefly at the foot of the stairs, the vice-leader with a sullen expression spoke to me.
Her silver hair hung limply.
It seemed she was disappointed by the news of our departure.
I gently stroked the girl's head as if to comfort her.

"Because there are things we need to do."
"Hmph, h-huh... I, I know."
"I'll trust you with Astra's command. Thanks to our vice-leader, I can leave with peace of mind."
"Hmph... Th-thank you."
"Hehe."

Neria melted instantly.
She clasped her hands tightly as if embarrassed. Her pure white cheeks were already flushed with heat.
I enjoyed her cute reaction for a moment.

Then, the voices of the other members could be heard.
"We'll be waiting, Leader-nim."
"Hahaha! You must take care of yourself wherever you are!"
"Call us anytime."
I accepted each of their greetings.

As the boisterous farewell ended, and just as I was about to leave the headquarters upon hearing the carriage had arrived.
"Oppa!"
A girl peeked out.
Blinking brown eyes.
When our gazes met, I smiled gently.

Pitter-patter.
Anne approached with mischievous steps.
The girl seemed to glance around for a moment, then spread her short arms and threw herself into my embrace.
Warm body heat spread across my chest.

"Oh my... What an impetuous farewell hug."
"Hehe."
It was a simply bright smile.
The girl, who had clung to me for a while, soon looked up at me intently.

"Uncle Kyle told me."
"Told you what?"
"He said it would be hard to see Oppa for a while once you go back to the academy, so I should say anything I wanted to say now!"
"Our chef explained it well, it seems."

That would be the case.
She was staying at Astra now, but Anne would soon have to return to her family's embrace.
I planned to send her off by next week at the latest.
'If we part like this... it'll be difficult to meet again.'

The Baron Frank family.
It was a family located in a very distant countryside. So far that it would take at least a month by carriage to travel to and from the capital.
Therefore, it wasn't an easy environment for interaction.
If the distance was too great, it would naturally be burdensome for either side to readily come and meet.

Of course.
Such a childish reason wasn't the only one.
The former was merely an excuse to persuade the child, and there was a separate, real reason.
It was a decision I had made.

'I hope we don't meet again.'
I wanted Anne to live an ordinary life.
She had just woken up from a terrible nightmare, so I hoped she would be happy by her family's side from now on.
I wanted to give the girl a daily life free from danger.

'There's nothing good to come from getting entangled with us.'
Astra was, in the end, a criminal organization.
It was too dangerous a world for a fifteen-year-old girl to step into.

"Just as there are meetings, there must also sometimes be partings."
"I know."
The girl nodded calmly.

"So... since this might be the last time, I really wanted to say it."
Anne gazed at me for a moment, then soon wore a pure smile on her lips.
Faint starlight descended.

"Thank you. Thanks to Oppa, I can have hope again."
"..."
"I was so scared, exhausted, and lonely... Thank you for reaching out your hand to me when I was like that."
The corners of her lips curved into a shy smile.
What Anne offered was a message of gratitude, carefully folded and treasured from a warm heart.

I thought quietly.
Looking at it this way, so much has truly changed.
The girl who was utterly crushed in the original story now had a new chance at life.
Perhaps, just this once, I had done the right thing.

"Miss Anne."
I lightly bent at the waist.
Lowering my eyes to meet her brown pupils, I casually poked the girl's cheek with an outstretched finger.
A soft sensation touched my fingertips.

"Don't lose hope from now on either."
I murmured calmly.
Adults generally don't remember their childhood.
It was a disease that adults suffered from, and at the same time, a blessing that only they could enjoy.
Children forget their childhood as they grow older.

"There might be difficult times sometimes. Perhaps an unreasonable misfortune, like this one, might block Miss Anne's path. Every time that happens, you must have faith."
Originally, the girl was destined not even to complete that process.
She had run out of breath before she could become an adult, closing her eyes without ever forgetting her childhood.
But this time, it was different.

"Faith that, as much as you've suffered, a better tomorrow surely awaits."
Because she had been given a chance to live.
I wanted Anne to experience many things, meet many people, grow old through many years, and gradually forget her childhood.
I hoped she would become an adult that way.

"Miss Anne can do anything. You can become anything you want, and dream anything you hope for."
Children are possibilities.
And this was one possibility I was gifting to you, who had failed to become an adult 1943 times.

"So, please become a wonderful adult."
What if she came to find me someday, having grown up greatly?
While I hoped such a future wouldn't come, a corner of my heart was tinged with a tender flutter.

I whispered faintly.
To my beloved little writer.
"Just that would make me as happy as if I owned the entire world."

A voice filled with nothing but sincerity.
The girl, whose gaze had been crossing with mine, soon bloomed into a bright smile.

"Yes, Oppa...!"
A pure white lantern illuminating the dark world without reservation.

"I will! I'll become a wonderful adult and come to meet Unnie and Oppa again!"
"Hehe... I'm already looking forward to it."
I turned my steps.
Stepping onto the stairs leading outside, I bid farewell to the silhouette remaining behind.

It was a short, simple remark.
"See you then."
From behind me, I heard her clear voice until the very end.
I savored the nostalgic background sound and boarded the carriage waiting at the bottom of the stairs.

Neigh!
The coachman immediately cracked his whip.
The wheels slowly began to roll.
As I gazed at the rapidly speeding outside scenery right after, a belated realization washed over me that all of this was over.

Now, truly.
It was time to return to the academy.

***

After spending a day in the carriage, the snake and the fox returned to the academy.
Perhaps it was because they arrived late at dawn.
The academy was steeped in tranquil silence.
The scenery reflecting in the night sky was so utterly peaceful that the events of the past few days felt like a dream.
Irene trembled for a moment at the unfamiliarity.

"..."
Inside the spacious dormitory.
The fox, who had been gazing out the window, suddenly turned her head and looked somewhere.
Where her eyes were directed, a blond boy was sitting.

Soft breathing.
The snake was leaning against the sofa.
He seemed to have fallen asleep just like that.
It was difficult to tell due to his usual narrow eyes, but it could be inferred from his steady breathing.

Irene softly posed a question.
"...Are you sleeping?"
The scattered words.
There was no reply.

Only then did the girl relax and gaze at the snake sitting beside her.
She examined him slowly.
The boy exuded a mysterious aura.
Even though he had clearly fallen asleep in the chair, there was no sign of disarray in his posture.
She couldn't even find a single wrinkle in his clothes.
He simply maintained his dignity.

"What a dreadful person."
A sigh escaped her naturally.
Irene lingered around.
As she stood blankly for a long time, a certain scene suddenly came to mind.

A few days ago, the voice that saved her.
-Miss Irene.
-If it means you can be even a little less unhappy, I will gladly lend my strength.
The lips whispered gently.
A particularly vivid memory.
The girl unconsciously clenched her fists.

What filled her mind was none other than the question she hadn't been able to conclude last time.
'Why does this person... care so much about me?'
Looking back, it had been like this from the very beginning.
She had received countless forms of help.
He had helped her escape from slave traders, and afterwards, provided a safe place for her to stay.
He took in her homeless younger siblings and cared for them with devotion.
This time, he even came to rescue her himself after she was abducted by dark mages.

'What am I, anyway?'
What on earth was he hoping for?
What did he want from this miserable beast, to pour such heavy affection upon her?
Irene bit her lip in confusion.

-I don't trust humans.
-I know how vile and cruel your kind is.
That resolve from before remained unchanged.
The fox did not trust.
For the burn marks that had set her past ablaze remained as indelible scars.
It was a distrust of humans.

However.
'I don't know what he's thinking.'
She just wanted to know.
About this blind devotion that kept confusing her.

-Because one must always take responsibility for what one has tamed.
-Did that answer your question?
The snake had clearly said that, but it was no answer at all.
If anything, it only felt more enigmatic.
For the fox did not yet understand 'taming.'
When the meaning isn't grasped, a sentence is merely an empty shell.

It was the same for Irene.
"Let's drop it."
She couldn't reach a conclusion today either.
She merely postponed it.

Softly.
The girl carefully spread out a blanket that was beside her.
And then, she gently covered the sleeping boy's lap on the sofa with the thin fabric.
Along with a voice that wouldn't reach him.

"...Good night."
It was the girl's own way of expressing gratitude.

        
            The day after returning to the academy.

I was spending time in the library after a long while.

It was a facility prepared inside the dormitory.

As I mentioned last time.

Gallimard fundamentally operates on a ranking-based distribution system.

Students in higher ranks enjoyed more privileges, allowing them to lead a more comfortable academy life.

The dormitory was no different.

My rank was the top of the year.

Thanks to that, I was assigned the best room.

It was almost comparable to a mansion, to exaggerate a little.

The spacious library I was currently in was also a special facility found only in the top student's dormitory.

I always came here when I had a lot on my mind.

"Hmm."

It was the same now.

Since I had something to worry about, I naturally found myself in the library.

I was sitting on the sofa in the center.

"Oh dear... I've ended up with something difficult to deal with."

I fiddled with the black case.

It was a palm-sized box I had received from Neria a few days ago.

A low murmur escaped my lips.

*Click.*

Opening the case, I saw something small and sparkling inside.

It was a gem radiating a vibrant blue light.

I tapped its surface with my fingertip.

Then, a strange sound echoed, and the air around the gem distorted.

Like heat haze rising.

'As expected, it's a dangerous item.'

Bergen Velzen.

Beside that hellish laboratory, numerous vast canyons were located.

This gem was found deep within that abyss.

'So this is why the time axis around Velzen was distorted.'

The gem's true identity was a dragon's heart.

A very long time ago, even before the Empire was founded, there was a dragon that reigned supreme in the world.

A creature said to be the strongest in history.

At the same time, it was an existence shrouded in mystery.

'Its lore was never fully revealed in the game.'

Even within the game, only brief mentions of it remained; no detailed information was ever disclosed.

I had scoured through every event booklet, but it was no use.

All I could do was make deductions based on the limited information available.

'The dragon that protected the world suddenly met its demise... and its corpse was buried between vast canyons.'

Hundreds of years passed like that.

Just as it seemed to be slowly forgotten in the desolate land, a black mage exiled to escape the Empire's pursuit discovered the location.

He soon realized that the time axis in the surrounding area was distorted.

And decided to build a research institute in a secret location.

This was the origin of Velzen, as written in the lore book.

"It certainly has an overwhelming aura."

Even though long ages had passed.

It was broken, worn down, and fragmented... but it was still a heart that exuded a powerful aura.

If an item like this fell into Baobab's hands, it would become quite troublesome.

I personally retrieved it to prevent its misuse.

And I also had a few things to test at the same time.

In short, while destroying Velzen, I also picked up a myth-grade item.

Now, what happens next will be important.

"I wonder what kind of reaction I'll get."

Just as I was deep in thought, alone.

*Knock knock.*

"Hmm?"

Someone knocked on the library door.

A somewhat clumsy knock, indicating the person wasn't yet accustomed to proper etiquette.

I immediately realized.

"Come in, Irene-yang."

*Creak.*

With a gentle creaking sound, a girl with orange hair entered.

She was a fox in neat attire.

It seemed she had gone to sleep late yesterday.

She appeared to have just woken up.

Thick fatigue was visible in her dark pupils.

I put the case back into my pocket and calmly greeted the fox.

"Good morning."

"Sorry... for waking up late."

"It's alright. I prepared breakfast on the table, have you perhaps eaten?"

"Yes, it was delicious."

"I'm glad it suited your taste."

As I offered a faint smile, the fox approached the sofa.

Irene hovered in my sight.

I tilted my head and asked.

"Is there something you want to say?"

"Just..."

The fox found it difficult to speak.

Hesitating like that, Irene finally clenched her fists and parted her lips.

"...I felt like I had to say thank you."

"Suddenly?"

"I never properly said it. I don't want to just keep quiet when I owe you my life."

"That's surprising. I thought you didn't trust me."

"That's... a separate issue."

"Huhu."

The fox subtly avoided my gaze.

I let out a soft laugh.

Perhaps she couldn't trust humans, yet couldn't bring herself to hate them.

It was a moment that revealed her unique kindness.

The girl, who had been silent for a moment, soon let out a faint murmur.

"You're difficult, as expected..."

"Me?"

"I don't know what you're thinking."

"I pride myself on being quite transparent, actually. Where else would you find such a pure character?"

"..."

"Your gaze is quite disrespectful."

Her black eyes were narrowed.

Feeling inexplicably indignant at her reaction, I firmly grabbed the fox's tail that was gently swishing nearby.

*Squeeze!*

"Gasp?!"

"It's soft, as expected."

"W-wait! Why my tail again...!"

"It's a punishment."

"T-tell me, I mean, tell me the reason... *Hngh!*"

"Think about it yourself."

A meaningless back-and-forth.

We continued our pointless conversation in the library for a while.

***

The next day.

I left the dormitory to attend lectures.

-You don't need to attend classes for about a week.
-All three of you should rest comfortably in the dormitory.
-I will arbitrarily fill in your attendance.

The accident during the midterm exam.

Selena gave the children a week of rest to calm their shaken minds.

Thanks to that, I could comfortably be absent from the academy and returned just as classes resumed.

I took light steps.

*Thud thud.*

As I was crossing the path towards the carriage stop.

Voices could be heard from somewhere.

"Young, Young Master...?"

"He's coming this way."

It was none other than the villainess and the protagonist.

The two of them, standing side-by-side outside the stop, soon spotted me walking and offered greetings.

I offered a gentle smile.

"It's been a week since we last met. I hope you've all been well."

"Well... we've been alright, I suppose."

"I-I also feel like I had a good rest for the first time in a while."

"That's certainly fortunate."

Snake, Pilot, Vain One.

The children exchanged simple small talk while waiting for the carriage.

They were asking each other about the things that happened during the past week when they hadn't seen each other.

As they chatted amiably, Emilia, who was walking ahead, suddenly spoke.

"Speaking of which, the school trip schedule is already just around the corner."

"Y-yes, it really feels like time is passing incredibly, qu-quickly."

"Well, a lot of things have happened."

I gave a bitter smile.

With the regular academy schedule piled on top of various accidents, it had truly been two months that stormed by.

The school trip seemed to be scheduled for two weeks later.

I truly hoped it would be peaceful without any disturbances until then.

"I, I need to at least f-finish my overdue assignments before the school trip..."

"You fell behind on assignments?"

"Y-yes... I tried to solve them by myself, but th-they were too difficult."

"How low-level. Just as expected from a commoner."

"I-I'm sorry... someone as incompetent as me shouldn't be at the a-academy, right?"

"...Th-that's not what I meant to say, exactly."

The villainess and the protagonist, conversing among themselves.

Perhaps thanks to their shared near-death experience during the last exam, the two had visibly grown closer.

The protagonist quickly became dispirited at the sharp words.

The villainess, who acted as if she was teasing, became flustered and didn't know what to do when the other person actually sulked.

Their chemistry seemed surprisingly good.

"Wasn't the Young Master helping you with your studies?"

"He was. But I thought it would be a nu-nuisance to ask him every time..."

"So you struggled with it alone?"

"I-I'm sorry..."

"I'll help you from now on too. You can ask me if you have any difficult problems."

"The Lady...?"

"Ahem! I am a generous person, you see."

I wore a contented smile.

Although it still felt a bit awkward, it was a relief that they seemed to have grown much closer.

I mischievously inserted myself between the two.

"Oh my, oh my... are you trying to go elsewhere when you have a much better teacher right here?"

"...Why are you butting in again?"

Emilia reacted sullenly.

I shrugged my shoulders, grinning broadly.

"It's just that you two looked so good together."

"We don't get along...?"

"You're just playing hard to get again. When you were in the infirmary, you were holding Regia-yang's hand so tightly..."

"Th-th-that kind of talk isn't necessary!"

The villainess flared up as if embarrassed.

Her blue eyes flashed in annoyance.

I felt like teasing her for no reason.

With a mischievous eye-smile, I slowly stroked Emilia's head.

Like calming an angry cat.

"There, there, calm down."

"..."

"It's always important to maintain peace of mind."

"...It's because of you."

Emilia, unable to get angry.

She bit her lip as if suppressing her anger, then soon spoke in a subdued voice.

"Of course I'd react sharply when you're provoking me."

"In that case, I should tease you even harder."

"What?"

"Because I like it."

I cheerfully continued my attack.

"Personally, I like that side of the Lady."

"...Huh?"

"If possible, I'd want to be by your side forever, you could say."

"W-w-what are you suddenly talking about...!"

Top-tier teasing that swept over her.

Perhaps shocked by the powerful barrage, the villainess couldn't speak for a while.

She trembled, then eventually dropped her head.

"You... you've been too aggressive since last time."

"Well, because I like it."

"T-t-that is, I heard it last time, but still, being this reckless...!"

"Is it not okay to be reckless?"

"Ugh, ughhh..."

Had her limit finally been reached?

Emilia sank, unable to offer any retort.

Today's bullying was also successful.

"Huhu."

As we were filling the time with such trivial chatter.

I suddenly realized that Regia, standing next to me, was quiet.

She was gazing silently at the distant sky, as if lost in thought.

I called the girl softly.

"Regia-yang?"

"...Ah."

The girl came to her senses belatedly.

Regia blinked her hazy eyes a few times, then let out an awkward laugh.

"S-sorry. I tossed and turned a bit in my sleep..."

"It's alright. It wasn't anything important anyway."

"Th-that's a relief..."

"Hmm."

She seemed to lack energy.

She was always somewhat like that, but today she looked particularly helpless, I should say.

I had noticed a hint of it earlier when she was talking with Emilia, but seeing her like this now, it definitely felt strange.

"..."

The Pilot lowered her gaze to the ground.

I watched her slumped shoulders and muttered to myself internally.

'If she's this gloomy... is it because of that, after all?'

Regia, looking listless.

It seemed serious this time.

Lost in thought like the girl, I soon cleared my mind and began to formulate a plan.

'I'll have to create an event for her.'

For the mental care of our protagonist.

        
            The Academy was still bustling.

Although it hadn't been even half a month since the mid-term exams, the atmosphere at the academy showed no signs of loosening.
On the contrary, it was an atmosphere ablaze with competition.

Galimmar, the continent's top educational institution.
As a facility where only elites gathered, it was a place where a moment's carelessness could lead to being significantly overtaken.
Therefore, students did not dare to let their guard down.
At least until the field trip day arrived, the harsh atmosphere seemed poised to continue.

Another intense day passed.

"......"
It was evening, after all classes had ended.
Regia was walking down the path towards the dormitory.
Perhaps due to an unfortunately tangled schedule, the girl was returning to her room rather late.
There was no one beside her.

*Thud thud.*
She took calm steps.
Her pink hair fluttered with the passing breeze.
Her bangs kept obstructing her view, but the girl simply moved her feet without any reaction.
She seemed to be lost in deep thought.

"......"
Regia had been like this all along.
A state of blank, absent-mindedness.
Since the incident during the last mid-term exam, she had been standing powerlessly, particularly often.
It was because of a memory that had lingered like a trauma.

"Hey, commoner! Are you still unable to summon that great summon beast of yours this time?"
"You're nothing but dead weight!!"
"That's enough! Stop getting in the way and move aside!"

The voices of that time remained in her ears.
Unconsciously, her breath hitched.

"Run out the door right now."
"I'll try to buy some time here... at least you survive and get out."

A desperate situation, a matter of life and death.
She could do nothing.
Even in moments when other children fought to survive, Regia was of no help to them.
Because of her terribly weak nature.

'I almost ruined it again...'
The girl bit her lip tightly.
She was afraid of death.
However, it wasn't a weight heavy enough to crush her.
What despairing Regia more was the frustration that she had almost lost her precious people due to her own incompetence.
A terrible sense of powerlessness enveloped her entire body.

'Everyone might have died.'
It could have been a massacre.
It was difficult to alleviate her own responsibility.
If only she had been able to properly control her abilities, she wouldn't have been pushed back so helplessly.
Escape would surely have been possible.

'Because I was foolishly weak... I put everyone in danger.'
Self-loathing crept up.
At times like this, her mother's words often felt like the perfect answer.
Those whispers filled with hatred.

"A useless girl like you... shouldn't have been born in the first place."

Sharp shards pierced her lungs.
Regia, who had been groaning silently, soon stumbled on her steady legs.
She felt dizzy.
It was as if she was seasick.
Memories of powerless moments, and childhood memories left like scars, intertwined.
Carving long, deep wounds into her heart.

Regia merely steadied herself to avoid falling.
"Haa, haa..."
Her breathing became ragged.
It was then, as she was sinking into depression.

"Regia-yang."
A voice came from somewhere.
Though no presence had been felt, a shadow was already standing behind the girl.
Turning around, she saw a familiar face.

"I was waiting."
"...Young Master-nim?"
Neatly styled golden hair.
A calm aura lingered, and his eyes were narrowed to slits.

"Shall we walk together for a moment?"
This time too, what pulled the girl from the depths of her despair was none other than the snake.

***

"Shall we walk together for a moment?"
The protagonist was walking, lost in thought.
I had waited until class ended, then appeared smoothly behind the girl and said so.

Regia seemed flustered for a moment, then nodded.
And so, we walked the path back to the dormitory together.

"......"
Even as we walked, the girl didn't open her mouth at all.
Only a heavy silence lingered in the air.
Regia merely moved her feet step by step, following my pace.
It felt like looking at a doll from which the soul had departed.

"You seem to lack energy."
"...Yes?"
"Your complexion hasn't been good lately. Are you perhaps feeling unwell somewhere?"
"Oh, no... I, I just think I haven't been sleeping well."
"You must have been up all night for a week, then."
"......"

In the end, I was the one who spoke first.
Regia rolled her eyes as if searching for an excuse, then mumbled in a voice that seemed to crawl.
"I-I'm really fine... It's just that studies have been tough lately, so I, I guess fatigue just built up without me realizing it."
"Hmm  Is that so?"
"Yes, yes..."

The protagonist nodded timidly.
The girl kept saying she was fine, but I knew it was a flimsy lie.
Just by looking, it was clear she was under a lot of pressure.

'It's probably because of what happened in the abandoned laboratory.'
She must be feeling disillusioned with her powerless self.
This was a common occurrence in the original story.
The weakness of not being able to properly handle her abilities.
Despite possessing the power to protect others, her weak nature prevented her from achieving results.
It was truly like giving a famous sword to a scarecrow.

[I couldn't do anything.]
The coward blamed herself every time.
Because she was a child who found it more comfortable to hate herself than to shift responsibility onto others.
It was her nature to live a life riddled with scars.
It seemed the same this time.
The girl was blaming herself.
That due to her own incompetence, the people around her had almost suffered a terrible fate.
Bad thoughts gnawed at her heart.

'She must be afraid.'
Regia had hardly grown.
This was also true.
Because she had avoided most of the tragedies that occurred in the original story.
The villainess's bullying was now practically gone, and she hadn't lived as a loner unable to adapt to the academy.
She hadn't been dragged away by the monster during the mid-term exam.
And since she hadn't gone to Belzen, she hadn't formed a tragic connection with Anne.
It was a truly smooth flow.

'Perhaps it was because of me.'
Pain accelerates growth.
In other words, growth always requires a certain amount of pain or more.
The protagonist needed an opportunity.
An opportunity to overcome pain on her own and rise.

'If such an event is needed... then I just need to find it directly myself.'
This world ultimately flows according to the choices of the protagonist's party.
While I can control many parts now, it was their role to conclude the story in the end.
This couldn't be encroached upon even with the liar's abilities.
Therefore, my role was that of a guide.
A guide to help those who wander walk on the right path.

"Regia-yang."
I smiled faintly.
If she wished to change, I was willing to find an opportunity for her.

"Do you have any separate plans for the weekend?"
"Yes? Pl-plans?"
"I was wondering if you had anything busy planned."
"Nothing special. B-but why suddenly ask about plans...?"
"You said you were stressed from studies. How about we go out for some fresh air together? Just to change your mood."
"Yes...?"

There was a place we could go together.
An event where Regia's growth could be expected.
I gave a mischievous wink.

"It's a date proposal."
'Shall I try to raise the protagonist a bit?'

***

A few days later.
We met each other on the Academy Street.
Even though I had arrived earlier than the agreed time, Regia was already loitering around.
When our eyes met, we exchanged light greetings.

"You're already here?"
"Young Master-nim came out early too."
"I was looking forward to today so much. Spending time alone with Regia-yang is always nice."
"Ugh... Sh-shall we go, then?"

Regia bowed her head as if embarrassed.
It seemed she was nervous.
I unconsciously smiled at her fresh reaction.
Taking the fidgeting girl's hand, I led the way as if telling her to follow.

"I'll guide you. I know this area well."
"Oh... Yes, yes!"

We crossed the plaza like that.
As we walked along the long, winding path, we soon left the familiar scenery of the Academy.
The atmosphere transformed into something new.
Galimmar was not just made up of academy buildings.
With a scale comparable to a regular city, there were also numerous commercial districts and convenience facilities centered around the main building.
Shops, restaurants, theaters, blacksmiths... a variety of attractions existed.
To be precise, it was a part of the Academy called the 'Outer District'.

"Wow...!"
Regia marveled at the splendid scenery.
It seemed this was her first time venturing into the Outer District.

"Shall we fill our stomachs first?"
"Yes!"
"Let's have a simple lunch. There's a street vendor I know well, and I hope Regia-yang will like it."
"If it's where Young Master-nim is going..."
"It's right there."

In the direction I pointed, an old shop stood.
It was a street stall run by a white-haired elder.
Regia tilted her head as if surprised.

"Is that... a Plania skewer?"
"Do you happen to know what kind of food it is?"
"I know. It's a dish that was sold in a village I stumbled upon when I was traveling the continent alone."
"Hoo."

We each took a skewer in hand.
Outwardly, it resembled a chicken skewer.
It was a dish made by grilling a bird called Plania until crispy, then finishing it with a sweet sauce.
It was a food rarely found in the Empire.

"......"
The golden-brown cooked flesh of the Plania.
Regia, who had been standing still, soon brought the warm skewer to her mouth.
*Crunch.*

"......!"
The girl's eyes widened as if surprised by the taste.
Did she like it?
Watching her reaction, I also took a bite.
*Crunch.*

The well-cooked skin broke with a loud sound.
Immediately after, rich juices burst forth.
The strong aroma of meat lingered at the tip of my nose, and the unique, stimulating sauce enveloped my tongue.
It was a peculiar texture.
The skin was definitely like chicken, but the meat was closer to pork.
Especially its oily richness was exquisite.

'This is my first time trying it, but it's delicious.'
It was a street stall that the original Regia frequently visited like a regular.
I brought her here thinking she might like it in reality too, and it seemed to be a huge success.
It even suited my taste.

"How is it, Regia-yang?"
"It's, it's delicious...! Much better than the Plania skewers I had before!"
"That's good to hear."

The girl mumbled with a relaxed expression.
A satisfied smile naturally appeared on my face.
I unconsciously stroked her pink hair and ordered a few more Plania skewers.
Seeing her like it so much, I wanted to feed her plenty.

"Shall we go somewhere else after we eat?"
"Yes...!"

We walked around the wide street.
Although this outing was for the purpose of a growth event, I also wanted to spend some time together.
It was our first time coming out to the Outer District just the two of us.

"There's, there's so much here."
"Hehe... Shall we experience them one by one?"
It seemed quite enjoyable.
We watched a play at the theater, looked around at items in shops, and even bought weapons hanging in a blacksmith's.
Time flew by quickly.

"I, I knew about the Outer District, but I didn't realize there were so many things here..."
"It's always enjoyable to discover something new."
By now, the sky was draped in evening hues.
The scenery was slowly turning red.
I realized it was almost time.

I led the girl towards our final destination for the day.
It was a path somewhat off the beaten track in the Outer District, a path rarely trodden by people.
"Shall we take a look at just this last place?"

An old shop located in an isolated spot.
The building, bearing the clear marks of time, stood solitary amidst the empty surroundings.
It also felt somewhat eerie.

"There's a shop even in such a remote place...?"
"It looks like there might be many good items here."
Inside, various odds and ends were piled up.
The items were displayed more neatly than expected.
It looked as if someone had managed them one by one.
I looked around for the shop owner, but there was no sign of anyone.

"It seems like no one's here..."
"It looks like they've stepped away for a moment. Since that's the case, shall we look around at the items?"
There were many miscellaneous items.
It seemed more like a shop primarily selling antiques than a general store.
Old magic tools, emblems with faded patterns, old crystal balls that crackled.
There didn't seem to be any particularly valuable items.
Until Regia picked something up.

"This is...?"
The girl fiddled with a book as if enchanted.
It was a tome covered in old leather.
On its cover, the title [How to Cross the Desert] was etched in golden letters.

"Regia-yang?"
Of course.
She chose that.

"This book... it feels strange somehow."
"What's strange about it?"
"I, I don't know either. It feels like the mana is faintly trembling..."

Summoners are inherently sensitive to mana.
Because the concept of summoning itself required subtle manipulation.
It seemed the book caught her eye because of this characteristic.
Regia, who was running her hand over the cover as if scanning the mana, soon turned a page without thinking.
At that very moment.

*Eeeeeeeeng!*
"......?!"
Along with an intense ringing, light began to pour out from the book.
The scenery was instantly dyed in a brilliant radiance.
The flashing light not only engulfed the shop but also completely blinded the children's vision in a blinding white.
There was no time to react.

"Young, Young Master-nim...!"
A panicked voice echoed in my ears.
I realized my consciousness was fading in real-time and muttered.
'Is it starting?'
The growth event.
My lips curved slightly.
The open page pulled us into the story.
I willingly surrendered myself to that flow.

'Only one chance.'
Subsequently.
My vision went dark.

***

When I regained consciousness.
What greeted us was the scorching sun.

"Wh-where in the world is this...?"
Regia frantically looked around.
Her sleeves were still covered in sand that hadn't been brushed off.
I muttered softly.

"...It seems we've arrived properly."
Intense heat.
The texture of sand felt beneath our feet.
A landscape entirely covered in gold.
We had landed in the middle of a desert.

[EP???: How to Cross the Desert]
-The Gate Opening in the Sky, The Boy Who Stays Up with the Stars-
It was the beginning of a hidden episode.

        
            Hidden episode.

It was an event one could often stumble upon while playing the game.

It's easier to think of it as an Easter egg chapter hidden by the developers here and there.

While it didn't significantly impact the official storyline, it was possible to gain new information about the world setting or additional narratives about the characters.

Sometimes, powerful items would also appear as rewards.

'These were contents I'd studied quite diligently.'

After all, I had uploaded walkthrough videos multiple times.

It seemed I had personally discovered over roughly 20 episodes myself.

This one was no different.

[EP???. How to Cross the Desert]

-The Door Opening in the Sky, The Boy Staying Up with the Stars-

It was an event triggered when a specific object was touched in a specific location.

An event that could only be participated in once per game playthrough.

While the stage difficulty was quite high, considering the quality of the rewards, it was well worth the challenge.

Because there were items that could only be obtained here.

“W-what on earth is this place…?”

A soft voice echoed.

It was none other than Regia.

The girl, who had been steeped in confusion just moments ago, had seemingly come to her senses and was now looking around.

Her green eyes seemed to be grasping the situation.

“A desert, all of a sudden…? I was clearly just browsing an old shop a moment ago.”

The scenery reflected in their vision was entirely golden.

An endlessly stretching sand desert.

The scene transitioned with an unrealistic shift.

As they leisurely admired the scenery, the pilot, who had been bewildered, muttered.

“Are we… perhaps hallucinating…?”

“Well… I don’t feel anything particularly strange. It seems highly likely that this is reality.”

“No, no way.”

“This truly is a bizarre situation.”

“If we’re not hallucinating, then h-how on earth are we supposed to explain the current scenery…?”

“Hmm.”

I spoke softly.

“It seems we’ve been caught in an accident.”

“Y-yes?”

“First of all, it seems there was some problem with the book we touched… but I don’t know the exact details either.”

“Th-that’s right. It happened so fast…”

“Perhaps the page was enchanted.”

“Ugh.”

First, we needed to acknowledge that we had been caught in an accident.

Just moments ago, they were walking in the academy, only to lose consciousness briefly and then open their eyes to find themselves stranded in the middle of a desert.

It was certainly bewildering.

I waited for a moment until Regia calmed down.

The girl, who had seemed lost in thought, soon stood up as if she had realized something else.

“Oh?”

Regia extended her hand into the air.

The girl, who had been waving her hand in front of her eyes for a moment, then spoke with a stiff expression.

“Y-Young Master-nim… mana isn’t gathering at my fingertips.”

“What?”

“The flow of air is strange. I can definitely feel mana, but as soon as I try to manifest magic, it scatters immediately.”

“Indeed.”

This was the core of this field.

A space where magic was completely neutralized. In this desert, the use of mana for the realization of magic was absolutely forbidden.

It was truly poison for mages.

What some traveler called it: 'The Land That Doesn't Shine'.

Unless one was an exceptional expert, it was difficult to break free from these restrictions.

That's why the roles of other positions were important.

Swordsmen, Priests, Sorcerers, Summoners, and so on… cards were needed to replace the mages' firepower.

This was precisely the role Regia was to take on this time.

“It feels like my abilities are suppressed.”

“How much, perhaps…?”

“It seems impossible to utilize shadows as usual. At most, my limit would be creating a single sword.”

“Th-that can’t be.”

Of course, this was a lie.

Such temporary restrictions could be shaken off by merely revealing a bit of my power.

But I deliberately acted as if I couldn't use my abilities.

Because I wasn't the one who needed to shine in this field.

After all the trouble of coming here for Regia's growth, if I did everything myself, wouldn't it all be for naught?

Thanks to that, I smoothly recited my lies.

“For now, I am also a mage, after all.”

“What should we do? We don’t even know where this place is right now, and we can’t even use communication magic…”

“That truly is a big problem.”

It was about time for him to appear.

I casually scanned my surroundings.

As I surveyed the desert with a troubled expression for a while, a faint voice suddenly reached my ears.

It was the echo of an old and ailing person.

-Get out of the way, you brutes! I can't die yet…!

It wasn't far.

It sounded like he was shouting right nearby.

“Y-Young Master-nim! What was that sound from over there just now…?”

“I heard it too.”

We immediately ran towards that spot.

As we crossed a hill that had obscured our view, the source of the desperate cry came into sight.

An old man slumped on the ground in a hunched posture.

He seemed to have injured his arm.

The old man screamed and swung his arm.

“Get lost…!”

Skreee-!

Followed by a monstrous shriek.

Around the old man, five black scorpions were slowly approaching.

We instinctively furrowed our brows.

“Oh dear.”

“Wh-what on earth are those…?”

Could those even be called mere scorpions?

They were larger than the size of typical small cars.

Without exception, they exuded a dangerous aura, their tails, laden with deadly poison, raised sharply.

As if to hunt their prey.

“Let’s go immediately, Regia.”

“Y-yes…!”

A hair-trigger situation.

Without even a moment's hesitation, we pushed off the ground.

As our bodies darted forward, blurry afterimages were left behind.

Skreee! Grrr-!

The monsters roared chillingly.

I compressed the long-drawn-out shadow. Then, I drew it forth as a single sword.

The jet-black blade cut across the sandstorm.

“Hmph…!”

I let out a short breath.

I leaped towards the scorpion standing closest.

Skreee-?!

Had it noticed our presence?

It belatedly turned its body.

However, the sword strike I launched was already advancing, drawing a magnificent line.

I instantly sliced it.

Slice-!

A clear cutting sound echoed.

The scorpion's tail, which it had extended for defense, was cleanly cut off.

'I cut it.'

A tingling sensation spread through my fingertips.

The creature backed away in a panic.

Not missing the chance, I slaughtered the opponent with a sword swung to its fullest extent.

Thwack-!

Its massive body split in half.

Purple blood soaked the ground.

Merely 10 seconds.

A life cut short in a brief moment.

However, there was no time to stand still.

Snarl-!

Because the gazes of the other creatures were fixed on me.

Three scorpions charged.

I lightly twisted my wrist as if flicking it.

Whirl-.

The blade rotated, following my elegant hand gestures.

The long shadow soon split into two branches, transforming into short daggers.

A dagger held in each hand.

I leaped into the monsters, my upper body bent low.

Swish-!

A scorpion's tail fell overhead.

I deflected it with a smooth movement. The missed attack brushed against the back of my sword.

Scrape…!

Sparks flew.

I moved past the powerful tearing sound. I slashed horizontally with both daggers.

A series of crushing blows against their hard shells.

Crunch-!

Immediately after, the scorpion's head was crushed.

I briefly adjusted my distance and readjusted my disordered footwork.

“Hmm.”

Although I wasn’t using magic, basic swordsmanship was enough for these trash mobs.

I steadily dealt with the monsters one by one.

“G-get away!!”

Next to me, Regia was struggling against the last one.

I had worried how she would fight, especially since she couldn't even use basic magic, but she just slammed its head with the bag she was holding.

Thwack-!

I don't know what was inside, but the sound was tremendous.

Perhaps it was because she was a student of Galimar.

Her basic movements weren't bad.

Thanks to that, the scorpion extermination was smoothly concluded.

Skreee-!

The last one fell with a single scream.

A pool of blood seeped into the small grains of sand.

A brief respite was granted.

“Haa…”

A faint breath escaped.

It was certainly troublesome to fight without using my full power.

Perhaps because there was no stamina correction applied, I kept feeling hot breaths escaping.

It had been a long time since I felt this.

Of course, thanks to the [Smiling Mask] trait, no signs of difficulty were visible on the outside.

I was merely smiling with utmost leisure.

I stroked Regia's head as she looked utterly exhausted.

“You worked hard, Regia.”

“Hah, huff… What on earth are these enormous scorpions?”

“I don’t know either, as I’ve never seen them before.”

“They’re too strong, to the point my arms are trembling…”

“They certainly don’t look like ordinary creatures.”

“Hah… Young Master-nim, you’re truly amazing. Just one of them was overwhelming for me, but you handled four of them, and so effortlessly.”

“Thank you.”

The corpses of the scorpions lay scattered on the ground.

We passed by their fragments and moved towards the old man sitting quietly to one side.

Thankfully, he didn't seem to be seriously injured.

“U-um… are you feeling alright?”

Regia approached carefully.

The old man, who had been staring blankly at us, soon came to his senses. A dry cough escaped his wrinkled lips.

“Cough cough! Thank you for saving me, young ones… I owe you my life.”

The old man was wearing a tattered robe.

His hair had turned completely white, a beard covered his lower jaw, and his blue eyes blinked.

He was an old man with a dignified appearance.

“D-did you perhaps injure your left arm?”

“I just accidentally strained it.”

“I’ll treat it for you! I always carry m-medical supplies in my bag!”

“Oh, I don’t know how to thank you enough…”

Regia rummaged through her bag.

She fumbled around and took out bandages.

Meanwhile, I was staring at the white hair visible over the girl's back.

The old man, hunched over and receiving treatment.

'As expected, this is how we meet.'

The key character of this episode.

The man who would be our objective for the next few days, and the key to leaving this field.

The mission the player undertook here was simple.

[Safely escort the character 'Josh Clacker' to the destination.]

It was to safely escort the old man right before my eyes to his destination.

What he meant by 'destination' was this:

“You young ones… I know it’s shameless of me, but I have one request.”

The man with transparent blue eyes spoke while clutching his arm.

“Can you perhaps take this old man… to the stars?”

A single sentence containing a strange request.

Just like in the original, the episode began that way.

        
            "For now... the treatment is finished."

The old man received treatment first.

Regia meticulously bandaged the injured arm.

Perhaps thanks to the pain having subsided considerably, the old man wore a gentle smile on his lips.

His aged lips conveyed thanks.

"Thank you for your help in so many ways. I don't know how I can repay this kindness..."

"Kindness...? It was nothing much."

"Your skill is better than the village doctors'. You have excellent dexterity."

"Th-thank you."

The girl averted her eyes, as if shy.

I, who had been lingering nearby, subtly added a few words.

"That was impressive, Regia."

"Huh?"

"Your handling of injuries is skillful, and you have various medicines prepared, so I'd say it felt quite professional."

"It's troublesome if even you, Young Master-nim, say such things..."

"I was just stating the facts."

Indeed, the treatment was flawless.

Perhaps due to the experience accumulated during her travels alone across the continent, she seemed to handle minor injuries with ease.

At the humble girl's reaction, I shrugged my shoulders.

"As expected, Regia is weak to compliments."

"Ugh."

Before she knew it, a blush bloomed on her pale cheeks.

Regia was particularly lacking in resistance to compliments, so she often blushed even at such minor praises.

Judging by her reaction, it seemed genuinely burdensome for her.

"...It's nothing really to boast about."

Was it due to her low self-esteem after all?

The protagonist, who had been mumbling for a moment, soon turned her head with an awkward smile.

Her expression was somewhat bitter.

"They're all rather useless things, you know."

Transparent, blinking green eyes.

For a moment, darkness flickered across their surface. It seemed she was recalling unpleasant memories.

Before I could offer any reaction, the girl changed the subject.

"A-anyway... Elder-nim?"

"Hmm?"

"Do you happen to know where this place is, Elder-nim?"

"I thought something was strange earlier... You mean you don't even know where this place is?"

"Well, actually..."

Regia briefly explained the situation.

The old man, realizing our predicament, was startled for a moment, then groaned and mumbled.

"A teleportation accident... You really have terrible luck."

"So, when we came to our senses, we were right here."

"Goodness gracious."

I quietly listened to their conversation.

It was so as not to unnecessarily interrupt the flow.

The old man gazed at us with a pitiable look.

He offered to return the help we had given him, sharing the information he knew one by one.

Of course, it wasn't very helpful.

'This isn't the world we knew.'

This was another dimension.

It was the setting of the book, [How to Cross the Desert], which had swallowed us.

Whether we had actually entered the book.

Or simply moved to a dimension that served as the book's motif, we couldn't know.

But at least the fact that this wasn't the world we knew was clear.

Therefore, the information the old man gave was useless.

"Th-that's a country name I've never heard of before...?"

This kind of reaction came back.

Regia's face was flustered.

There was no way she would know cities, countries, or continents from a novel she hadn't even read.

Confused by the continuous emergence of unfamiliar place names, she soon concluded that this place was on the outskirts of a continent, far removed from the Empire.

It was a reasonably rational guess.

Because this scenario was more plausible than the assumption of having entered a book.

I nodded at Regia's suggestion, then spoke as if searching for a solution.

"First, it seems we should prioritize getting out of the desert."

"I-if we reach a nearby city... we'll be able to contact other people, or a-ask for help."

"Exactly."

As we were having that conversation, the old man, who had somehow gotten up, subtly interjected.

As if he could offer help.

"As it happens, I'm crossing the desert right now."

"A-are you perhaps going to the city...?"

"If you go straight this way, there's a city. I'm heading there, and if you two don't mind, how about we travel together?"

"Oh, oh... that's welcome news to hear."

"If you help us, th-thank you very much...!"

We readily accepted the offer.

I subtly curved up the corners of my lips.

The old man was a key figure and the linchpin of this field.

To successfully complete the episode, we had to safely cross the monster-infested desert.

Before taking a step.

"B-but... Elder-nim, why are you trying to cross the desert?"

Regia softly posed the question.

The old man, without an ounce of hesitation, replied with a gentle smile.

"Because someone is waiting."

His blue eyes shone with utmost clarity.

***

In the original work, there were approximately 60 hidden episodes.

Most of these were a type of Easter egg, a system that provided minor items just for finding them.

However, some of the others were different.

Fields of considerable difficulty unfolded.

Users had to play by meticulously analyzing the stages and assembling strategies.

There was only one chance per episode.

Unless the game was restarted from the beginning, re-entering was impossible.

Naturally, no reward was given upon failure.

In short, it was content for hardcore players.

Among such hidden episodes, there was one that was most representative...

[EP???: How to Cross the Desert]

-The Gate Opening in the Sky, The Boy Who Stays Up with the Stars-

It was How to Cross the Desert.

This stage proceeded simply. The condition was met merely by safely escorting the designated NPC to the destination.

Of course, that didn't mean the difficulty was ordinary at all.

It was infamous among users.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: How to Cross the Desert is truly]

Is it difficult every time?

I don't know how many times I've had to retry because of this.

[The patterns are especially nasty though]

-> No, damn it, how many scorpions pop out?

-> Even if you gathered all the scorpions in the Sahara, there'd be fewer than that.

[You have to memorize all the patterns, yeah]

-> It's much faster to clear it by referring to the strategy guide guy's video.

-> Damn it, another strategy guide. I must begin my worship.

-> Panic is really damn cool.

-> Whoa, whoa, not panic.

[I really couldn't hold out during the final wave]

-> I kept failing there too...

Repeated monster attacks.

Players had to endure repeated waves while simultaneously moving towards their destination.

A true march through hell.

Regrettably.

The same was true now that the game had become reality.

The path to our destination was incredibly arduous.

Swarms of scorpions poured out.

We steadily swept through our surroundings, moving forward.

Perhaps because it was still the beginning, we hadn't encountered any major difficulties yet.

"Hup...!"

I swung my sword with a single gasp.

A jet-black line cut through the air.

The sword strike cut through a fleeting moment.

Immediately after.

*Slice-!*

The head of the scorpion charging towards us split in half.

*Thump*, the creature lost its balance and fell.

I caught my breath, leaving the splattering blood at my feet behind.

"Phew..."

This was already the fifth battle.

My stamina was gradually reaching its limit.

As expected, without using my [Liar] ability, the overall efficiency feels like it drops significantly.

The fortunate thing was.

'Perhaps because it's the early waves... everyone's keeping up well.'

It seemed to still be the stage where we could endure easily.

Although Regia clearly looked tired, she still tried to confront the scorpions somehow.

It seemed like a will to not be helplessly defeated.

Of course, in the end, she merely bought time before I finished them off...

"You can fall back now, Regia."

"...Thank you."

Whenever that happened, Regia would make a complex expression.

As if feeling a strange sense of deprivation.

The girl bit her lip firmly.

It seemed she was frustrated by the fact that she couldn't be of much help.

"......"

I silently turned my head.

Where my gaze fell, the old man stood, treading on the corpses of scorpions.

A crossbow was held in his hand.

"Ahem, ahem... It seems the surrounding cleanup is mostly done now."

Mumbling old lips.

Surprisingly, the old man displayed top-notch marksmanship.

He would snipe from a distance, or create openings for attacks by coordinating in close quarters.

He was a pretty decent ranged attacker.

"You still seem to be in good health, Elder-nim."

"Of course. Otherwise, how could I have set foot in such a desert?"

"That's true too."

The sky was already dyed red.

The day was ending.

On day 1 of the episode, a maximum of five monster waves occurred.

Counting up to the immediately preceding battle, we no longer had to worry about any more incidents today.

We prepared for camping.

"We need to fill our stomachs... but all that's scattered around are scorpions."

The old man sighed briefly.

He cut off the tail part from a scorpion's corpse and offered us a piece.

It was raw meat, dripping with blood.

"It's the most edible part of a scorpion. It tastes a bit like rotten chicken... but you'll get used to it if you keep eating it."

The old man opened his mouth as if to demonstrate first.

However, that attempt was quickly stopped.

Thanks to Regia's desperate dissuasion.

"W-why are you trying to eat that raw...?!"

"There's no other way, is there?"

"I-I'll cook it for you! I know a w-way to start a fire even without m-magic!"

"Hmm? If that's the case..."

The girl finally succeeded in dissuading him.

She took out some crude tools from her bag and then skillfully began to make a fire.

Immediately after, Regia prepared the scorpion tails, thoroughly cooked.

Thanks to her, the disaster of having to eat raw meat was avoided.

"Perhaps because it's cooked... it's at least edible."

"It certainly isn't terrible. Perhaps because it's warm, the strange texture unique to it also seems to be mitigated."

"Th-that's a relief..."

The girl let out a sigh of relief.

The hand that had been watching our expressions once again handled the fire with practiced skill.

I watched that scene for a moment.

When our eyes met, an awkward smile returned.

"Hehe... These are things I learned when I was traveling the continent alone."

"Thanks to you, we avoided a terrible meal."

"I should be of help somehow, even if it's just this."

Regia's complexion was not good.

Perhaps it was particularly dark.

It might have been because of her perpetually helpless abilities, or her cowardly self.

The girl mumbled at a barely audible volume.

"...Because I couldn't be of any help today either."

It was a vaguely uttered sentence, but it seemed she had definitely said that.

A voice that sounded like it could shatter at any moment.

"It's about time to sleep."

"......"

"You said we needed to decide the n-night watch order, so sh-should we go to the Elder-nim first?"

Regia shook herself and stood up.

And then, as if nothing had happened, she smiled brightly.

A smile pressed down like a mask.

I watched it for a long time.

***

The red sunset eventually fell beyond the horizon.

Darkness remained in the wake of the vanished sun, followed by sacred starlight softly illuminating the sky.

A serene landscape, steeped in tranquility.

Night had also arrived in the desert.

It was a time to close our eyelids for a moment, to live through the fierce tomorrow.

"......"

We decided to each take a turn on night watch.

The order was fairly decided by rock-paper-scissors.

I took the first turn, Regia the second, and finally the old man took the third.

While the other two slept.

I quietly kept my post.

"It's chilly."

I rubbed my cold hands.

Before me, a softly lit magic lamp rolled around.

Although it was a humble light compared to the darkness that had fallen upon this desert, the stars twinkling together in the sky meant that visibility was not dark.

I absently felt only the cool air.

As I was lost in thought, I heard a presence beside me.

*Rustle-.*

The sound of footsteps on sand.

Turning my head slightly, I saw the pink-haired girl standing there.

It was Regia, looking somewhat timid.

"Regia."

"Young Master-nim...?"

"It's quite late at night... Seeing you awake, it seems you can't sleep."

"...Yes."

I offered a faint smile.

And then, I lightly patted the spot next to me with my hand, speaking.

*Pat pat-.*

"Why don't you sit here for a bit?"

"......"

Her green eyes blinked weakly.

I gently smiled and extended my hand towards the hesitant girl.

        
            "Why don't you sit here for a moment?"
He said, patting the seat next to him.
The invitation extended softly.
The girl seemed to hesitate for a moment, then took awkward steps.
She approached and timidly squatted down beside him.
"......"
Regia didn't say anything.
She just remained silent.
An unconcealable sadness rippled across her usually transparent green eyes.
Perhaps she was in pain.
I quietly closed my mouth.
It was so as not to disturb her thoughts.
She had seemed troubled by various thoughts all day, and I hoped she could find a moment of peace.
I waited patiently.

*Whoosh—*
A gentle breeze blew.
As I brushed back my messy bangs, the vast night sky of the desert suddenly caught my eye.
Countless fragments of stars twinkled in the pitch black.
"......"
I looked up at a scene that seemed as if it would pour down at any moment.
The thought of "beautiful" naturally arose.
Indeed, the grandeur of brilliant stars is enough to make even adults, stained black, admire them.
I seemed to be no different.
As I continued to gaze.

"Young Master."
Suddenly, a voice was heard.
The pink-haired girl was calling to him, her gaze fixed on the ground.
She looked timid.
Her lips stammered as if hesitating.
Her shoulders trembled faintly.
After pausing several times, Regia finally mumbled quietly.
"......I'm sorry."

A sudden apology.
I gently asked the girl.
"What are you sorry for?"
"It's, it's just... I feel like I'm so useless."
"Useless, you say?"
"Because every time, I just hid behind Young Master's back, unable to do anything, just trembling."
"So that's what's been bothering you."
Regia nodded.
Her trembling pupils were filled only with self-reproach.

"I know I'm a mess."
"Regia-yang..."
"I was chosen by a summoned beast everyone envies. But, in the moments I actually need it, I can't control my abilities."
"......"
"Every critical moment, I become powerless."
It was the same during the last midterm exam.
If she had been able to perfectly control her abilities, she would have easily overwhelmed a monster like that.
But the timid girl ultimately failed to awaken.
As a result, she was pushed to the brink of death.
Not only herself, but even her group members who were with her almost got killed.

"I feel like I'm ruining everything."
Perhaps the pain she had accumulated was overflowing.
It was a dull, ringing voice, but beyond it, traces of deep anguish remained.
"Every time that happens, I'm scared. I—I feel like something truly irreversible will happen someday..."
Regia's eyes welled up with tears.
She hadn't been like this from the beginning.
Originally, she was an active and brave child, but she was broken by the ugliness of adults she experienced in her childhood.
The girl grew up being abused.
'She learned sadness from an early age.'
A mother who inflicted verbal abuse and violence daily.
A father who never existed from the start.
She was truly a paradigm of misfortune.
The girl had to grow up having lost her original light.
After her mother died in an accident.
She started a journey with the thought of living properly, but by then it was already too late.
Regia was no longer a young child.
Her innocent appearance had vanished, and only a shabby coward remained.
As a result, the girl became a loner.

'It must have left a big scar.'
That was also why her abilities wavered.
Because the wounds from that time still remained, her concentration kept faltering and going astray.
She hadn't overcome it yet.
"I want to do better... but, but it doesn't work out as I wish."
The protagonist secretly suffering from pain.
Perhaps I...
"Regia-yang."
That's why I might feel particularly fond of you.
Because your story was exactly like that of my past life.
Seeing you, who suffers from similar wounds, makes me want to take care of you for no reason.
A kind of kinship.

"Excessive self-blame is not good."
At the same time, it was also admiration.
Because while I ultimately couldn't overcome my wounds, you were destined to overcome yours wonderfully.
You were nothing less than hope to me.
"You're doing your best, aren't you?"
"B-but."
"Regia-yang described herself as a coward, but I think differently."
"Huh...?"
Regia had never once run away until now.
Even if her abilities weren't controlled and her mind went blank from fear, the girl still took a step forward.
"It was the same when faced with the monster in the lab. Even though you could have escaped alone, Regia-yang chose to stay by the Princess's side."
"......"
"I know how much courage you gather every time."
By now, the protagonist's gaze was fixed on me.
I smiled gently.

"I have no doubt."
A flower that will surely bloom someday.
"You will definitely do well. Because Regia-yang will become a star more radiant than anyone else."
It's just that the time hasn't come yet.
I firmly held the girl's hand.
Gently covering her cold hand.
"Everything will be alright."
"......"
Regia was silent for a moment.
She was staring blankly, as if she didn't know how to react.
Soon, the girl's lips parted.
"......Young Master always says such nice things."
"Because Regia-yang is a person who is fully qualified."
"This, this is the first time in my life... I've heard such words from someone."
"Many more will come in the future."
The protagonist always receives love from many people.
Friends, colleagues, teachers... she would forge various bonds and bloom beautifully, I knew.
I whispered vaguely.
"Of course, until then, I'll protect you."
So you won't be lonely.
I wanted to stay with you, even for a moment.
"If you're scared, take my hand. I won't let go of Regia-yang, no matter what happens."
I tightened my grip on her hand.
Warmth passing between us.
Regia wiped away the tears that had gathered in her eyes, then awkwardly nodded.
Her cheeks were already flushed.
"......Thank you."
"Haha, it's nothing."
The air filled with a fresh, youthful warmth.
And so, we exchanged a promise under the starlit night sky.
Remembering the warmth of each other's touch.

***

Meanwhile.
Though no one noticed, a small spark was igniting within the girl's heart.
An inner flame hinting at an awakening.
*Crackling—!*
It was a faint, yet undeniably present light.
The girl, who had been trapped within her shell until now, was slowly breaking out of her own world.
The shell began to crack subtly.
What would happen next?
No one could have predicted.
"Hehe."
Except for one person.

***

The next day.
We continued our trek across the desert as usual.
Monster cries echoed everywhere from morning, making the peaceful night before feel like a lie.
It was a light monster wave.
*Screech!*
Scorpions charged aggressively.
As the stage progressed, their patterns began to vary.
Large numbers would suddenly rush in, or individuals twice the usual size would appear, or vision would be obscured by sandstorms...
They were becoming increasingly tricky.
"Hmm."
Of course.
It wasn't yet difficult enough to struggle.
Regia seemed to be gradually adapting to this field, and the old man's shooting skills were decent.
The synergy between the three of them was also starting to align well.

"Phew."
Immediately after the battle.
We were taking a short break to regroup.
As I was steadying my ragged breath.
The old man subtly approached.
"Youngster, are you feeling alright?"
"I'm not particularly hurt. How about you, Elder-nim?"
"This old man is pretty much the same as ever, wouldn't you say?"
The old man chuckled.
His wrinkled hands were maintaining his crossbow.
"It's a body that wouldn't be strange to die any moment."
"You say such heavy things."
"What can I do, it's the truth."
"Please be safe until we reach our destination."
"Are you saying you don't care what happens after that?"
"Oh dear... it's troubling if you twist my words like that."
They exchanged a few lighthearted words.
The old man lightly brushed off the dust from the bolt.
As they were taking a short break, Regia, who had been lingering nearby, subtly spoke up.

"Elder-nim."
"Hmm?"
"Uh, yesterday you said there was someone waiting at the end of the desert."
"Indeed, I did."
"You're going to meet that person, aren't you, Elder-nim?"
"You could say that."
"Who might that person be? If they're waiting for you after you cross a desert like this, then it, it must be family, right?"
"That's an interesting question."
His hand stroked his beard.
The old man seemed lost in thought for a moment, then opened his mouth in a gentle voice.
"There was someone with whom I made a precious promise."
"A precious promise, you say...?"
"It's an old man's tale, but would you like to hear it? It might be a good distraction during our journey."
We listened quietly to the story.

***

Once upon a time, in a certain village.
There lived a boy and a girl.
Josh and Rosaline.
The two had been close since childhood.
Their affection for each other was so profound that no one in the village could be unaware of their relationship.
They were always together, wherever they went.
<Rosaline! Let's go out and play!>
<No... let's read a book together in my room this time. Okay, Josh?>
Josh was a mischievous boy, while Rosaline was an introverted child.
Perhaps it was precisely because of their contrasting personalities.
The two had a relationship where they complemented each other's weaknesses.
Rosaline kept Josh from going astray.
And Josh was the one who protected Rosaline from being bullied by the village children.
Their bond was truly strong.

<Josh and Rosaline always play by themselves!>
<Let's just tell them to get married!>
<You're no fun. Just live together forever...!>
Despite the children's complaints, the two always thought only of each other.
Sometimes, when they lay under the night sky and watched the stars, they would whisper promises to each other.
<If we ever get separated... what will we do then?>
<Idiot? We just won't get separated!>
<But what if?>
<Is that so? Then, just in case, let's decide on a place to meet again!>
<Where will we meet?>
The relationship between the two seemed as if it would last forever.
But it eventually came to an end.
It was the year the boy turned fifteen.
Josh, along with his entire family, had to move to a distant foreign country.
Thus came the day of farewell.
<Go and never come back...!>
<I'm sick of you too! I'll never see you again!>
The boy and the girl fought.
He couldn't remember what they fought about.
A trivial argument escalated, and it ultimately tore them apart in the worst possible way.
The farewell happened without a chance for reconciliation.
Only with time did Josh regret it.
Because he had left behind the person he cherished most in the world.
He tried to write a letter belatedly, but soon even that became impossible.
<It's war!>
Because a war had broken out between the two countries.
The boy and the girl could not reunite.
Time passed and passed.
A staggering fifty years had gone by.
The war ended, and the chaos subsided.
Only after peaceful daily life returned, the boy embarked on a journey to keep an old promise.
The promise to meet again at a predetermined place.
<I'm coming to meet you, Rosaline.>
The boy traversed the desert.
His steps were headed towards the destiny waiting for him.

***

"So... you were saying you were going to meet someone precious."
"That's right."
The old man, having finished his story, was smiling faintly.
His eyes seemed lost in old memories.
We were in the midst of crossing a sandy hill.
Just as he was about to conclude the rest of the story.
"So when I was young... *Cough cough!*"
The old man suddenly coughed.
For a moment, I thought he had just choked, but I soon realized it was not ordinary.
It was a sound laced with pain.
Blood was dripping from the hand covering his mouth.
"E-Elder-nim...?!"
It was blood from coughing.
A startled Regia checked his condition.
But the old man, as if accustomed to such situations, just shook his head and wiped away the blood.
"No need to be surprised. It's just a chronic illness I've had."
"B-but so much blood..."
"Heh heh, the young lady worries too much. I'm truly fine, so don't fret."
He mumbled with wrinkled lips.
"Let's just focus on crossing the desert for now. There's not much time left, you see."
"......"
Regia at that time would not have known.
What meaning was hidden within the old man's ragged breaths.

        
            Screeeech-!

The scorpion's roar echoed loudly.

Immediately after, a colossal tail plummeted from the sky.

A single barb, brimming with potent venom, lunged forward as if to crush its prey.

I countered with a swift strike.

Clang-!

The sharp sword-tip deflected the venomous stinger.

Following the intense clang, sparks flew into the air.

A heavy impact reverberated through my palm.

"It's certainly a tricky one...!"

I swung my sword.

A jet-black line was drawn. The darkness, unleashed, collided with the pincer that flew in next.

The scorpion charged recklessly.

Clang! *Grinding sound*...! Thwack!!

The continuous crashing sounds made my ears ring.

As expected of a mutated creature, its patterns were quite tricky.

Its tough shell made it difficult to deal damage, forcing me to naturally adopt a defensive stance.

I put power into the tip of my sword.

Thud! Clang-!

I slowly moved my steps backward.

The excited scorpion followed closely. It seemed unaware that its own body was off-balance.

As I lured the creature to the designated spot,

Twang, Whoosh-!

The crossbow fired.

The mana-infused arrow tore through the air and then accurately embedded itself between the scorpion's brows.

It had targeted the gap where no armor-like hide existed.

Screeech...!

The colossal silhouette collapsed with a single scream.

It was an undeniable instant kill.

I wiped the sweat from my forehead and gave a thumbs-up to the old man walking up behind me.

His frail white hair fluttered in the sand wind behind him.

"That was a good strategy, Elder."

"You were the one who worked hard."

"Haha, it was nothing."

"This one was particularly difficult. I'm not sure if it can even be considered a regular monster."

"From now on, we'll likely encounter only these types of creatures."

"Hmm? How do you know that?"

"Well... you could say it's a hunch?"

After the battle, we chatted lightly.

As we rested, Regia, who had been waiting behind us, came running forward.

"Young, Young Master-nim!"

"Miss Regia."

"Are you hurt anywhere? I, I can heal you...!"

"Unfortunately, I'm not particularly hurt anywhere."

"Ah..."

The girl sighed hesitantly.

It seemed she wanted to help, but was frustrated that the situation didn't allow it.

I chuckled softly and stroked her pink hair.

"Thank you for your concern."

"...I-I'm sorry. I couldn't be of help again."

She made a sullen expression.

As I gently comforted the protagonist for a while, a cough suddenly came from beside us.

It was the old man's cough.

"Cough, cough...!"

The old man, without fail, coughed up blood.

At this point, it was beyond mere coughing up blood; it was closer to vomiting blood.

"O-Old man...!"

"Are you alright?"

We immediately supported his stumbling body.

Having fought wildly to catch the mid-boss, it seemed to have strained his already poor health.

"Cough... I'm fine."

The old man waved his hand as if to say he was alright.

Despite having blood on his lips, he didn't lose his characteristic gentle smile.

The atmosphere remained calm.

"Didn't I tell you it's a chronic illness? There's nothing to be surprised about."

"B-But...!"

"You've been seeing this for days now, why can't you adapt? Instead, please lend me a handkerchief."

"The b-blood, I'll wipe it for you..."

"Thank you."

Regia wiped away the red stain with trembling hands.

Before long, tears welled up in her eyes.

The old man chuckled softly looking at the girl, then suddenly spoke towards me.

"You truly are a blessed man."

"Hmm?"

"To have such a kind girl as your lover. I think she might be a bit too good for you."

"Oh?"

"Huh, huh...?"

A mischievous joke.

Regia, who had been momentarily dumbfounded, belatedly realized the old man's words and reacted.

Her pale face flushed bright red.

"Wh-Wh-Wh-What?!"

She even dropped the handkerchief she was holding.

Perhaps because she had no immunity to such teasing, she seemed to short-circuit immediately.

As expected, it was fun to tease her.

I replied in a subtle voice.

Adding fuel to the fire the old man had started.

"You are absolutely right. She is indeed too good for me."

"Young, Young, Young Master-nim?!"

"I always live thinking it's a great fortune."

"Ugh, ugh..."

As we teased our protagonist, the heavy atmosphere soon lightened.

The old man, who had somehow wiped the blood clean.

He gazed at us, wearing a gentle smile.

It seemed he had aimed for this from the start.

"Alright, alright, how about we stop chatting and move on?"

"Sounds good."

"Y-Yes, yes..."

We finished our rest and moved.

Rustle, rustle-.

The desert, still stretching endlessly.

As we each trod the ground with our own steps,

"Um, excuse me... Elder."

The girl, somewhat calmed, opened her mouth.

"What do you need?"

"Nothing else, but... I found something strange when I was looking around earlier. I was wondering if you might know anything about it."

"Hmm? What kind of strange thing?"

"Sometimes, strange things were sticking out of the ground."

"Strange things, you say...?"

"L-Like, what should I call it? Like the roof of a building? As if something is buried under the sand... Do you, do you happen to know what it is?"

...

He paused.

The old man suddenly stopped walking.

He even seemed to be holding his breath.

"O-Old man...?"

Regia tilted her head as if asking why.

The old man, who had been silent for a moment, soon smiled faintly as usual.

"...Well. I don't know either."

His eyes trembled slightly.

***

The journey continued for several days.

We endured the constant scorpion attacks, steadily moving forward.

Of course, the situation wasn't very good.

The old man's illness worsened with each passing day.

His coughing up blood became more frequent, and now he would occasionally lose consciousness and collapse.

Despite our worried words, the old man insisted on continuing the journey.

In truth, there was no turning back now, so we moved while caring for him as best as we could.

Our pace naturally had to slow down.

"Oh dear... I feel bad for causing such inconvenience."

"W-We're fine...!"

"Anyway, we need your guidance to reach the city, Elder. There's no need to apologize."

"Thank you. Both of you."

The monster waves also felt like they were slowly getting tougher.

Perhaps because we were nearing our destination, even regular mobs had reached a considerable level.

Every single one was a monster of intermediate rank or higher.

Indeed, this episode wasn't called 'extreme' for nothing.

"Young, Young Master-nim! They're swarming from behind!"

"Understood."

"If you lure them like last time, I'll handle them from here."

"Are you sure you're alright?"

"No problem."

"Then, I'll leave it to you."

Each battle proceeded fiercely.

We were reaching our limits in strategy.

This was, in a way, a situation I had intended.

Because I was moving just enough to maintain a precarious balance.

The old man's health continued to deteriorate, and this situation kept pushing the protagonist into hardship.

"I-I'll take on one more...!"

Regia seemed to feel a sense of responsibility.

The gap arising from her lack of ability.

She seemed to be trying her best to fill that gap.

Of course, effort alone didn't solve everything.

The crisis was steadily escalating.

A situation pushing us to the extreme.

Fortunately, attacks were set to occur no more than six times a day, allowing us to occasionally catch our breath and recover.

It was now over a week since we had been dropped in the desert.

...

Whoooosh-.

A gentle breeze blew.

Under a night sky where nothing but brilliant starlight was visible, I stood guard alone.

A subtly glowing magic lamp kept watch beside me.

It was the end of a long day.

Had even the hot desert fallen asleep?

Only the chilly air remained.

As I held the faint silence between my lips like a cigarette, an unfamiliar sound suddenly reached my ears.

It was the sound of shoes treading on sand.

Rustle-.

I raised my lowered head.

When I turned to look, white hair stood there.

"...Elder?"

"It's me."

The old man stood against the backdrop of the stars.

He smiled gently when our eyes met, then came closer and sat beside me.

He had seemed restless earlier.

Had he ultimately been unable to sleep?

Perhaps his ailing body was preventing him from sleeping.

I asked in a low voice.

"Are you alright?"

"Haven't I told you multiple times? There's no problem at all."

"But I noticed you barely touched your food today."

"I'm just tired of scorpion tails now."

"That's a rather understandable reason."

"It tastes terrible, doesn't it?"

"Especially since we've been eating the same thing for a week now."

"At this point, I'd rather chew on a cactus."

"I agree."

Voices exchanged casually.

We seemed to chat for a while, but before long, both of us fell silent.

It was due to the somewhat somber atmosphere between us.

...

...

We were sinking into silence.

The night slowly deepened.

The snake and the old man sat side by side.

The silence, which seemed like it would continue indefinitely, was broken by none other than the old man's hoarse voice.

"I'm sorry."

A quietly murmured apology.

"I know I'm being greedy. And that I'm just a burden to you two."

"Not at all."

"Oh, yes you are."

Despite my denial, the old man merely smiled.

His eyes shone transparently.

"Still... I really want to meet her."

"Are you speaking of your friend?"

"She is still everything in my world."

"How romantic of you."

"Well, Rosaline always said she hated this side of me."

"I'm sure she liked it deep down."

"I think so too. Rosaline was a shy one."

There are things one only realizes after losing them.

That was precisely the case for the two of them.

They hadn't realized it while they were together, but the pain of separation was agonizing.

Thus, they became aware of each other and fell into a belated love.

This was written in the official setting book.

"I... have never forgotten her, not once."

Even when I led a lonely life in a distant foreign land.

Even when I was conscripted into war.

Even when I fiercely ran on the front lines.

Even after the war ended and I finally found peace.

Even when I received a mysterious letter from my hometown, where contact had been lost for a while.

The old man lived solely thinking of the girl.

"Isn't it foolish?"

...

"The promise that we would meet again. I lived for a whole 50 years believing in that one promise."

Even though the person concerned might have forgotten it.

The old man murmured bitterly.

His white hair fluttered in the wind.

I watched it silently.

"It's foolish, isn't it?"

Adults are unable to remember their childhood.

But if someone doesn't forget their childhood even in old age, what should we call them?

A type of person I had never met before.

The old man was an adult, yet at the same time, a boy.

"It's not foolish at all."

I returned a polite answer.

They were words spoken from the heart.

Perhaps the old man sensed that, as he smiled with his eyes and responded.

"Hehe... I appreciate you saying that, even if it's just words."

Someone once said.

The desert is beautiful because it hides an oasis.

The most precious things are originally invisible.

Life was the same.

The reason the old man's life could move someone was probably because of his earnest heart for a single flower.

A rose, like a flame, shone in his heart.

"What about you?"

"Hmm?"

"Looking at you, it's like looking at myself from that time. You always smile cheerfully, but you never reveal your true feelings to anyone."

Perhaps it was because I was afraid.

"You've also suffered similar wounds, haven't you?"

...

I couldn't say anything.

I simply froze, as if struck in my core.

The old man leisurely murmured.

"How could a life without regrets exist?"

Regardless of whether one is a child or an adult.

People live, accumulating regrets.

But just as daybreak arrives because there is dawn, happiness also finds us because there are painful days.

Life is beautiful for that reason.

"It's just that even amidst such regrets, one must live dreaming of a better tomorrow."

A wrinkled hand stroked my head.

It felt awkward.

When was the last time I received such comfort?

I couldn't even remember. Perhaps, even combining this life and my previous lives, I could count them on one hand.

"You'll do well."

...

I had always been the one to comfort others, so receiving comfort in return felt strange.

As I savored that novel sensation,

A single sentence inadvertently slipped from my closed lips.

"You said it when we first met."

The old man's request.

"-Perhaps, can you take this old man to the stars?"

I remembered that moment and replied.

"I will certainly... take you to the stars."

The old man looked surprised for a moment, then nodded.

His aged lips broke into a soft laugh.

"Pfft... Those words are truly encouraging!"

"I'll do my best."

"And I will do my best to guide you both to the city!"

"It's a true symbiosis, then."

"Hahaha!"

Time remaining until the end of the episode.

One more day.

Recalling the approaching conclusion, I exchanged a few more words with the old man.

It was a night when the desert shone with unusual beauty.

        
            So, the next day arrived.

Before they knew it, the long episode was drawing to a close.

We dragged our weary bodies across the desert.

As we walked, not letting our guard down, Regia, who was beside me, suddenly murmured.

"......Today is strange."

It was unusually quiet.

If it were like the past few days, there would have been three or four attacks by now, but nothing had happened today.

Not even a single small scorpion tail, which we had encountered so sickeningly often, could be found.

"Th-This is the first time the desert has been so quiet."

"Isn't it strange? This isn't a place you can just pass through so easily... It's like the dawn before a storm."

"For now, let's use this chance to conserve our strength."

"Good idea. We don't have much further to go to our destination anyway."

I responded to them, pretending not to know.

This was the pattern for the final wave.

At least, no attacks would occur during the day today.

Instead, once the sun set and night fell, the final wave that would determine the outcome would begin.

Enemies of a completely different scale would probably pour in.

'If we continue like this, it'll be tough.'

In truth, the difficulty of this episode was high.

Originally, it was a level that one could only challenge after gaining experience at the academy and securing the position of head assistant.

In our current state, we would likely be thoroughly crushed.

'I came in for Regia's growth... but perhaps it was too much after all.'

There was still no news of her summoner abilities.

No signs of awakening were apparent, so it seemed it would be difficult for a while.

Indeed, it wasn't something to rush.

As I said last time, I trusted Regia.

There would be many more opportunities, even if not this time.

From the start, just taking the items given as rewards would make it worth the effort.

The protagonist had also struggled quite a bit over the past few days, so I intended to resolve this final part myself.

We walked through the quiet desert.

"......"

Time flowed peacefully.

Day quickly passed.

Before long, the high-flying sun sank beyond the horizon, and only dark shadows filled the sky.

Finally, a pitch-black night descended upon the world.

Just as we were sleeping according to the set schedule.

"Y-Young Master!! Wake up quickly...!"

Suddenly, a scream was heard.

It was Regia's voice, who was on night watch.

As if I had been waiting, I rose from my spot and leisurely looked around.

Only the pitch-black desert stretched around us.

Screech!
Chittering-!
Crunch, crunch...!

It wasn't just dark because of the night.

The ground writhed with grotesque sounds.

There were so many scorpions that they covered the entire sandy surface.

The swarming creatures from all directions cut off our retreat completely as they surged forward.

It was truly a desperate sight.

"Young Master! Hurry!!"

The pilot shouted urgently.

"Is this the end...?"

The old man loaded his crossbow with a dejected voice.

Clink-.

In the midst of the chaos, I drew a sword.

I muttered softly so no one could hear.

"It's finally the end."

It was finally the finale.

***

Screech-!

The scorpions poured in simultaneously, as if on cue.

It was a wave that offered no glimmer of hope.

The creatures ground everything in their vicinity to dust.

We had to defend our meager remaining position, fighting a desperate battle for our lives.

Sparks flew endlessly in the darkness.

"Gasp...!"
Clang! Thud-!

The monsters charged mindlessly. We violently parried their surging poisoned stingers.

A powerful explosive sound erupted with each clash.

I tried to seize the initiative with a graceful flow, but it didn't seem to make much difference.

The overwhelming numbers were not being resolved at all.

Slice-!

I cleanly bisected a single mob.

Before its corpse could even hit the ground, the next creatures rushed in.

It had been this pattern continuously since before.

Kill one, ten come.

Kill ten, a hundred come.

As I sighed at the maddening sight, a shout suddenly came from behind me.

It was the old man's voice.

"Duck!!"

Whizz, rustle-!

As soon as I heard the signal, I ducked.

Immediately after, dozens of arrows, spreading like buckshot, flew over my head.

Crash-!

The scorpions' bodies were mercilessly crushed.

I quickly stepped back and spoke to the old man, who was reloading his magic.

It was a light joke.

"That was a splendid attack, wasn't it? If you just do it ten thousand more times, we might be done."

"Unfortunately, what I'm loading now are my last arrows."

"Oh dear."

Stab-!

I plunged my sword into a scorpion falling from the air.

Judging by the appearance of winged variants, it seemed even mid-level monsters had all gathered here.

I brushed off the blood on my sleeve.

"I'm going in again."

"I'll provide cover."

"Y-Young Master! They're coming from behind...!"

We fought with all our might.

The serpent's blade cut down enemies from all sides, and the old man's crossbow ceaselessly spat arrows and fire.

The pilot also continued to assist, creating a favorable combat environment.

We seemed to have held out remarkably well.

We had far exceeded the time we initially anticipated.

"Hmph..."

Of course, nothing changed because of that.

The predetermined end was merely postponed.

In the end, we were a mess, surrounded by scorpions.

I quietly surveyed my surroundings.

Both of the other two were slumped on the ground.

The crossbow was now rolling on the ground.

It seemed they had run out of arrows.

The sword blade, which I had sharpened with shadows, was by now completely chipped.

Like this, it wouldn't even be able to cut a piece of wood.

"Oh dear... Unfortunately, it seems we can't go on much longer."

I, too, let go of my sword.

Thud. The fallen shard of pitch-blackness embedded itself in the sand, then soon disintegrated into a handful of dust and scattered.

With this, we had no means of resistance left.

I caught my breath.

'I wanted to test my limits to the very end.'

Judging by the protagonist's condition, this seemed to be the limit.

Regia was whimpering, huddled in on herself.

I knelt on one knee. Then, I met her wet, green eyes.

The girl was trembling.

"Regia."

"Y-Young Master."

"It's alright now. It's all over."

"I-I'm sorry. If only I had done a little better, because of me, you two..."

"Hush."

I covered her tearful lips.

I took Regia's hand.

And then, as if comforting a frightened child, I gently stroked her head.

It was to calm her emotions.

"You did more than enough."

"B-But...!"

"Do you remember what I said a few days ago? That I always trust you, Regia."

"......"

I carefully wiped away the tears welling in her eyes.

Her pitifully trembling shoulders.

I smiled faintly.

"That trust remains unchanged."

"......"

"It has been so until now, and it will continue to be so."

The girl stared blankly up at me.

She bit her lip as if thinking about something.

I wanted to comfort her a little more, but I couldn't continue speaking due to the rampaging scorpions.

Grotesque screams filled my ears.

Screech-!
Chittering!
Roar!!

A pitch-black storm raged.

The monsters, eager for slaughter, bared their fangs and lunged towards the children.

Thousands of scorpions surged like a wave.

Just when it seemed we would be swallowed whole.

A low voice brushed my ear.

"......Efri."

Immediately after, a flash of light descended from the sky.

"Gasp...?!"

High-pitched whine-!

A ringing sound that dulled the eardrums.

As I blinked my eyes against the sudden dazzling light, I soon spotted something colossal flying in the sky.

It was a pair of wings so vast they could cover the entire vicinity and still have room to spare.

"That's...?"

I murmured to myself without realizing it.

It was because of its magnificent appearance.

Its graceful wingbeats, colossal body, thorny tail, and flames that blazed with every breath.

It was clearly the appearance of the summoned beast I had seen during the entrance exam.

"......Wyvern."

Roar-!!

The divine beast roared mightily.

The entire desert vibrated.

It opened its mouth wide and unleashed the contents it had held within without restraint.

It was, in other words, Dragon's Breath.

Roar-!

Following the overwhelming firepower, the densely packed scorpions were swept away all at once.

The fiercely burning blue flames splendidly painted the area.

Wiping them out without leaving even a handful of ash.

I had only blinked once, but already over 30% of the scorpions were annihilated.

I looked to my side.

"Panting, panting...!"

There was the girl, panting.

Her pink hair was damp with cold sweat.

Regia gripped my hand tightly, shedding tears as she smiled.

Her slender upper body swayed.

"Regia."

I quickly caught her falling body.

Even while cradled in my arms, the girl's eyes shone only toward me.

Her pupils were filled with joy and affection.

"F-Finally... it's done."

Regia murmured with difficulty.

Her smile sparkled more enchantingly than the Dragon's Breath.

        
            An outcast.

The girl always thought she belonged in that category.

For in her life, she had received no love, constantly wandered on a solitary journey, her fate to drift aimlessly.

Perhaps she was merely a vessel to contain sorrow.

"-Don't call me Mom."

"-It's creepy."

"-You ruined my life...!"

"-Get lost! Don't get in my way!!"

Her mother abused the girl, crying every time.

When cornered and kicked in a cramped space, Regia slowly began to understand her world.

From the very beginning, there had been no home for her to stay in.

"-I-I'm sorry... Mom."

"-It was my fault. P-Please don't cry..."

Perhaps it was due to her pure nature from birth.

The girl couldn't hate others.

Even watching her mother weep, she could only repeat apologies as if she were the sinner.

Thus, the protagonist of this world grew up in such an unfortunate environment.

As time passed, Regia shrunk.

She lost her original innocent self and became a mute, struggling even with basic communication.

It was the result created by ugly adults.

"-Why, exactly?"

When she reached a certain age, the girl's mother died in an accident.

She had been walking on the street while intoxicated and was struck by a carriage.

It was a futile end.

Since a father had never existed in the first place, the girl instantly became an orphan.

Regia had to escape the slum to survive.

"-W-Where should I go...?"

She walked aimlessly.

Perhaps it was due to her childhood trauma.

The girl became afraid of people.

Thanks to this, even while traveling across the continent, she lived by wandering through places with as few people as possible.

She ran and ran from the fear of breaking out of her shell.

For the girl, loneliness was like an unbreakable axiom.

Tears flowed when she walked under the cold night sky.

It felt as if she were living as an eternal stranger.

Every time, she thought to herself.

That the words she'd heard from her mother might have been true.

"-A useless wretch like you... should never have been born in the first place."

Those words still tightened her chest.

For she had been denied her right to exist by the very person who created her.

The protagonist's melancholy deepened.

Repeated sadness, doubt, loneliness.

She tried to close the door of her heart to the world, but an umbrella someone had held caught her sleeve.

It was a gently resonating voice.

"-You were here, Miss Regia."

Slitted eyes beneath deep blonde hair.

For the first time, someone stepped into her lonely world.

Even after that, the snake consistently stayed by the girl's side.

When she was sad, he patted her back; when she was happy, he clapped with her; when she was exhausted, he stroked her hair.

It was an infinitely warm presence.

"-Because we're friends."

The boy asked nothing of Regia.

He simply offered help time and again.

It was truly blind devotion.

Little by little, the girl's winter melted away.

"-You'll surely do well."

"-Because Miss Regia will become a star shining brighter than anyone."

What was the reason?

Why would such an amazing person like him care for someone as plain as herself?

Why did he always smile with such affectionate eyes?

"-It's a secret."

When she asked, the only reply was a mischievous smile.

Though his reaction made her chest tighten, at the same time, she couldn't help but think it was just like him.

'......I want to be helpful too.'

She wanted to protect him.

She felt a desire to repay that unconditional devotion, trust, and expectation.

She didn't want to lose the light she had found for the first time.

Thump-thump-thump-thump-.

Her heart pounded rapidly.

The fresh pulsation gently colored the girl.

She opened her closed eyes.

"......"

The silent dawn.

Before her, tens of thousands of scorpions bared their fangs.

It was a horrifying sight.

Screech-!

Chittering!

Roar-!

The monsters seemed on the verge of reaching them at any moment.

Normally, Regia would have burst into tears at such a sight, but this time, her eyes shone calmly.

Beyond her clear pupils, a morning star twinkled.

'I feel strange.'

The world flowed slowly.

As if time itself had stopped.

At the same time, a tingling sensation spread.

A faint light swirled around her fingertips.

A hot warmth slowly crept up from her chest.

What melted her inner self, which had been frozen by fear, was none other than the emotion called 'courage'.

For the first time, her body wasn't trembling.

"-When you're afraid, take my hand."

"-I won't let go of Miss Regia, no matter what happens."

A soft voice whispered in her ear.

Looking down, she saw the boy's hand truly clasping hers.

A powerful sense of fulfillment washed over her.

'I think I can do it.'

The girl concentrated her will.

The enormous wall in her heart.

It felt like she could now overcome that obstacle that had repeatedly brought her despair.

Regia squeezed the hand she held.

'I'm not scared.'

She muttered to herself as if casting a spell.

The warm body heat felt on the back of her hand.

The girl quietly savored it.

If she managed to get through this pitch-black dawn safely, she wanted this hand to stroke her head once more.

Pushing aside such a silly wish, she parted her lips.

"Lend me your strength."

She was calling out.

To the summoned beast that had always awaited the protagonist's awakening, preparing its appearance.

Regia calmly intoned its name.

"Effry."

Immediately after.

A brilliant white flash engulfed the area.

Flames illuminating the jet-black night sky.

The silhouette that brightly illuminated the surroundings was none other than the magnificent flapping of wings.

A mighty roar resounded.

ROOAARRR-!!

Effry gallantly soared across the sky.

Only after witnessing that scene could Regia finally unleash the tears she had held back.

It was a sudden outpouring of tears.

"Miss Regia."

Someone caught her collapsing body.

When she laboriously blinked her eyes, the blonde-haired boy, as expected, came into view.

A wave of relief washed over her.

The girl took a breath and murmured.

"I... finally... did it."

She had finally overcome the wall.

***

The protagonist's awakening, unexpected by anyone.

After the appearance of the wyvern, the tide of battle instantly turned.

BLAST-!

With a single breath, the entire area was annihilated.

The scorpions that had more than covered the golden desert in black were helplessly swept away by the surging flames.

It was truly an overwhelming spectacle.

The dawn covered in pitch blackness.

The brilliant white flash completely dispelled the darkness that had covered the world.

As if to leave no trace of despair, flames poured out repeatedly from the enormous maw.

The waves of monsters crumbled into mere ash.

Even amidst this, not a single spark of flame reached our side.

This demonstrated not only its exceptional attack power, enough to cover the earth, but also its ability for delicate control.

Indeed, it was undoubtedly worthy of being considered the strongest summoned beast.

"It's astonishing."

A low gasp escaped her lips.

I stared blankly at the brilliantly spreading light.

So a summoned beast could be this strong.

I had vaguely guessed it, but seeing it with my own eyes was a truly breathtaking sight.

It must have only been about 10 minutes.

While we briefly caught our breath, it was slaughtering all the scorpions crawling on the desert.

It was like an excavator digging up an ant hill.

Indeed.

Every living creature has its own 'tier' or 'rank'.

Among them, Regia's summoned beast, [Effry], was a creature far surpassing the ordinary level.

Even Yuda from the original story described its flames as dangerous.

'Of course, he did make it disappear with a single flick of his finger.'

I shook off the random thoughts that popped up one by one.

As I remained silent, Regia, who was nestled in my arms, stirred.

"Y-Young Master... what's happening?"

"It's almost over."

Her green eyes were unfocused.

Only her consciousness barely remained.

The girl leaned her head against my chest, embracing me as if entrusting her body to me.

Her ragged breathing had now calmed.

"I... I succeeded... I-I was scared, but I still overcame it."

"You did very well, Miss Regia."

"I wanted to be helpful to Young Master, just once."

"Thanks to you, all of us are alive."

"Heh, hehe... please stroke my hair a little more."

Gently stroking.

Regia melted under the gentle touch.

As if the current moment made her happy, a clear smile kept falling from her lips.

It seemed she had relaxed due to her hazy consciousness.

Chuckling.

As I enjoyed the protagonist's unusual state, someone with weary steps approached.

It was the Elder, holding a broken crossbow.

"Young ones."

"Elder."

"Tsk-tsk... I never thought I'd live to see your faces again like this."

"It truly is nothing short of a miracle."

"I really thought it was over this time."

The Elder smiled gently.

His aged eyes fell silent for a moment, then gazed beyond the horizon where dawn was breaking.

Morning had already arrived in the desert.

"I thought I wouldn't see the sun today... Life is truly unfathomable."

The desert slowly brightened.

The fierce final assault was gradually coming to an end.

Effry crushed the last remaining scorpions and slowly approached our side.

It seemed to be checking on its master's condition.

Just as everything seemed to be wrapping up.

"Cough, cough...!"

Suddenly, the Elder standing beside them coughed.

He clutched his chest as if in pain, and then dark red blood spewed onto the ground.

Though I had seen this sight several times before.

This time, his condition looked particularly bad.

"Are you alright?"

"Gasp, gasp... Don't mind me."

The Elder waved his hand dismissively.

He wiped the blood from his mouth and then spoke with a bright smile.

His voice was without a trace of tremor.

"Finally, the destination is just ahead."

"......"

"Let's rest for a bit, and once I've recovered somewhat, we'll move right away."

The Elder appeared calmer than ever.

***

The battle concluded in the morning.

It wasn't until a full half-day had passed that we could resume our journey.

This was due to the final wave that had continued throughout the night.

We proceeded with the red-tinged sunset at our backs.

Crunch-crunch-.

Footprints were etched into the sand behind their steps.

The snake, the Pilot, and the Elder... these three walked the final path toward their destination.

Even amidst this, the coughing would not cease.

"Cough, cough...!"

"E-Elder!"

The Elder's symptoms worsened with each passing moment.

Each time, he vomited bright red blood.

But there was nothing we could do.

We could only support his stumbling legs and move forward.

Even though he looked almost like a corpse, the Elder was smiling broadly, as if something brought him great joy.

He seemed to be awaiting an imminent reunion.

"When I was young, you see. Rosaline and I used to play by riding down hills together......"

The Elder occasionally told us stories of old times.

Most of them were related to the girl.

Even though he had lived for 65 years.

What he spoke of was only the 15 years they had spent together in their hometown.

We listened quietly.

"When we cooked together, the kitchen often became a mess."

Fresh stories.

We sometimes read books with the two people from his memories, learned clumsy magic, and watched them playing in the forest.

Lying side by side on the highest hill in the village.

They would stay up all night, counting the stars in the night sky one by one.

That was all of the Elder's life that he cherished.

"Our parents always, whenever they saw us......"

Thanks to this, there was never a dull moment.

The desert grew subtly deeper.

As we drew closer to the destination, the surrounding landscape began to change in an odd way.

We only noticed it after a while.

"This is...?"

"Hmm."

At first, it was just strange fragments scattered on the ground.

Just as Regia had mentioned before, remnants of buildings were visible, buried in the sand.

But such sights became increasingly explicit.

The cross of a church protruding from the ground.

Half-ruined windmills standing.

Buildings standing as if people had once lived there.

"......"

Before we knew it, we were no longer in the desert.

We were merely walking through the center of a terribly ruined city.

As we traversed the ruins swallowed by sand, Regia, who had been observing the surroundings, suddenly asked a question.

"Y-Young Master... are we going the right way?"

"Because the Elder knows the way."

"No matter how I look at it, this isn't an ordinary desert. It's like a city where people used to live."

"It's certainly strange. How could it have come to such a terrible state?"

"......I'm a little scared."

A quiet exchange of conversation.

The Elder hadn't spoken for a long time.

He was simply leading the way in silence.

Occasionally, he would glance around and flinch, but even that lasted only for a fleeting moment.

We followed him, despite our questions.

It was night once more.

The starlight slowly faded towards dawn.

As I rubbed my tired eyes and walked step by step along the dark streets.

Only then did the Elder stop.

"......"

It seemed they had arrived.

We were standing on a sand-covered hill, somewhat separated from the village.

Regia, who was beside him, asked.

"Elder?"

"......"

"Are you perhaps feeling unwell again? I-If so, it might be good to rest for a moment."

"......"

"E-Elder...?"

No answer came.

The girl wore a questioning expression.

After a moment of meaningful silence, the Elder's lips parted.

"......We've arrived."

"W-What?"

Regia tilted her head at the sudden remark.

However, despite her reaction, the Elder calmly gestured, simply pointing at something standing before him.

There, a humble gravestone stood.

An old gravestone, bearing the marks of time.

Part of it was covered in sand, but fortunately, there seemed to be no signs of breakage.

We stared blankly as we read the inscription on the stone.

And then.

[Rosaline Merial, Rests Here.]

We discovered a shocking sentence.

Frozen in shock, we soon turned our gaze back to the Elder.

"You all look surprised."

The Elder wore a bitter smile.

As if he had known all along, he simply caressed the tombstone before him.

His aged voice spoke.

"I'll explain. What exactly happened in this desert."

His clear pupils shone quietly.

        
            Ordinary people do not perceive it.

War.

How heavy a meaning is contained in that short reverberation.

For most, it was just a word to glance over, but at least for those directly involved, it fully signified the end of life.

Scars that could never be erased in a lifetime.

Was it a holy war to realize justice?

Or merely a means for the greed of adults?

It was a meaningless contemplation.

It was laughable to reconsider the justification now.

What was important, however, was that war had broken out, and countless children had cried out loudly.

The world was painted with the light of despair.

<The war is over.>

<But to call it a victory, too many people have died......>

Even after the armistice, the war continues.

Those who died were said to have had their lives pardoned by death as an indulgence, but those who survived were inescapably forced to pay the price.

The dripping pus merely mimics recovery with the word 'armistice'.

Even while ignoring the festering wounds.

<Josh? A letter has arrived for you.>

<I don't know the exact contents. It just seemed like a letter from the hometown you used to sing about.>

The boy was no different.

A letter received one day.

Cruel reality spares no one.

After carefully unfolding the neatly folded paper, even solid hope shatters into pieces.

Unbelievable contents filled the body of the text, one after another.

[The village was annihilated.]

A coldly written sentence.

The boy's hometown, which he had left with lingering attachment, was completely scorched by the enemy nation's annihilation magic.

Those cornered had finally resorted to forbidden magic.

The hometown transformed overnight into an uninhabitable land.

In the aftermath of the magic, the village turned into a desert, and monsters born carrying twisted mana roamed freely.

People died one by one, as if stricken with disease.

A city facing destruction.

This was the true nature of the desert we had wandered through for several days.

The old man laughed bitterly and spoke.

"I had no intention of deceiving you."

Years were etched into the old wrinkles.

The old man, who had been caressing the tombstone for a moment, soon looked at us, who stood with blank expressions.

"It was like that from the beginning. I started this journey to meet Rosaline."

"......"

"......"

We remained silent, unable to easily utter a word.

[Rosaline Meryar, rests here.]

A single tombstone erected before our eyes.

The reunion of two people who had waited a lifetime was perhaps sealed with the most unwanted sorrow.

The old man calmly continued his explanation.

"Isn't it strange? For only one tombstone to stand alone on such a secluded hill."

His hazy eyes fell into recollection for a moment.

It was a memory left from childhood.

<If we ever get separated, let's agree to meet again at the brightest star in that night sky!>

<You mean that blue star over there?>

<How about it? It's clearly visible, so it should be fine, right?>

<But how do we get to a star...?>

<I don't know either! But by the time we're adults, won't we know how to get to a star?>

<That's surprisingly plausible.>

<So, we're making a promise?>

<Yeah...*>

It was a promise made right on this hill.

Lying side by side in the bushes, counting the brilliant stars as if they were pouring down.

It was also a moment the boy had lived his entire life without forgetting.

And.

"She asked that if she died... she absolutely be buried on this hill."

The girl was no different.

She, too, had lived, reflecting on the fifteen years she had spent with the boy, until the moment she reached the end of her life.

The two had never forgotten each other, not once.

"Like a fool."

She should have forgotten such a promise.

She should have left that tiresome village, charmed a handsome man, gotten married, and lived happily ever after in blessings.

Does it make sense that she never even met a man by that age?

If only he had known this would happen.

"......If I had known this would happen, I should have at least smiled a little when we parted ways."

The last scene he remembered.

It was the part where they turned their backs on each other in anger.

It wasn't even that important, so why had they wasted the moment of farewell on a mere emotional quarrel?

The old man gently caressed the tombstone.

"Where in life is there no regret?"

Summarizing a life is but a single sentence.

The old man, who had been contemplating for a while, soon composed himself and turned his gaze towards us.

"Please, don't think ill of me."

"Elder-nim."

"My words about guiding you to a nearby city were sincere. If you keep walking in this direction for a few more hours, you'll find a new village."

"Are you not coming with us?"

"I have somewhere else to go, you see."

"Somewhere to go, you mean..."

"I have to go keep a promise."

He smiled along with his enigmatic words.

As we stood there, stiff and still, the old man soon coughed.

Bright red blood spilled onto the floor.

"Cough, cough...!"

It was something he had experienced several times before, but this time, his condition was noticeably worse.

His legs wobbled as if he were dizzy.

The old man soon leaned his back against the tombstone and slumped down.

It was a pitiful sight, watching him collapse.

"E-Elder-nim!"

We reached out our arms to support him, but the old man firmly refused our help.

He merely continued to cough and murmur.

"Cough! I'm, fine."

"It really seems like you've reached your limit now, wh-what should we do? At least you need to get to a village to receive treatment...!"

"In any case, I was given, ugh, a death sentence... They said I have a month at most."

The old man showed no trace of disorder.

His voice echoed calmly.

It was his end, long prepared for.

Perhaps realizing the meaning of his words belatedly, Regia's eyes welled up blankly with tears.

The old man smiled.

"Why do you all have such sad faces?"

"......"

"E-Elder-nim..."

"Cough... It would be nice if you smiled."

His pupils remained transparent.

The gentle echo extended calmly on the soft morning breeze.

"It may look like I'm dying, but I won't be."

"......"

"As you all know, stars are very far away, aren't they? It's too much to take this body there. It's too heavy."

The star where they had promised to meet.

The old man... no, the boy, was finally going to meet the girl.

That one rose he had loved so dearly.

"So, won't you congratulate me?"

It would be a magnificent sight.

When the old man looked at the stars, all of them would appear like wells with pulleys.

For every star would give him water to drink.

This was not death.

It was merely preparation to embark on a distant journey.

Now, the boy from fifty years ago would gain new wings and embark on a journey towards the most brilliant star floating in the night sky.

It was a beautiful fairy tale page just by imagining it.

"Thank you for accompanying me on this long journey."

"The honor was all mine."

"E-Elder-nim... *hiccup*."

We finished our farewells.

As we listened to his continuous coughing for a while, a subtle light suddenly swirled around the old man's body.

It was a mysterious color.

*Fizzle*.

The sickly body gradually became transparent, then slowly began to crumble into a pure white light.

Like dust scattering with the wind.

The old man was scattering, becoming remnants of the desert.

"Ah,"

A faint gasp escaped.

Old eyes stared blankly up at the sky.

He was watching the stars, just like in the old days.

*Whoosh*.

Sparkling specks were densely embedded across the pitch-black background, painted over with darkness.

A cluster of stars lifting the veil of the deep night.

A million embroidered stars erased loneliness with a million lights.

Perhaps that was.

An axis of time representing an entire lifetime.

The old man reached out his arm towards the sky.

What his trembling hand pointed to was none other than the brightest star in the night sky.

He faintly murmured.

"I'm coming to meet you, Rosaline."

With that, the old man closed his eyelids.

His body, completely disintegrated, then soared freely into the sky.

Towards the star where the girl would be waiting.

***

We stood in place for a while.

The old man who had embarked on a distant journey.

Regia was shedding silent tears.

Having formed quite a bond over the past ten days, the sorrow of farewell was enough to make the girl cry.

Even these fragmented moments would become a stepping stone for the protagonist's growth.

"Hnngh, huhn..."

For some, it was the dawn of a long journey, but for others, it was the morning marking the end of a long journey.

We had finally safely escorted the old man to his destination.

The episode's clear conditions were met.

At the same time, a signal announcing the end washed over our ears.

*Screech!*

A sound like creaking hinges echoed.

Following the sudden noise, when we looked up, a small door stood wide open in the sky.

A door attached to a perfectly ordinary sky.

It was an alien yet mysterious sight.

Now it was time to leave this world.

I took the sobbing girl's hand and carefully led the way.

*Thud, thud.*

Stairs that seemed to be made by folding the night sky.

As we steadily ascended, stepping on the empty air, the door opening in the sky soon welcomed us.

Beyond the door, a pure white light swirled.

"It's all over now."

Though we hesitated, turning back, we moved our steps towards the light.

Our vision was brilliantly colored, then faded to black.

[EP???. How to Cross the Desert]

-The Door Opening in the Sky, The Boy Who Watched the Stars-

The episode concluded thus.

***

When we opened our eyes again, we were standing in an empty alleyway.

"Hmm."

"W-Where is this...?"

We quietly looked around.

A familiar sight within our view.

We had returned to the academy.

Unlike the ten days we had spent within the book, it seemed not much time had passed in reality.

Perhaps at most two hours.

"......"

I calmly surveyed the surroundings.

We had clearly been inside an old shop before we left, but somehow the building had vanished without a trace.

Only a desolate, empty lot greeted us.

As if such a shop had never existed here in the first place.

It seemed to follow the original work, after all.

Originally, once an episode ended, the shop would be completely erased from the game's records.

All that remained for the player was the reward item.

And the strange book we had picked up at first.

"Young Master-nim... What could have happened?"

"I wonder."

I picked up a book lying on the floor.

It was a book covered in old leather.

On its cover, the title [How to Cross the Desert] shimmered in golden letters.

I gently turned the page.

*Rustle*.

A single illustration appeared when I reached the very end.

It was a drawing depicting a boy and a girl.

Below it, only a simple title was attached.

[Josh and Rosaline]

The two were embracing each other with brilliant smiles in a world as beautiful as the night sky.

They looked as if they had just been reunited.

A faint smile spread across my lips.

I, who had been idly touching the page, soon answered the girl standing beside me.

My voice colored the dark backdrop warmly.

"It's just that a fairy tale has ended."

I closed the book.

Before I knew it, a new sentence, not the original title, was written on the cover.

It had changed in the brief moment I looked away.

I murmured that one phrase to myself.

[Thank you.]

A greeting left by someone unknown.

We looked down at the letters in silence for a while.

        
            [EP???. How to Cross the Desert]

-The Door that Opens in the Sky, The Boy who Stays Awake with the Stars-

The fairy tale, long if you considered it long, and short if you considered it short, had ended.

What remained afterward was a moment of reflection.

We, who had been spacing out for a while, were soon moving to return to the dormitory.

It was already late evening.

*Whoosh—.*

A sudden gust of wind.

The academy's scenery was exactly as it had been, without the slightest change.

Although we had spent ten days within the book, it seemed not much time had passed in reality.

At most, only a few hours might have gone by.

'Everything returned to normal.'

The shoes that had been covered in sand, the outer garment stained with scorpion blood, the necktie that had come loose—everything was back to its state before we left.

As if all those scenes were nothing but a dream.

We merely remembered them vividly.

About an old, old boy who had embarked on a long journey to meet a girl.

'I wonder if they met well.'

Suddenly, I looked up at the sky and thought.

Stars twinkling against a pitch-black background.

Surely, in one of those countless stars, the two of them must be living.

Wandering amidst the starlight that seemed about to pour down, a faint smile soon colored my lips.

'They should have arrived safely.'

Did they succeed in reuniting?

After swimming and swimming across the vast sky, did the boy safely reach the girl?

We had no way of knowing.

However, when we imagined them embracing each other, the stars smiled down at us.

Conversely, when we imagined they couldn't, they seemed to hold back tears.

The world looked entirely different just based on our imagination.

I still believed that sky was beautiful.

"......"

As I walked lost in thought for a while, a voice suddenly came from beside me.

It was none other than Regia.

"......It really feels like I had a dream."

"Indeed, it was an unbelievable experience."

"And no one would believe us either."

"It will remain a memory unique to just the two of us, then."

"I suppose so."

A calm voice extended.

The pink-haired girl murmured as if savoring a moment.

"I think I learned a lot."

It seemed she had realized various things through this journey.

A rare serious expression.

I smiled faintly.

'That's a relief.'

If it had helped the protagonist's growth, I was satisfied.

After all, it was a journey prepared for that very purpose.

I hoped she would grow well without going astray like this.

I, who was savoring my joyful thoughts alone, soon gently extended my hand toward the girl.

"Regia."

"Yes?"

"Could you give me your hand for a moment?"

"S-suddenly...?"

Regia seemed to tilt her head in question, but then docilely extended her hand.

Carefully, I placed my hand over her fair skin.

"Y-Young Master...?"

"It was quite the date, wasn't it? Even though we got caught up in some strange things in the middle."

A warm touch.

Beyond her clear pupils, only the golden-haired boy was reflected.

Watching the protagonist stand still, holding her breath, I showed her something I had hidden in my hand.

It was a ring with a faint green glow.

"It's a gift."

The reward from this episode.

It was one of the two items that had dropped.

In truth, it was an episode we had jointly cleared, and I had carried the latter half by myself, so it could be seen as the girl's rightful share.

Still, receiving it in this manner felt good.

Besides, explaining about the reward was troublesome.

It was easier to just say it was a gift I had prepared.

And, while I was at it, earn some favor with our protagonist.

I brazenly lied as I slipped the ring onto her slender finger.

"I picked it out with some thought, so I hope you like it."

The ring fit perfectly on the girl's ring finger, as if by magic.

Regia, who had been standing there dazed, soon stuttered in embarrassment.

"Y-Young Master? W-What in the world is this...?"

"I told you back in the desert, didn't I? That I would always stay by your side. You haven't forgotten, have you?"

"I-I remember! But what does that have to do with a ring...?"

"Please think of it as a token of our promise."

Though it looked like an ordinary ring at first glance, it was an item boasting quite fraudulent performance.

Originally, it was an item that dropped with the lowest probability.

You could say I was lucky.

Accessory, Ring of Bonds.

An item that could block any attack directed at the player once, regardless of the type of attack.

Although it had the disadvantage of disappearing after use, in the original story, it was an excellent accessory, capable of withstanding Yuda's [Liar].

It could be seen as an ultimate item among consumable types.

"Always carry it with you. If a day ever comes when I can't keep my promise, this little friend will protect you in my stead, Regia."

"B-But it looks expensive at a glance! I can't accept something like this...!"

"It's alright."

I gently stroked the girl's head.

My voice was soft and gentle.

"You are more than worthy of receiving it. You are my most cherished friend, Regia."

"M-Most cherished...?"

"Please don't decline."

"Ugh, ugh..."

The girl made a small sound of distress for a moment, then timidly nodded her head.

Her face was flushed red without fail.

Her head was lowered as if in embarrassment.

It seemed the word 'friend' was still awkward for her.

"......I-I'll gratefully accept it."

The girl answered quietly.

She tried hard to regain her composure, but her fingers were trembling restlessly.

At such a cute reaction, I let out a soft laugh.

"Hehe, it's getting late. Shall we really head back now?"

"Ah... yes, yes!"

Hands that didn't let go of each other.

Thus, we walked side-by-side across the night sky.

***

We returned to academy life.

In truth, the lost time was only about two hours, but for us, it had been nearly ten days.

Naturally, the academy was exactly as it had been, without a single change.

A daily life enveloped in a peaceful atmosphere.

"Young Master Yuda!"

"Regia."

I lightly waved my hand towards the approaching girl.

"I'm late. The lecture ended later than I expected."

"I'm fine! I didn't wait long at all."

"You're a good child, as expected."

"Heh, hehe..."

As I stroked her head approvingly, her bright expression gradually softened.

The warm temperature permeated my palm.

'She seems to have been in a good mood lately.'

If anything had changed, it was Regia.

Since returning from the desert.

Should I say the psychological distance between us had narrowed considerably?

When calling me, she used to use a title with my surname, but now she was calling me by my given name.

Wouldn't it be fair to think she had opened her heart to some extent?

There was no longer any sign of her fearing touch.

Even when I stroked her head now, she merely stood quietly instead of fleeing.

It felt like taming a timid cat, which made me proud.

I wasn't the only one who noticed this change.

Emilia, who had been observing us, asked a question as if something was odd.

"The atmosphere seems to have changed in just a few days... Did something happen between the two of you?"

"Hehe, I wonder."

"You're suspicious."

Blue eyes scrutinized me.

Her gaze, which had been darting around, soon fixed on one point.

It was none other than Regia's ring finger.

"Commoner? What's that ring on your finger?"

"Ah, this is..."

More precisely, the accessory I had put on her.

Regia hesitated, seemingly embarrassed, then revealed the truth in a trembling voice.

"It's a gift I received from Young Master."

"What...?"

"We had a promise a few days ago. We explored the outer districts together, and he gave it to me as a token of that promise."

"That's right. It was a delightful date."

"D-D-Date, you say?"

*Thump.*

Her pupils trembled.

The girl, who had been momentarily frozen as if in shock, soon shrieked at me.

Her pale face was flushed with heat.

"You lecherous man...!"

"Hmm?"

"You did such a sh-shameless thing to me! And you're going around touching other women too?!"

"I'm not sure what you mean."

"When did you say you liked me?!"

"Of course, I like you."

"What kind of...!"

"I like both the Princess and Regia equally, you see."

Why was she so excited again?

Her scornful gaze was striking.

To calm her down, I placed my hand on her blue hair.

Inadvertently, I found myself in a rather comical pose, stroking both of their heads.

Is this what being a 'cat parent' feels like?

"......You're the worst."

Emilia subtly turned her head.

However, she didn't avoid my touch.

Perhaps remembering the terms of our contract, she couldn't bring herself to resist.

I let out a chuckle.

The boisterous atmosphere dissolved with the summer breeze.

As we were spending our peaceful daily lives like that, a remark suddenly reached our ears.

"Come to think of it, the school trip is just around the corner."

The school trip.

It was an academy event that was now only a week away.

"I should go to the library. I need to finish reviewing for the next exam before the school trip."

"C-Can I follow you too...?"

"Do as you please."

The students seemed intent on focusing on their studies before the event.

"Unfortunately, I'll be skipping. I have something else to do."

"I-Is that so...?"

A week before the school trip.

If asked what I would do during this short period, I already had a plan.

"First, I need to meet someone."

I murmured meaningfully.

***

A few hours later.

I was having a private meeting with someone in the professors' exclusive research lab.

"This is unexpected. I didn't think Student Yuda would come looking for me."

Sitting in front of the desk was none other than Selena Drunkerd.

She was the homeroom Professor-nim of Class A, which I belonged to.

Her red pupils gazed at me.

The woman, who had been blinking indifferently, then toyed with the liquor bottle in her hand.

Her flowing purple hair shimmered long.

"I'm curious about your business."

The heavy scent of alcohol wafted distinctly.

I replied.

"I'd like you to grant me a favor."

The incident that occurred during the last midterm exam.

Selena owed me a personal debt.

Because even though she was in charge of supervising the exam at the time, she couldn't prevent us from getting caught up in the incident.

That's why the woman had promised us.

That she would grant each of us one wish while we were enrolled at Gallimard.

"You wouldn't claim ignorance now, would you?"

"Of course not."

"I heard you were stripped of your Head Professor position because of that incident. Are you alright with that?"

"There's no particular issue."

The woman indifferently tilted her liquor bottle.

As if she didn't care much.

Selena, who had been drinking for a while, soon asked with dimly glowing red eyes.

"Pah... So, what is this favor you ask?"

"It's not a difficult favor."

I smiled ominously.

It was finally time.

The future where countless incidents would occur.

To suppress the imperfect dangers, I needed to gain power even within the academy.

Power that could easily suppress ordinary students.

"I would like you to make me the Head Teaching Assistant."

A position demanded with confidence.

It was time to take control of the academy.

        
            “I would like to be appointed to the position of Head Assistant.”

A meaningful request, spoken subtly.

Selena froze blankly.

Was it because of the completely unexpected content?

Her red eyes, which had blinked for a moment, soon regained their light and spoke.

It was an questioning tone.

“Are you saying… you wish to join my direct subordinate?”

“You could say that.”

“Hmmph.”

Selena hummed, as if interested.

The woman put down the bottle of alcohol she was holding and straightened her disheveled posture.

“Honestly, it’s unexpected.”

“Why?”

“There were plenty of Head Assistant positions elsewhere, though. I understand you received offers from almost every professor.”

“I can’t deny that.”

I chuckled lightly in response.

I remembered the hectic scramble for recruitment that had been going on for a while.

Indeed, all the faculty members had clung to me, offering fierce conditions to recruit me.

It was an exhausting memory.

“Especially since I heard Professor Cadell was enthusiastically courting you.”

“You are correct.”

Professor of Annihilation Magic, Cadell Evans.

He was currently one of the real powers alongside Professor Raphael.

Originally, Selena was also part of their group, and they were called the Three Greats, but she had been stripped of her Head Professor title and was retired.

Amidst this, the person most frequently mentioned as the next Head Professor was none other than Cadell.

“Putting aside such a good option… I don’t understand why you would specifically come to me.”

“Well, now.”

It was understandable for Selena to be curious.

It must have looked like I was kicking away a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and grasping a rope that was clearly rotten.

Of course, I had no intention of revealing my true intentions.

“It’s a secret.”

I simply deflected playfully.

“So, are you going to refuse?”

“No. I’ll accept.”

“You’re quite bold.”

“How many people in the world would refuse when a genius destined for history extends their hand?”

“I’m glad you see me favorably.”

She subtly brushed back her purple hair.

The woman gazed at me with cloudy eyes.

The two, who had exchanged gazes for a moment, soon shook hands, each wearing a meaningful smile.

“From now on, I will call you Teacher-nim.”

“That’s an awkward title.”

“Teacher-nim, please speak comfortably with me too. Am I not your direct disciple for at least three years?”

“It’s fine. I prefer a certain degree of distance in my speech.”

“That’s truly regrettable.”

“I have no intention of nitpicking the titles you use, Yuda student, so please be generous.”

“Of course.”

The snake’s request was granted easily.

The ominous slitted eyes smiled with satisfaction and leisurely turned to walk out of the laboratory.

***

The very next day.

The academy was bustling from early morning with shocking news.

Someone must have checked the revised affiliation roster, as the rumor that I had joined Selena’s direct subordinate had already spread far and wide.

Thanks to that, I had to contend with everyone’s gazes all day.

“Did everyone hear the news?”

“That news… you mean Young Master Snakers, right?”

“It turned everything upside down this morning.”

“He got the Head Assistant position, right?”

“He kept putting all the recruitment offers on hold, so I thought he wasn’t interested in this kind of thing at all.”

“I never imagined he’d join Professor Selena’s direct subordinate…”

The students whispered amongst themselves.

Having resolutely refused countless recruitment offers until now, this decision was bound to draw attention.

Especially since the person in question was the top-ranked new student, praised as a talent of unprecedented caliber.

The class placement test where he defeated the princess.

The duel where he toyed with the Ice Princess.

Even his written exams, where he maintained the top rank with overwhelming scores.

Perhaps due to the sheer brilliance of his accomplishments, the students were all focused on my every move.

Of course, this decision must have been very surprising to them.

“Why did he choose Professor Selena?”

“Of course, the Head Assistant position is great, but weren’t there many other professors who offered better conditions?”

“Besides, Professor Selena isn’t even a Head Professor anymore.”

Everyone seemed surprised.

In a situation where he could choose his affiliation as he pleased, picking someone completely unexpected seemed to baffle them.

This reaction was no different among the faculty members.

“No matter how I think about it, I can’t understand.”

“Tsk, tsk… he’s going down the wrong path.”

“It’s a waste of talent. This is the time when he should have a good teacher by his side.”

“Perhaps it’s because he’s just a student. He seems to have an irrational side. Of all people, Professor Selena.”

“She’s not particularly friendly with students, either.”

Some faculty members, in particular, even looked disappointed.

These were professors who usually held a grudge against Selena, and my joining her seemed to displease them.

Is this why they say not to keep people with many enemies close?

‘Being the year’s top student is troublesome in many ways… it would be nice if they just let me do my own thing.’

There was a reason for my decision.

First, Selena was an outstanding illusionist.

Although she carried the image of a drunkard and an eccentric, in the field of illusion magic, there was no one who could compare to her.

She would be helpful on the theoretical side.

The fact that she was the homeroom professor for Class A also made her easily accessible.

She wasn’t someone who staked her life on trivial honor, so she wouldn’t try to oppress or teach me.

Rather, I even received permission to act as I pleased.

For someone like me who needed just enough power but didn’t want much responsibility, it was, in a way, the best choice.

Moreover.

‘She’s an important person for my future plans.’

There was also a personal reason.

As she would be used in a later episode, I planned to keep her close and observe her.

Thus, it was a choice made after calculating everything.

The suspicions of those who knew nothing didn’t bother me at all.

I just decided to focus on my own tasks.

“Yuda Snakers.”

Right.

I definitely thought that.

“I don’t know what you were thinking to choose her. I guess you’re nothing special either.”

An amusing challenge was thrown my way.

***

Over the past few months, there had been many recruitment offers, but the most aggressive among them was none other than Professor Cadell.

He was currently the third most influential person among the faculty members.

And also a strong candidate for the next Head Professor.

Originally, he was also the character who served as the homeroom teacher for Class A.

Although the original plot had twisted and his position was taken by Selena, his firm standing remained unblemished.

In short, he was one of the most prominent figures in the academy.

Cadell had visited me every day to recruit me.

He had even offered the extraordinary condition of the Head Assistant position, but my firm refusal always forced him to turn back.

However, he never showed any signs of displeasure.

Even if he had a slightly devious side, being kind to students was his ironclad rule.

But the assistant he brought with him was the problem.

“How long are you going to keep postponing your answer?”

“Just a first-year, yet… are you trying to test the professor’s limits?”

Ian Ternado.

He was the current Head Assistant assisting Cadell, and also the year’s top student reigning over the second-years.

He would frown whenever he saw me.

“Tch… I don’t know what the professor sees in a brat like this.”

Perhaps it was because his own position was at risk of being taken.

Ian had a displeased look in his eyes.

Whether it was simple anxiety or a kind of arrogance that looked down on juniors, one thing was clear: he was not very friendly towards me.

And now, weeks later.

“Yuda Snakers.”

“It’s been a while. Have you been well, Ian Senior-nim?”

“Yes. Unlike some people.”

He came to find me again.

Judging by his timing, he must have heard the news about me.

“I heard you joined Professor Selena’s subordinate.”

“That’s right.”

“It’s truly a ridiculous sight.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Pfft… you acted all high and mighty, putting on airs, but the choice you made in the end looks quite shabby.”

Ian openly sneered.

It was undoubtedly mockery.

Perhaps it was because I chose Selena, but the sarcastic atmosphere was particularly strong.

“To attach yourself to *her* of all professors… how am I supposed to interpret this?”

“You’ve been saying nonsense for a while now.”

“Surely you didn’t know about their relationship?”

“Well, now.”

Selena, and Cadell.

The two professors did not get along well.

In fact, their relationship was the worst.

Cadell had always coveted the Head Professor position.

Because of this, he constantly checked and criticized the drunkard, while Selena found Cadell annoying.

In such a situation.

A student who hadn't even responded to their recruitment offer suddenly joined the side of their sworn enemy, so it seemed the Head Assistant was itching for a confrontation.

It seemed he wanted to put me in my place this time.

Ian continued speaking, a sneer on his lips.

“What do you plan to do by learning mere illusion magic? She doesn’t even seem like a great teacher. Wouldn’t it be better to come over to our side now?”

“She is my Teacher-nim now. I would appreciate it if you refrained from overstepping your bounds.”

“If you say so.”

“……”

He was treading a fine line.

He poked and prodded annoyingly, but subtly backed off whenever it seemed like it might cause real trouble.

I quietly watched Ian.

“……”

“You should have chosen better then.”

“Hmm.”

Normally, it wouldn’t be a provocation I’d care about, but other students were watching us.

If I backed down obediently here, Selena would also take a hit.

It would look like her Head Assistant was tucking his tail between his legs when his teacher was being disrespected.

I wanted to avoid such a situation.

‘This is tricky.’

How should I deal with this troublesome fellow?

While I was briefly contemplating.

“To act so insolent, yet you’re so meek.”

“……”

“Be glad you’re my junior. If you were in the same year, I would have sent several duel challenges your way by now.”

“Ah.”

Suddenly, a good idea came to mind.

That’s it.

To think such a simple method existed.

I wore an ominous smile and immediately put the thought that came to mind into action.

I took off the glove on my hand.

“That sounds like a very good idea.”

“What…?”

“The duel, that is.”

Thud!

I immediately threw the removed glove towards his broad chest.

Immediately after the light thud, Ian’s eyes widened as he stood crookedly.

I declared.

“I, Yuda Snakers, challenge Ian Ternado to a duel in the name of honor and order.”

A bombshell declaration dropped among the students watching the situation.

The corner of my mouth twitched involuntarily.

All I had to do was crush him.

All I had to do was show overwhelming proof, enough to overturn all the suspicions.

“I trust you won’t run away.”

My lips provocatively spoke with meaning.

My slitted eyes smiled faintly.

It was a smile from which an unsettling feeling could not be erased.

Watching the stunned, frozen sacrificial lamb, I savored the surging dopamine.

I muttered internally.

‘Damn it, I can’t wipe this smile off my face.’

It was time to stir up trouble again.

        
            Ian Ternado.

He was currently the head leading the second-year students as the top student, and a chief assistant working directly under Cadell.

He did not like the boy named Yuda.

“-Have you been well, Ian Senior-nim?”

Perhaps it was his peculiar aura.

His relaxed demeanor was irritating.

He felt like a mere freshman, who had only been enrolled for a few months, was putting on a ridiculous show of bravado.

From the start, he had wanted to crush him.

“-Did everyone hear? They say an unprecedented freshman has arrived?”

“-If it’s that… you mean Young Master Snakers, right?”

“-I went to see him duel last time, and his skill was truly terrifying.”

“-As expected, there’s a reason why the Professor-nims are so eager.”

The idiotic chattering students also annoyed him.

He was just a first-year student, after all.

What was so special that they had to make such a fuss?

Whenever he heard rumors praising Yuda, his mood inexplicably soured.

Perhaps it was inferiority?

‘What is this guy, anyway?’

Ian scoffed at the rumors every time.

He couldn’t accept the fact that a talent superior to his own existed, and he would freely belittle his opponent.

He thought that someone insignificant was acting cheeky.

No matter how excellent Yuda’s skills were, he knew he would be no match for himself, the top student of the second year.

In Gallimard, the difference in years was akin to a massive wall.

‘Tch… what could Professor-nim possibly like about a punk like this?’

Day by day, his feelings became more unpleasant.

Especially after Cadell started taking an interest in Yuda, the extent of his annoyance visibly worsened.

Because his own position was immediately at risk of being taken.

Chief assistant was too grand a position for a freshman to hold.

But what truly made Ian lose his temper, even more than such an extraordinary recruitment offer, was…

“-Well, I’m not really inclined.”

“-For now, I thank you for the offer.”

“-I’ll consider it. I’ll visit you later.”

It was the fellow’s indifferent response.

Yuda always withheld his answer regarding recruitment, dangling the possibility in front of him as if testing the waters.

Against none other than Cadell, one of Gallimard’s most renowned professors.

He seemed to have no grasp of his place.

He wanted to throw a glove in his face, but he didn’t know what kind of reaction he’d get if he rashly challenged him to a duel.

The sight of a senior trampling a junior wouldn’t be very pretty.

“Be grateful you’re a junior. If we were in the same year, a duel challenge would have already been sent several times.”

Ian had to cool his anger alone.

But then.

“That’s a very good idea.”

“What…?”

“A duel, I mean.”

A completely unexpected situation unfolded.

Yuda suddenly wore a bright smile.

He took off the glove he was wearing and, without any hesitation, threw it at Ian.

Thud!

“I, Yuda Snakers, challenge Ian Ternado to a duel in the name of honor and order.”

A single striking sound against his chest.

The voice echoed clearly in his ears.

As he stood there, stunned and frozen, his gaze suddenly met a pair of smiling, narrow eyes.

The snake flicked its tongue.

“Surely, I trust you won’t run away.”

Ian inadvertently accepted the duel challenge.

***

News of the duel spread quickly.

Perhaps it was due to the empty schedule before the school trip, but students went crazy over the dopamine-inducing news, rushing towards it.

The academy’s attention quickly turned towards this.

-I accept the duel.

-The price of defeat… shall be to grant one wish of the opponent.

-The date shall be in two days.

Ian seemed somewhat flustered, but since he had been waiting for an opportunity, he accepted the duel.

It seemed he was a bit angered by the thought of being underestimated.

His face was flushed for a while.

The sight of him glaring with wide eyes and seething was quite something to behold.

Anyway.

The news of their duel hit the academy hard.

Students were busy chattering about this provocative topic, and even though it was only for two days, its impact was not to be underestimated.

When walking through the hallways, more than half of the conversations were about the duel.

-Which side do you think will win?

-Isn’t it obviously Ian Senior-nim?

-There’s a reason he’s being talked about as a candidate for next year’s student council president.

-Really? I think the Young Master also has a good chance.

-Of course, the Young Master is an overwhelming freshman… but it might still be tough against Ian Senior-nim.

-True, that’s also the case.

Opinions were divided.

The overall atmosphere seemed to predict Ian’s victory.

Of course, there were some children who sided with me, but most of the predictions were that I wouldn't be able to overcome the difference in years.

They said Young Master Snakers was still unripe or something.

Actually, I somewhat understood.

The opponent was Ian Ternado.

Currently the head leading the second-year students, and a chief assistant working directly under Cadell.

A talent considered the best in lightning magic.

He received considerable admiration from students, and his name was always mentioned when discussing candidates for next year’s student council president.

In short, he was a prime example of an elite.

‘Besides, the students don’t know my full power.’

At most, it was the previous duel.

That was the only time students properly witnessed me fighting.

Of course, I displayed an unforgettable performance, but if you asked if it had enough explosive power to overwhelm Ian, well, that was debatable.

Thanks to that, such a calculation emerged.

That Young Master Snakers would not be able to reach Ian Ternado.

-I’ll also bet on Ian Senior-nim winning.

-Honestly, in a year, the Young Master would probably win easily… but there’s still the difference in experience.

-Ian Senior-nim definitely feels like a different class.

Such reactions were the same among our main characters.

As I quietly worked on my assignments in the library, Regia, who was sitting next to me, whispered.

“Y-Young Master-nim… are you perhaps alright?”

“Of course, I’m perfectly fine, Miss Regia.”

“But I heard your opponent is incredibly strong. O-Of course, I’m cheering for the Young Master-nim, but…”

“You mean you’re worried about a hypothetical situation, right?”

“Y-Yes, I think so.”

“How admirable. As expected, only Miss Regia thinks of me.”

“Ugh, ugh…”

The pink creature melted under my caressing hand.

It seemed she was fretting over me.

The feeling of being worried about by the protagonist was the best.

It truly felt as if we had become close friends, and I felt a strange sense of pride.

Just as I was gently smiling.

“That’s impossible.”

Someone lurking nearby interjected.

A boy with blue hair.

It was none other than Emilia’s younger brother, Ruska Vanity.

The fellow, who had come to discuss something with his sister, just plopped down in a nearby seat.

Ruska subtly added his thoughts to the conversation.

“Ian Senior-nim is strong, you see. This time, it’ll be difficult to defeat him.”

He had been acting reserved and serious, but as soon as a familiar topic came up, his mouth seemed to be itching to speak.

Because he was an ardent follower of Ian.

“Although you might be overwhelming in the first year… there is always a sky above the sky [a proverb meaning there’s always someone better].”

“R-Really? Is he such an amazing person?”

“Commoner, stay out of this.”

“……”

“Anyway, you’d better prepare for defeat.”

Ruska snorted alone.

As if to show he was from the same bloodline as the villainess, he too exuded the distinct aura of a third-rate villain.

Feeling too lazy to reply, I just nodded.

Both sides were noisy.

One was worrying, one was mocking, and they were drumming and beating their own gongs [an idiom meaning making a fuss on their own].

In that situation, Emilia was the only one who remained silent.

“……”

Since she had witnessed my true abilities, she seemed to think the outcome was obvious.

The villainess subtly approached me.

The girl whispered softly into my ear.

“……Don’t kill him.”

It seemed her concern lay in a completely different area.

I let out a short laugh.

“Of course, that’s my intention.”

I didn’t lie.

Even if it was a duel, there was no need to draw blood.

I added, to reassure her.

“I don’t intend to treat him too harshly. Nor do I plan to play around with him like last time.”

I am a gentleman.

-Ding!

[A small amount of lies has been recovered.]

[Current output remaining: 96.4%]

Of course.

There are always exceptions.

***

Thus, the day of the duel dawned.

The venue was once again the public training grounds.

It was a scene I had faced several times now.

As I stepped onto the wide circular arena, numerous spectator stands encircling it came into view.

Every seat was packed.

“Heh heh.”

Was I gradually getting used to it?

The scale of the training grounds, which had initially been daunting, was now familiar enough to be laughed off.

I prepared for the match with some light stretching.

“Yuda, student.”

Selena stood beside me.

She had rushed over after hearing the news of this duel.

The woman, who had been silently watching me, soon removed the liquor bottle from her mouth and asked.

Her question was laced with the scent of alcohol.

“Pffft… Are you really going to be alright?”

“What do you mean?”

“The duel, I mean. If you want, I can stop it right now. I still have enough power to cover this much.”

“I appreciate the offer.”

“I thought you disliked getting involved in troublesome matters.”

“But I like interesting things.”

“As expected, you’re hard to figure out.”

Selena sighed once more.

“I don’t think you’ll lose, but I’ll be cheering for you anyway.”

“You can look forward to it, Master-nim.”

“Hmm.”

Her red eyes sparkled with interest.

Leaving her lingering gaze behind, I proceeded towards the stage where the duel was about to take place.

Someone was already standing in the center of the arena.

“You’re here.”

It was none other than Ian.

He was standing gravely with his arms crossed, waiting for me to arrive.

The two faced each other.

His opponent spoke with a sneer.

“I really didn’t think you’d show up.”

“Running away isn’t my style.”

“I don’t know what you were thinking when you challenged me to a duel. You didn’t seriously think you could win against me, did you?”

“Who knows? Wouldn’t you agree?”

“How ridiculous.”

He let out a scoff of disbelief.

Ian, who had been briefly rotating his wrist, soon fixed his gaze on me, his eyes chillingly cold.

“I’ve been waiting for this chance anyway. I’ll make sure to crush you this time.”

Crackle!

Small sparks flew into the air.

Lightning magic, known as Ian’s specialty.

The boy was charging a flash of light at his fingertips. The lightning raged fiercely, roaring.

The mere act of gathering mana created a formidable presence.

“I’ll burn that bland face of yours.”

Fizzle!

Was his goal to gain the upper hand?

It looked like nothing more than a ridiculous provocation.

The snake showed no signs of flinching at all.

Instead, it merely smiled subtly. As if this entire situation was enjoyable.

“Please don’t use such strong words.”

It flicked its tongue.

“You’ll look weak.”

“What…?”

Shiver—.

A chilling aura swept down his spine.

“……?!”

An unknown coldness.

As he shivered from the strange sensation, the announcer’s voice soon rang out.

The duel was about to begin.

Ian flinched but adopted his stance.

《Heroes, take your positions.》

《The duel will proceed as a sparring match. The duel ends when one opponent is subdued or incapacitated.》

《Additionally, the duel also ends if one side forfeits.》

The rules were the same as the last duel.

Shortly after, the interim judge tossed the coin he was holding into the air.

A golden afterimage struck the ground.

Clink!

The signal announcing the duel echoed.

Immediately after.

“Hup!”

Ian leaped with a single sharp breath.

The boy’s body, which had flickered as if blinking, soon rushed towards me at high speed.

The lightning spread in all directions.

Sizzle!

It seemed he intended to induce electrocution.

The distance closed in an instant.

I gazed at the moment, which seemed to pass in slow motion, and whispered the lie caught between my lips.

The reverberation spread calmly.

“Shatter.”

Illusion magic.

The world flipped.

        
            Crackling!

Fierce sparks surged.
Light flashed.
The high-voltage current bleached the vision white, then soon intertwined with itself, causing an explosion.
An intense flash surged towards him.
It was a scene as if lightning were striking.

"Oh, dear."

He narrowly ducked to dodge.
The missed blow struck the innocent floor.
Following that, a deafening roar was heard.

Boom!

A terrifying force shook the arena.
He was almost caught in the electric shock.
Though it seemed like a casual glancing blow, it was enough voltage to instantly knock out most students.

Yuda calmly regained his stance.

"As expected, you're not an easy opponent."

He muttered as if troubled.
Ten minutes had already passed since the battle began.
The duel was showing fierce aspects.

As he brushed off the soot clinging to his fingertips, someone suddenly walked out from the thick smoke.
It was a boy with a relaxed expression.

"You've been nothing but dodging since earlier. Wriggling around like a wretched snake is quite impressive."

The provocation came leisurely.
Ian was smiling.
Electricity crackled in both his hands.
Reloading his magic, the guy pointed a finger at Yuda and spoke.
It was clear mockery.

"Didn't expect to be pushed back like this, did you?"

"Hehe... I wonder."

Yuda shrugged his shoulders.

"I haven't really been pushed back."

"Isn't it obvious when you keep avoiding a head-on fight? If you're so confident, stop dodging and clash with me."

"Please think of it as my strategy."

"Strategy, my foot... you were barely clinging to evasion."

Was it due to the accumulated bad feelings?
He pushed his opponent more than necessary.
This moment, where he held the initiative, seemed quite enjoyable for him.
The boy unnecessarily showed composure.

"They call you a genius among the freshmen, but in the end, you're nothing more than a rookie."

When he first received the duel challenge, he couldn't describe how absurd it felt.
For a mere first-year rookie to look down on him...
He wanted to crush him right then and there.
However.

"I'm a very patient person, you see."

He endured for a perfect revenge.
Originally, if you want to crush someone, it's fundamental to break them so they can never rise again.

Ian thoroughly analyzed Yuda over the past few days.

"Yuda Snakers."

He was clearly a boy with outstanding talent.
He maintained top ranks in all categories—magic, swordsmanship, academics—but there was one area where he truly excelled.
That was illusion magic.

"But."

Ian identified the blind spot.

"No matter how excellent your illusions are, what good are they if I don't fall for them?"

Magic is simply something to be avoided.
Of course, avoiding mental magic is not as easy as it sounds.
It was only possible because it was Ian.
He was among the fastest in the academy, counted on one hand.
Especially when he wrapped his entire body in electricity, he could briefly become as fast as the professors.
In short, it was an ultimate counter-match.

"I wonder if he can keep up with my speed?"

An opponent possessing not only speed but also terrifying explosive power.
For Yuda, at least, it was no different from the worst possible match.

"......"

The golden snake fell silent.
The boy stood without a single twitch, as if deep in thought.
Ian believed he was scared.
His lips, stained with arrogance, unhesitantly spat out a sneer.

"Looks like you're finally grasping the situation, eh?"

Crackling!

Ian released sparks and leaped forward.
A streak of lightning shot out.

"......!"

The snake, who had been standing blankly, belatedly moved his sword.
A blade forged from shadow.
It clashed with the flashing light, then barely managed to twist the attack's trajectory.
Despite being just that, the blade was left ragged and chipped.

Clang!

With the shattered obsidian falling behind him, Yuda drew a new sword.
Ian rushed in as if to give no quarter.
The two clashed with full force.
For a while, sharp tearing sounds echoed within the arena.

Clang! Crackle! Grind...!

It was a close battle.
Light and darkness, neither giving an inch, fiercely tore at each other.
An offense and defense too fast for the eyes to follow continued.

"Gah...!"

However, the snake showed clear signs of fatigue.
Although he was holding his own against Ian's speed, he couldn't shake the feeling of being increasingly dragged along.
He seemed overwhelmed just by defending against the surging electricity.

Pant, pant...!

And so.
Victory seemed to be completely tilting.
Now, it was time to hammer in the wedge.

Ian, who had briefly put some distance between them, soon chanted an incantation and unleashed his final attack.
Dark clouds gathered above the arena.

"Oh, heavens of downpour."

He was finally unleashing his ultimate skill.

"Strike without mercy."

-Ian Style Lightning Magic Secret Art-
'Thunderbolt'

Immediately after his lips parted.
Thousands of lightning bolts poured down from between the dark clouds.

CRACKLING!

Streaks of light rained down.
Through the cracks forming one by one, blinding white flashes erupted, obstructing vision.
Everyone in the stands had to shield their eyes.

A high-pitched ringing!

After the dazed ringing faded.
When they opened their eyes again, the children could see the back of the snake, kneeling on the ground.
The fierce duel had concluded.

"......"

The boy, seemingly utterly defeated, couldn't even utter a single word.
Ian circled around his opponent.
With the thrill of finally having crushed him, mocking words spilled out.

"See, you shouldn't have been so presumptuous."

"......"

"It's no use regretting it. I'm going to make you drop out of the academy as the price for this duel. If you don't like that, then kneel and beg all day."

Pfft.

"......?"

A sudden sound of laughter.
The snake was smiling.

"What's so funny?"

Was he in so much pain that he'd gone mad?
As he stood with a furrowed brow, a clear, ringing sentence reached his ears.
It was a perfectly calm voice, without a trace of disturbance.

"It's quite amusing, really. To not have noticed anything until the very end."

He had just been scorched by lightning, yet how could he speak so calmly?
Ian froze at the unexpected reaction.

"B-but it was a direct hit! How could you—!"

"Honestly, I'm disappointed."

"What are you talking about, ever since just now?!"

"I thought you'd at least show some signs of suspicion."

Yuda leisurely brushed off his knees and stood up.
Their gazes met.
Ian couldn't help but hold his breath.

"You said that no matter how excellent illusion magic is, it's useless if one doesn't fall for it, didn't you?"

"......"

"Then, here's a question."

His eyelids, usually closed, were open.
His pupils were bleached white.
The boy asked, his eyes gleaming with a vivid light.

"Just when... did you mistake me for not using illusion magic?"

Cr-crack, crack-crack!

At the same time, cracks appeared in the perfectly normal air.
As if a mirror was shattering.
The background surrounding the two shattered into pieces. It was an utterly unbelievable sight.
Towards the boy who couldn't hide his shock, the snake murmured.

"Shatter."

Snap!

The inverted world returned to normal.

***

Snap!

When his senses returned, Ian was standing in the circular arena.
Exactly where they had first confronted each other.
He hadn't moved a single step.

"......?"

The scene in his vision was natural.
It felt like waking from a dream.
He tried to make sense of the confusing situation, but he found it impossible to understand what was happening.
His consciousness kept becoming hazy.

"What in the world is this...?"

It was all illusion magic.
The fierce battle after the duel, pushing his opponent back with lightning, and even ultimately claiming victory...
In truth, everything had taken place within an illusion.
In short.
He had been played.

"No way."

Nothing had happened in reality.
It was an incomprehensible realization.
He tried to survey his surroundings, but his body, which had inexplicably stiffened, wouldn't move as he wished.
It was as if he had lost control.

"Why... won't my body move?"

As he barely managed to mouth words, someone suddenly spoke to him from beside him.
Naturally, it was the golden snake.

"Oh, my  You've finally come to your senses, have you?"

A grinning expression.
He put an arm around Ian, who was stiff as a statue, then spoke with an ominous smile.
He was answering the very questions Ian would be curious about.

"You've already been put under hypnosis, Senior."

"Hypnosis...?"

"It's another application of illusion magic. You won't be able to do anything until I release you."

"Damn it, you've been playing with me... from the very beginning!"

"I merely entertained you appropriately."

"Don't talk nonsense!"

Ian was furious, as if he couldn't accept it.
Was it due to the shock of being so utterly crushed?
He looked like his mind had snapped.
Of course, it was still too early for him to lose his mind.

"Please, don't raise your voice like that, Ian Ternado."

While the boy was wandering in the illusion, the snake was also deep in thought.
How he could crush the opponent before him.
How he could most cruelly shatter that mind, completely filled with arrogance.
Just then, Yuda had thought of a way.

"A stage awaits you."

"Wait. What in the world are you going to do—!"

The snake lightly flicked his finger.
Following that gesture, Ian's frozen body began to move, taking one step at a time towards the center of the training ground.
He soon took a stance, facing the stands.

"Show them all."

The students' gazes converged on Ian.
Yuda wore a meaningful smile, as if immensely pleased.

"Your passion."

It didn't take long for Ian to understand the meaning of those words.

***

"......"

The students in the stands were silent.
No... rather than saying they were silent, it would be more accurate to say they were simply speechless.
For all of them wore stiff expressions.

<Aaaaah!!!>

They were staring somewhere with cold eyes.
None other than the center of the training ground.

<Stop it!! Please!!!>

There, a boy was screaming.
A cry filled with despair.
It was Ian Ternado, who had participated in this duel.
While it was originally a place where fierce battles raged, the boy was currently on that stage...

<I-I was wrong, I tell you!!>

...enthusiastically enjoying a dance party.
A vulgar dance unfolded.
The boy hideously wiggled his hips, giving a massive "screw you" to the watching students.
He had been swaying grotesquely for an entire hour.

<I'd rather surrender—Mphmph!!>

Whenever he tried to signal his surrender, his lips automatically sealed shut.
The students merely stared.

<Fuuuuuuck!!!>

Ian Ternado.
An epitome of an elite, who commanded numerous followers and was lauded as an undeniable genius.
Truly, a crane reigning over the second-year students.

"......"

His honor was shattered in an instant.
Even as Ian suffered a social death, he didn't stop his enthusiastic twerking.
A single tear streamed down his face.

"Hehe."

Only the orchestrator of this entire chaotic scene was smiling amidst the mess.
As if his dopamine was exploding.

        
            The duel was filled with shock.
The incredibly cruel performance finally ended after two full hours.
The boy, exhausted from dancing, ultimately collapsed.

Thud!
The boy, completely drained, rolled on the floor.
Even as he did, his pelvis twitched as if in spasms, making onlookers frown.

The students each stared at the arena with cold eyes.

"..."

The training ground, which should have been filled with cheers.
Students who had been wildly enthusiastic about Ian just hours ago were now frozen, speechless.
The look in their eyes was certainly not respect.
It was, frankly, an unsightly scene.

Students, professors, followers... the audience members all watched the boy with sour expressions.

A flawless elite.
The top talent in his year, and the sole candidate for the next student council president.
An image painstakingly built over several years crumbled.
All that remained in people's memories was his passionate twerking.

Perhaps the most horrific ending.

"Huhu."

Meanwhile.
Only the one who had designed the whole scheme was laughing.
Perhaps pleased with the social demise, the snake couldn't wipe the wide grin from his lips.
He just subtly covered his mouth.
It was the typical appearance of a villain.

《...Ah.》
《Th-the duel has concluded.》
《Ian Ternado is incapacitated. The victor is Juda Snakers.》

The announcer's voice, ringing out belatedly.
It was a broadcast declaring victory and defeat, but no applause or cheers could be heard anywhere.
Only a heavy silence lingered.

“It was a fierce match.”

Yuda shrugged his shoulders and turned his back.
The students, dazed, watched the snake's figure leisurely disappear into the distance.

***

The fight between the top students ended overwhelmingly.
It was so one-sided that it made one wonder if it could even be called a fight, but thanks to it, he had a fun time.
It was a powerful surge of dopamine he hadn't felt in a long time.

'I might have tormented him too severely.'

Such a thought briefly crossed his mind.
Not content with just trampling his pride, he had completely shattered it.
The image of an impeccable genius would no longer be possible.
It was satisfying, given how long he had been tormented, yet at the same time, he also felt pity.

Still, he didn't regret it.

'Because it was necessary.'

When it came down to it, it was his own doing.
He had provoked first, received a duel challenge, and even insulted a professor who followed the head teaching assistant.
In terms of justification, he had the overwhelming upper hand.

Anyway.
It was time again to settle the cost of the duel.
This was the stage known as [Execution].

They spoke nonchalantly.

“Have you been well, Ian Senior-nim?”

“...”

Ian was sitting with a haggard expression from the past few days.
His trembling lips held silence.
Given how he flinched whenever their eyes met, it seemed he hadn't forgotten the trauma from back then.
Thanks to that, he could easily get the answer he wanted.

“My demand is simple.”

“...”

“Just once. Become a pawn I can use.”

“...A pawn?”

“It’s nothing major. You just need to follow my command when I give it someday.”

“What exactly are you going to make me do?”

“Well. I don’t believe I have an obligation to tell you in advance.”

“...”

Although he had been thoroughly played in his hands, he was still a figure who held the position of the second-year head student.
He was also preparing for the student council president position next year.
Of course, such a position might be precarious now, but he was still an undeniably capable talent.
He was simply an unfortunate genius whose reputation had been ruined by twerking.

If he set such conditions, there would surely come a moment when he could be put to good use.
Furthermore, as Professor Cadell’s head teaching assistant, who was at odds with Selena, he was useful for keeping power in check.
In many ways, he was a rough gem with potential.

“Oh, and.”

He added, not forgetting.

“You must attend classes properly, as usual.”

“Wh-what did you say...?”

“You cannot just hide in the research wing until graduation.”

In truth, this held little meaning.
It was just a condition added because he thought it would be amusing.
He had become the academy's idol, referred to as the best dancer among students, so wouldn't it be a waste if he skipped attendance?
It was the sentiment of a producer who had debuted a superstar.

“W-wait, why are you saying two things? Only one was promised as the cost of the duel!”

The natural protest came back.
However, he calmly broke his will with a relaxed voice.

“Ian Senior-nim.”

“Uh, yes...?”

“If you don't like that, I’ll consider it settled if you dance one more time.”

“...”

The choice he offered was simple.
Accept the conditions he presented, or experience the terrible nightmare once more.
This time, he planned to make him do the Zero Two dance at the main gate.
For three hours, at that.

“Choose at your leisure.”

“...”

Ian, sitting there dazed.
His haggard appearance trembled, and soon he had no choice but to nod.

“Please... let me be your pawn.”

His moistened eyes shimmered.
Following a single tear that fell, the once promising boy knelt before the mastermind.
It was, truly, an utterly heinous moment.

***

The details of the duel stirred up a commotion in the academy.
A freshman, who hadn't even shed the appearance of a first-year, had defeated the highly-regarded second-year head student with overwhelming skill.
It was almost embarrassing to even call it a fight.

“I never imagined it would be to that extent.”
“I thought it’d be a close match at best, but Ian Senior-nim couldn't do anything and just got defeated.”
“Was Illusion Magic originally such a powerful concept?”
“If it were, Illusion Magic wouldn’t be classified as an unpopular subject.”
“That first-year is just ridiculously strong, I tell you.”

It was a great shock to the students.
Illusion Magic, renowned as one of the most difficult among numerous academic subjects.
To wield such Illusion Magic freely and utterly crush a senior student was enough to astonish the children.
Consequently, perspectives on the subject itself began to change.

“Still, it’s really brutal.”
“I never thought he’d take revenge like that. What kind of madman in the world would come up with such an idea?”
“It seems like once you get on his bad side, it’s over.”
“Come to think of it, last time too...”

Of course, it wasn't just his skill that became a hot topic.
The unspeakable contents of the duel.
His malicious manipulation of his opponent remained vividly in everyone's memory.
Murmurs filled the air from every direction.

“He definitely did that to Princess Vanity too, didn’t he?”

It was in front of the entire student body.
Emilia, who had been flying through the air on such a stage, only to end up soiling her pants.
Ian, whose passionate dance moves made everyone's brows furrow in discomfort.
None of them escaped a terrible fate.

Thanks to this, ominous rumors were circulating among the children.

“It’s too scary to live like this.”
“Everyone, don’t stand out. If you get caught by that guy, your academy life is over.”
“His appearance alone is ominous... it feels like if you get on his bad side, you’ll disappear from the world the next day.”
“For some reason, he just has this chilling aura, I tell you.”

These were rumors to be wary of Young Master Snakers.
Such frightening tales spread by word of mouth, eventually reaching the ears of the person concerned.

He smiled bitterly.

“Oh dear... it seems I’ve become disliked.”

The gazes of students, felt knowingly or unknowingly.
As he gave an awkward smile, Emilia, walking beside him, replied.

“Hmph. It’s your own doing.”

Her blue eyes glared at him.
Her pupils held a significant amount of contempt.
Was she perhaps sympathizing from the perspective of a fellow victim?
The girl frowned, then shot out a scolding remark.

“This time, you went too far. You.”

“I am, in my own way, reflecting.”

“But your mouth is practically grinning ear to ear?”

“Ah.”

He belatedly covered his mouth.

The villainess sighed quietly.

“...Of course, I know it was a righteous revenge.”

“I’m glad you understand.”

“I also know you held back a lot. If you truly intended to harm him, it wouldn't have ended with him just being a laughingstock like this. You would have erased him from the world without a trace, wouldn't you?”

“You say terrifying things.”

“Because you’re someone who can actually do that.”

“Just because one can, doesn’t guarantee one will, does it?”

“You never lose an argument.”

Finally, Emilia pressed her forehead as if she had a headache.
Her red lips quietly murmured.

“That person, Ian. I wonder if he’ll ever be able to properly show his face again...”

“Ah, about that, I think he’ll be fine.”

“Huh?”

“After all, the Princess is doing quite well herself.”

“Wh-what did you just say...?”

A surprise attack, not missing a moment of carelessness.
The attack pierced straight into the opponent's core without hindrance.

“You, ju-just, what did you just...?”

The girl’s face instantly turned red.
Her pupils trembled.
Anger, bewilderment, shame, and other emotions mixed together, forming a discord.
The villainess remained frozen for a while, then suddenly came to her senses and shrieked.

“You! You clearly promised you wouldn’t tease me about that...!”

“It’s surprising that you believed that.”

“Y-y-you trashy person!”

“How naive of you.”

“Argh, argh!!”

Emilia, practically dying of rage.
He effortlessly dodged the ice spears falling from the sky and continued his full-force taunting.
He was fulfilling his duty as a disruptor.

“You can rest assured. I can even embrace the Princess’s shameful past...”

“Shut up!!”

“Isn’t this truly pure affection?”

“Aghhh!!”

They walked on amidst such a noisy atmosphere.

***

The somewhat boisterous duel event.
Thanks to it, a week passed by in the blink of an eye.
Before long, the academy was tinged with deep summer hues.

The season welcomed with lush greenery flowing forth.
The students celebrated the passing months.
The academy was a continuous series of suffocating competition.

However, even in such fierce academic pursuits, the first vacation arrived, allowing them to momentarily set aside their studies.
It was none other than the school trip.

“It’s already tomorrow.”

As he sat on the sofa, murmuring, a voice came from beside him.
It was Irene.

“If the schedule starts tomorrow... the school trip?”

“That’s right.”

The fox was pouring tea herself.
She seemed to be trying, but her skills were still too clumsy to be called a maid.
He swallowed the tea, which had a subtly bitter taste.

“Unexpected.”

“Hmm?”

“Because you seem to be looking forward to it.”

“Isn’t that obvious? Who in the world dislikes a vacation?”

“I thought you’d be different.”

“Please, I’d appreciate it if you’d consider me within the normal category.”

“I’ll try.”

She idly toyed with the teapot, her expression blank.
Irene, who had been silent for a while, then asked as if something had just occurred to her.

“When are you coming back?”

“They said a week.”

“Shorter than I thought. I’ll just guard the dorm.”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?”

“About what?”

“Irene-yang is coming along too.”

“Me too...?”

“Because one attendant is allowed to accompany. I was planning to bring you anyway.”

“Can I refuse?”

“No.”

“I figured.”

Irene sighed briefly.
He let out a small chuckle. Then, he gently stroked the wagging tail beside him.
A soft sensation flowed through his fingertips.

“...Why do you like my tail so much?”

“Rest assured, Irene-yang.”

“Don’t touch my tail.”

“A vacation taken together will be quite enjoyable too.”

“No, my tail.”

“They said the destination this time is the coast. A perfect choice for summer, wouldn’t you agree?”

“You’re not listening to anything I say.”

He skillfully appeased the whining fox.
He spoke vaguely.

“Huhu... It will certainly be enjoyable.”

Because an unimaginable event awaits.
An ominous smile spread across his lips.
Gathering his automatically twisting lips, he tilted his teacup once more.
It was still bitter.

***

Thus, a night passed, and the morning of the long-awaited school trip dawned.
From an early hour, Class A students were gathered at the carriage station.
The children, each holding large suitcases.
They were preparing to embark on their journey.

As they waited with expectant eyes, their homeroom professor arrived last.
Had she perhaps overdrank the night before the vacation?
Selena seemed to be suffering from a hangover.
Yet, the sight of her not letting go of her liquor bottle made him think, on one hand, that it was typical of a drunkard.
She conducted the final headcount and took charge.

“Everyone, please board your assigned carriages. We will depart immediately.”

Students found their respective seats.
Neigh!
Before long, the carriages, lined up in a row, announced their departure with a mighty sound.
Horse hooves exited the academy's main gate and crossed the street.

[EP.9 School Trip]
-A brilliantly colored sea, children singing-
It was the beginning of the vacation.

        
            Field Trip.

Gallimard was always infamous for its fierce competition, but even such an academy had occasional vacation periods. The field trip was one of the prime examples.

An annual event that was never missed.

It was also a time for students to temporarily set aside their academic burdens.

Naturally, it garnered a lot of anticipation.

'However.'

Not all students had the same schedule.

As explained before, Gallimard Academy advocated for a strict meritocracy.

A ranking-based allocation system, determined by individual grades.

This applied equally to events like the 'field trip'.

The destination, cost, and mode of transportation varied greatly depending on each class.

For instance, Class F, which belonged to the lower ranks, would receive a decidedly less desirable resort compared to Class B, which was in the upper ranks.

It could be seen as a mechanism to induce a competitive spirit.

"Heh heh."

According to that rule, Class A received the best treatment.

The carriage they were currently riding in was proof of that.

On the surface, it looked like an ordinary expensive carriage, but it was actually a magical artifact with countless circuits intricately intertwined.

It was designed to withstand magical effects.

A teleportation portal meticulously managed by the Magic Tower.

This carriage held the sole official license, granted by the notoriously strict elders of the Magic Tower, to use the portal.

In terms of transportation, it was akin to the pinnacle.

To give an example from my previous life, it was like being given a private jet for a mere field trip.

Anyway, there was no greater display of excessive wealth than this.

"I'm certainly experiencing all sorts of things in this life."

No wonder students were so obsessed with their grades.

As I quietly mumbled, Regia, who was sitting opposite me, softly agreed.

"I-I was really surprised. I had only heard about portal carriages in stories... but t-to actually ride one like this, it's so amazing!"

It seemed she was deeply impressed by this new marvel.

Her green eyes sparkled purely.

Especially when the carriage passed through the portal earlier and instantly moved to another territory, she even waved her slender arms excitedly.

She truly couldn't be cuter.

"I-I think I'm a little too excited..."

The pilot smiled faintly.

Emilia, who was next to him, shrugged and said,

"To be surprised by just this much. I suppose commoners are commoners, after all."

"P-Princess-nim, are you used to this?"

"Of course. I am a Veneti, after all."

"As expected of a great noble...!"

"Ahem, you may admire me a little more."

A total of four people were riding in the carriage.

The Snake, the Pilot, the Vain One, and the Fox.

We chatted amiably, alleviating the boredom.

Even amidst our conversation, the carriage rolled smoothly, and the scenery outside the window sped by.

As time passed like that.

"By the way."

Emilia subtly opened her mouth.

She was staring at Irene, who was sitting next to me.

"You're an unfamiliar face? Not completely new, I think I've seen you a few times before......"

She seemed interested in the Fox.

"That's right. She is my attendant."

"A fox beast-kin, how unusual."

"Indeed, they're not a common species. We've rarely been together during classes, so it's natural for Princess-nim to find her unfamiliar."

"Hmm."

Her blue pupils slowly scanned the Fox.

A well-balanced, firm physique, a voluptuous chest, and eyes that held a chic aura.

The Vain One subtly mumbled.

"......You said you two live alone in the dormitory, right?"

"That's right."

"Just the two of you, then."

Her blue eyes narrowed.

The girl hinted,

"Still, you won't be lonely."

"Of course. Being with someone special is a meaningful thing."

"Someone special...?"

"Because it's an extraordinary relationship."

An extraordinary relationship.

Emilia tilted her head as if asking what I meant.

I proudly replied,

"You could say I'm taming her."

"Taming? What's that?"

"It means forming a relationship."

"What...?"

"It's a concept that too many people have forgotten recently."

The girl's expression became blank.

I continued to explain.

"I'm working hard every day. To establish a proper relationship with Irene-yang."

"E-E-Every day...?!"

"Hmm? Is something wrong?"

"H-How can you, you, be so shameless...!"

"Huh?"

Had I said something shocking?

Emilia's reaction was somehow strange. She sputtered as if broken, and eventually, her tongue even twisted.

For some reason, her face was flushed hot.

"......?"

As I stood there with a question mark above my head, Irene, who had been silently observing, suddenly sighed.

Looking at me as if I was pathetic.

"Haa... I told you to fix the way you talk."

"Suddenly?"

"You're truly the worst. You, as a person."

"W-Why is everyone like this to Young Master-nim...?"

It was truly a chaotic scene.

The Fox shaking her head.

The Snake looking flustered.

The Vain One's face flushed.

And the Pilot, who was the only one unable to follow the conversation, sweating profusely.

The carriage was noisy for a while.

***

After some time passed, the carriage reached its destination.

The first thing that greeted the children was a briny, salty scent.

Following the ocean breeze, the unique fragrance of the coast filled their nostrils.

A refreshing coolness washed away the seasonal heat.

'Heyron, the City of Blue Light.'

A coastal city situated on the empire's outskirts.

It was also considered the most popular vacation spot among nobles.

Originally, it was a distance that would take over a week by carriage, but thanks to the portal carriage's prowess, they arrived in less than half a day.

Indeed, most problems are solved by money.

-We have arrived at our destination.

-I imagine everyone is tired from the long carriage ride.

-For today, we will stay at the accommodation and rest.

There were no special activities on the first day.

It was merely a matter of bringing their luggage into the reserved hotel and lying down on the beds to rest from the journey.

They also took a light tour of the internal facilities.

A hotel boasting a magnificent atmosphere.

I heard the academy rented out the entire facility, which made for a very pleasant environment.

The absence of outsiders, apart from the staff, was also quite to my liking.

It felt somewhat excessive for only about twenty students to stay there... but isn't it true that what's good is good?

Since it wasn't my money, I decided to simply enjoy it at ease.

"Ahem."

Anyway.

The main part of the field trip began the next day.

Students were free to move about.

They could engage in individual activities without being restricted to a group.

If they wished, they were allowed to simply stay cooped up in the hotel and leisurely pass the time.

It was literally a 'vacation'.

I also decided to relax a bit.

The members who rode the carriage with me yesterday. We left the accommodation early in the morning.

We quickly filled our stomachs at a nearby restaurant.

"How was it for everyone? The fish dish recommended as Heyron's specialty."

"It was delicious for me!"

"Yeah. Not bad."

The two had positive reactions.

On the other hand, Emilia's expression wasn't very good.

"......Seafood just doesn't seem to suit my palate, after all."

"Oh dear."

It seemed seafood was difficult for the villainess's palate.

The girl with a sulky look in her eyes.

I let out a small laugh and said,

"Everyone has different preferences, after all."

"It seems there are only seafood restaurants around the hotel... I'm worried about the next week."

"I think cooking for ourselves wouldn't be bad either."

"Cooking...?"

"If Princess-nim wishes it, that is."

I spoke confidently.

"I can prepare a meal for you."

"My palate is quite picky."

"I'm skilled enough to match that."

"You're strangely confident. Yet your hands are so clean and pretty, as if they've never even touched water."

"I didn't know you'd find my hands that pretty."

"......That's not what I meant at all, you know?"

In the end, I decided to show off my skills in the evening.

Perhaps it was because of her doubtful gaze.

I intended to prepare a dish that would surprise everyone.

We chatted harmoniously.

Plod plod—.

The path we steadily walked.

Perhaps because it was summer, the scorching heat was no joke.

Though we seemed to tire from the hot weather, we didn't stop walking midway.

Because we planned to cool off sufficiently at the next place we'd visit.

After walking for a while, a blue backdrop soon came into view.

"We've arrived."

It was none other than the sea.

The coast located near the accommodation.

We slowly stepped onto it.

Soft footsteps—.

The sensation of sand underfoot with every step.

The wide beach was empty.

It seemed Gallimard had reserved this place in advance as well, as no other people could be seen.

In a word, it was just us.

"Wow...!"

Regia, looking around, let out a small gasp of admiration.

A beautiful scenery awaited before our eyes.

Whoosh whoosh—.

The emerald-colored shimmering surface, water so transparent that the bottom was visible, and a sandy beach spread out like gold.

The scorching sunlight shone particularly brilliantly.

We listened for a moment to the roaring sound of the waves.

"Heh heh, shall we go?"

"Yes...!"

Leaving the swaying summer behind, we set off.

The path cutting across the wide sandy beach.

Not far away, a changing room was visible. Upon seeing it, the villainess and the protagonist immediately went inside to change.

It seemed the two had brought swimsuits to wear in the ocean.

"Swimsuits... I hadn't thought of that."

"Me neither."

On the other hand, Irene and I hadn't brought anything.

We just sat there blankly.

As we waited for the others to return, the two soon approached us in different outfits.

"W-We're back... You didn't wait long, did you?"

"It took longer than we thought."

Both of them were wearing cardigans over their swimsuits.

Thanks to that, most of their skin was covered.

With their outfits coordinated too, the children slowly prepared to enter the water.

"We have to properly stretch our bodies. Just in case an accident happens."

"As thorough as ever."

"Heh heh... Actually, I once got a cramp before, and almost, almost had a big problem."

First, Regia loosened her body with light stretches.

She stretched her arms, stimulating her muscles.

As I quietly watched her swaying movements, suddenly, I heard the sound of a zipper being lowered nearby.

"Hoo."

It was none other than Emilia.

She was squatting in the shade.

Zip—.

Her hands carefully unzipped it.

Between the slowly descending outer garment, her hidden, fair skin gradually revealed itself.

In her other hand, she held a bottle of sunscreen.

It seemed she intended to block UV rays before entering the sea.

"Ugh... Cold."

She carefully spread the contents.

However, because both of her hands weren't free, she seemed unable to move as she wished.

Especially her back, it was impossible.

She seemed to need help.

I readily approached the girl.

"Princess-nim."

"Ugh... Why are you calling me all of a sudden?"

"May I offer you some assistance?"

"What?"

Emilia furrowed her brow as if asking what I meant.

I calmly added,

"It seems it would be difficult for you to do it alone. I was wondering if I could lend you a hand."

"......?"

Emilia stared up at me blankly.

She seemed to be replaying my recent words in her mind.

And then, after a short while, the girl understood the meaning of my words.

A flicker appeared in her blue pupils.

"What do you say?"

I asked with a faint smile.

        
            "......?"

"What do you think?"

The Snake subtly asked.

The girl, frozen for a moment, soon grasped the meaning of the sentence and reacted belatedly.

Heat suddenly rushed to her face.

"Wha—wha—what did you say...?"

Her creaking lips even stammered.

Her pupils shook violently.

"H-how can you say something so, so shameless so casually...!"

"Hmm?"

The villainess cried out in shock.

However, even at her accusation, the blond boy merely wore a question mark.

As if asking what the problem was.

"But aren't you struggling even now? I merely wanted to offer my help."

"E-even so...!"

"If you say you don't want it, I will withdraw."

"Ugh."

The defiant girl closed her mouth.

It was because of their locked gaze.

Looking at his thinly narrowed eyes, the promise he once whispered grazed her ear.

The memory remained vivid.

-I wish you would live for me.

In truth, the villainess had no right to refuse.

Because she had made a contract to dedicate everything to him in exchange for her life.

But.

"That's a shame."

Could it be this sudden?

Even if one side held feelings, she had heard that such progress had stages.

She was a girl lost, with no experience with men.

'W-well, of course, last time we even kissed, but that, that was when I wasn't in my right mind...!'

Emilia fretted internally, stomping her feet.

Of course, nothing changed.

At least for the Snake, vanity was a hopelessly powerless emotion.

The girl, lost in anguish, finally reached out a hand.

"Wait... w-wait."

She timidly grabbed his sleeve.

Intense shame washed over her.

She tried her best to speak confidently, but even to her own ears, her voice trembled pitifully.

Emilia held out the bottle she was holding and asked.

"......Please."

"Young Lady?"

"Help me apply it. So my skin doesn't get sunburned."

Her face flushed as if it would burst.

***

A short while later.

Emilia was lying on a mat.

She had even taken off the light cardigan she was wearing. Thanks to this, her hidden white skin was fully exposed.

Only a single sky-blue swimsuit covered her body.

Her distinct feminine curves flowed.

Her blue hair was disheveled.

Between those waves of hair, an undeniable voluptuousness resided.

Her meticulously sculpted figure was like a painting, captivating the gaze of both men and women.

True beauty was like that.

"......"

Perhaps it was because this situation was embarrassing.

The girl could not lift her head.

Because if she showed her face for even a moment, her terribly flushed complexion would be exposed.

She was merely lying face down, resting her head on her arm.

"You don't have to be nervous. It won't hurt."

"......Be quiet."

The Snake whispered as if soothing the villainess.

The boy wore a faint smile, then scooped sunscreen into his palm.

Immediately after.

"Then, I shall begin."

*Pat.*

His hand touched the villainess's back.

Perhaps it was due to his cool body temperature. Emilia, who had been holding her breath, unintentionally let out a sound.

His palm, coated with the cream, felt slippery like scales.

"Ugh..."

A back, allowed to someone for the very first time.

Before her startled heart could calm, the clinging hand moved, broadly sweeping over the girl's skin.

*Slide.*

His calm touch continued.

A pristine white trace was left on her soft skin, and after a few rubs, it would repeatedly absorb.

The boy carefully spread the sunscreen.

"Ugh... huff."

Unfamiliar sensations repeatedly made her groan.

Emilia bit her lip hard.

A strange sensation lingered.

The villainess trembled at her shoulders, yet tried not to show it.

She didn't want to lose her dignity.

*Slide, slide.*

Even amidst that, the boy was moving his arm.

Perhaps because he had ample experience with women (?), it was indeed a continuous, unhesitant assault.

She felt subtly annoyed.

'How annoying.'

His thinly narrowed eyes curved into a faint smile.

She disliked his purely smiling expression, as if he had no ulterior motives whatsoever.

At this rate, she felt like she was the only one acting strangely.

"Ahem."

Of course, it was a misunderstanding.

In fact, the boy had no ulterior motives.

He merely wanted to help, but some distortion occurred in the process of conveying his intentions.

Emilia, too, was unaware of this.

The deeply rooted misunderstanding thus deepened.

"How long, huff... will you be applying it?"

"It's almost done."

Her breath came out faintly.

The villainess had to endure, lying face down.

Until the moment his cool palm left her back, her piteous trembling did not stop.

***

After the sunscreen application was finished.

Emilia staggered to her feet.

The villainess, whose pupils seemed strangely unfocused, soon collected herself and glared at him.

Her gaze was as if looking at trash.

"......Pervert."

The girl reacted like a fierce cat.

She backed away, creating distance, and even hid herself behind Regia, who was standing nearby.

He asked why, but all he got was a hiss.

Suddenly, he had become a strange fellow who got cursed at despite offering help.

"What's wrong?"

"Don't come near me."

"Can't you at least tell me why?"

"Pervert."

He couldn't reason with her.

He eventually gave up on getting an answer and instead asked Irene, who was standing in the shade.

Because she had watched the entire situation right beside them.

"Irene, do you know why the Young Lady is acting like that?"

"Yeah."

"What is it?"

"Trash."

"Are you serious?"

"It's not wrong."

"......"

Pervert, freak, trash.

Having been hit with three insults in quick succession, he quietly shut his mouth.

It was truly a sorrowful world.

Anyway.

With the UV problem solved, the children officially dipped their feet into the ocean.

The wind swept along with the incoming waves.

It was a cool sea breeze, enough to blow away the entire heat of summer.

"It's c-cold!"

"Of course, it's seawater."

"Still, I think this is the first time I've seen such a clean ocean! W-when I was traveling the continent, places like this were rare..."

"Alright, just walk properly. Don't stumble and fall."

"Yes, yes...!"

The protagonist and the villainess.

The two girls walked side by side along the coastline.

Their steps advanced, treading on the waves.

He sat in the shade a little distance away, watching their backs.

He planned to only watch, not enter the water.

"It's peaceful."

He murmured softly.

As he breathed in the refreshing air for a moment, he suddenly felt a presence and turned his head.

Where his gaze landed, the fox was sitting.

She, too, seemed to have no intention of entering the water.

"......"

The girl was silent as if dead.

He lightly threw out a remark.

"Since we're here, why not at least dip your feet? We came all the way to the ocean."

"I don't have a swimsuit anyway."

"You can just get wet and change later. We have plenty of spare clothes."

"No thanks."

Irene firmly refused.

Her voice was strangely weak.

As he showed a question mark at her strange reaction, the fox added another word.

It was a faint murmur.

"......It's just. I hate the ocean."

Her gaze was strangely misaligned.

She seemed to be reflecting on something.

Her fox ears, attached to her head, were also drooping.

While waiting for the silently contemplative girl, a question came from her this time.

"What about you?"

"Hmm?"

"You're not going into the ocean either. Why are you just sitting here like this?"

"Well."

He answered calmly.

"Rather than saying I hate the ocean, I'd say I don't want to wear a swimsuit."

"A swimsuit?"

"Exposing clothes make me feel embarrassed."

"You're twisting your words again."

"It's true. My body isn't one to boast about to anyone."

"Aren't you in pretty good shape...?"

"Heh heh."

He smiled silently.

He was evading the answer.

Because everyone has a few traces they wish to hide.

"People have different thoughts, I suppose."

"......Right. If you say so, then it must be so."

Irene didn't ask further.

She simply closed her lips.

A calm stillness settled.

Until the sunset and their time at the ocean ended, they merely respected each other's silence.

Only the sea breeze grazed their ears.

***

After their enjoyable schedule, the four returned to their accommodation.

The children had spent the entire day at the beach.

Perhaps it was due to exhausting their energy.

They seemed to be getting hungry.

They gathered in the room to have dinner together.

As they had discussed that morning, dinner consisted of dishes personally cooked by the Snake.

The children sat at the table, half-worried and half-expectant.

"Alright, you may eat now."

Fortunately, the boy's cooking was edible.

No, it wasn't just edible; it was excellent, comparable to a high-class restaurant.

For Regia and Emilia, who were trying it for the first time, it was nothing short of astonishing.

"It's, it's delicious...!"

"No way."

The children exclaimed in admiration, each with their hands paused.

The boy, wearing a pink apron, smiled gently with his eyes.

"I'm glad it suits your taste."

"It tastes better than the restaurant we went to this morning! I didn't know Young Master-nim was such a good cook, I-I even want to learn...!"

"Heh heh, I suppose I should treat you like this from time to time."

Regia's eyes sparkled.

"......How can a person not be bad at anything?"

"I merely have a little bit of knowledge in various areas."

"This is really annoying... I wanted to laugh at you freely if it tasted bad."

"Because I'm quite the family-oriented man."

"You know, trying to appeal with that won't win me over...?"

"Oh, what a shame."

Emilia grumbled, yet acknowledged his skill.

The Snake wore a proud smile.

"It's rewarding."

Dinner continued in a harmonious atmosphere.

The relaxed conclusion to the day.

However, there was one person who couldn't blend into such an atmosphere.

It was none other than Irene.

"......"

The girl kept staring blankly.

She only answered when her name was occasionally called, her consciousness seemingly somewhere else entirely.

She had been in this state ever since returning from the ocean.

"Irene."

"......"

"Irene?"

"......Ah. Sorry, I didn't hear you."

The fox reacted belatedly.

The Snake subtly spoke, as if concerned for the girl with hazy eyes.

"Are you alright?"

"What?"

"It seems you haven't been able to concentrate for a while now. Is something bothering you?"

"Bothering me? No, there's nothing like that."

"Then?"

"It's just... I guess I'm tired. You don't need to worry about it."

Irene vaguely brushed him off.

She moved her paused utensils and calmly continued her dinner.

As always, her face was expressionless.

"Hmm."

Her black eyes, like extinguished lights.

The Snake quietly observed the girl's somber atmosphere, even as she pretended otherwise.

And so, dinner time passed.

***

That night.

Irene couldn't fall asleep.

"......"

Her dark eyes were open, staring blankly.

The time had already entered the early hours of dawn, but for some reason, her suffocating chest made it hard to lie down.

The fox, who had tossed and turned for a long time, eventually got out of bed.

She thought she'd just get some fresh air and come back.

*Creak.*

When she stepped out of her bedroom, the first thing she saw was the blond boy.

He was leaning against the sofa with his eyes closed.

It seemed he had fallen asleep early.

She carefully left the room, being careful not to wake him.

Since it was just a short walk, she didn't leave a note.

The fox simply moved her feet.

"......"

Irene headed to the coast located near the accommodation.

*Roar.*

As she crossed the wide sandy beach, the sound of waves swelled in her ears.

The blowing sea breeze made her think of various things.

The fox took in the dreadful scenery.

The sky poured down starlight.

The transparent ocean reflected the colors of the night exactly on its surface.

It was clearly a beautifully reflected scene, yet.

What came out between her lips was a completely contrasting sentence.

The girl mumbled as if chewing on words.

"......As expected, I hate the ocean."

Perhaps it was because of a nightmare.

When she looked at the rippling surface, she kept seeing herself trapped in iron bars.

It felt as if those waves would swallow her whole at any moment.

On the other hand, she also felt like she had come out for no reason.

Because it only made her feel worse.

The distinct fishy saltiness of the ocean.

Irene chewed on it, simply leaving slow footprints.

The air was silent, without a single whisper of sound.

*Whoosh.*

She swept back the bangs that fluttered in the wind.

As she walked for a long time, lost in thought, she had unknowingly reached a secluded corner.

"Should I go back?"

She was gradually thinking of going back.

Just as she was about to turn back her stopped steps.

-......!

An unfamiliar noise came from somewhere.

The fox's ears automatically perked up.

The girl, who had focused on her hearing for a moment, soon realized that the sound was someone's scream.

It wasn't too far away.

"A scream...?"

Irene furrowed her brow.

Her shoes kicked off the ground, and she ran towards the source of the sound.

It was an alleyway close to the coast.

*Clatter, clatter.*

Several large carriages were lined up.

Around them, soldiers wearing robes were positioned here and there, seemingly on guard.

They gave off a strangely familiar feeling.

The eyes of the fox, watching from hiding, trembled.

She immediately recognized their identity.

How could she not recognize them?

They were the ones who had plunged her life into hell.

'Slave traders.'

*Clench.*

Her fists instinctively clenched.

She hadn't encountered them since her escape, and she never expected to see their transport carriages in a holiday resort like this.

Their method of moving only through secluded alleyways seemed unchanged.

-How dare you try to escape!

-H-help me...!

-Shut up! Get in quietly if you don't want to die!

-Gasp...!

Had she tried to escape and been caught again?

A woman, grabbed by the collar by a soldier, was being loaded back into the transport compartment.

It seemed the previous scream had been this one.

'What should I do?'

She had to save her.

She wanted to jump in immediately, but the problem was that she couldn't gauge the number of opponents.

Furthermore, the number of people to be rescued was also unclear.

If they were transport carriages, there would likely be more people trapped inside.

She might only make the situation worse.

'Ordinary guards aren't a problem.'

Because they were at a level she could easily handle.

But if there were 'hunting dogs' mixed among them, it would be a different story.

She might even get caught in return.

'Even so, if I don't do something...'

While she hesitated, her hand on her sword.

By then, the carriages with closed doors began to depart one by one.

"Damn it...!"

She couldn't let them get away like this.

Irene cursed under her breath, then moved to avoid the guards' eyes.

She lightly climbed onto the last carriage.

It was a cargo compartment filled only with supplies.

The fox held her breath, hiding herself among the rattling boxes.

*Neigh!*

Behind the vigorous neighing of a horse, the carriage began to gallop.

In the end, the girl ended up blindly following.

Meanwhile.

Someone watched the departing carriages, smiling meaningfully.

Their thinly narrowed eyes were particularly ominous.

"The protagonist's part is over... it seems a supporting character's growth event is starting this time."

An incomprehensible murmur.

A clap echoed immediately after.

*Clap!*

The shadow standing in the darkness had vanished without a trace.

Only the flowing night breeze filled the void.

[EP.10 Slave Traders]

-Crashing waves, sinking iron bars-

It was the beginning of a new episode.

        
            The fox, too, had such a time.
A time when she was innocent and pure.
A time when she couldn't even suspect others.
A time when she easily fell for adults' lies, and even when she knew she'd been tricked, she'd foolishly laugh.
She, too, had regrets that she hated most.

-Irene.
In front of the village, which had turned into an inferno, the burning straw, the acrid smell of smoke, and the screams, the white-haired elder stood silently.
Holding nothing but a single sword.

-I can no longer stay by my master's side... nor should I.
-So, farewell.
His wrinkled eyes calmly smiled.
Even with the encroaching nightmare so close, his pupils held not a hint of tremor.
He merely offered a faint smile.
The elder murmured as if making a final request.
-Please, live.

Immediately after.
His aged body turned its back.
He was a master who, facing the pursuing hunters alone, bought time for the other foxes to escape.
In the dark night sky, the clanging of iron echoed for a long time.

The fox ran, weeping.
In her hands were young foxes who still needed care.
Swallowing her falling tears, she ran.
Within her heart, filled with despair, only vivid red hatred spread.

Those who had driven the girl's daily life into hell.
-"I am a person who runs a small business in the capital."
-"I came near your village for work, and since we're here, I hope we can become close."
-"I want to be your friend."
Humans.

If she hadn't fallen for those lies, she wouldn't have lost anything.
The girl was tormented by nightmares every day.
An eternal iron cage that imprisoned her life.
Scratching at the walls, she cursed and vowed.
That she would never trust humans again.
She swore she would never open her heart again in a world full of liars.
The fox was thus consumed by distrust.

-I trust no one.
It was always like that.
The girl was, always alone.

"It's quite funny."
Irene murmured.
Perhaps it was because of the slave traders she had suddenly encountered.
Bitter memories resurfaced.
She bit her lip firmly.
Clearing away the vague thoughts, she focused on the current scene.
A faint tremor lingered at her fingertips.
The more it did, the wider she opened her eyes, gripping her sword tightly.

"......"
Irene had already dismounted from the carriage.
She had jumped off as it slowed down, quickly hiding herself in a nearby alley.
She was quietly observing the situation.

The carriages had stopped at a remote dock.
Against a backdrop devoid of passersby, soldiers were busily transporting slaves.
Occasionally, shouts reached her ears.
Irene held her breath, listening to those sounds.

-"Stop whimpering and move quickly!"
-"If you try to escape and get caught, you'll die. You'd best not try any tricks."
-"We're setting sail soon! Everyone check if anything's missing!"
The soldiers noisily cleared the area.
The atmosphere was bustling.
Slaves, bound in handcuffs one after another, were being dragged away.
Irene calmly surveyed her surroundings.

Were they leaving for somewhere?
From the word "setting sail" she'd overheard, it seemed they were moving by ship.
If so, there should be a ship waiting nearby.
As she pondered her next deduction, sweeping her gaze across the dock.

"......Huh?"
There was a shadow that particularly bothered her vision.
A gigantic form that didn't fit into a single glance.
Though floating on the sea, it exuded an ostentatious presence.
It was a ship that boasted an overwhelming scale, as if several luxury liners had been joined together.
The fox inadvertently lost herself in awe.

"What is that...?"
A vessel of unbelievable size, even as she gazed upon it.
If she hadn't looked closely, she might have passed it by, thinking it was just a hotel situated by the sea.
What on earth was the identity of that monstrous ship?
All the slaves were heading towards the vessel.

'It's his doing.'
Irene instinctively realized.
The underworld's tycoon who moved vast capital through countless illegal businesses.
Commonly known as the 'Businessman'.
She had heard of him once.
During the time she was trapped in an iron cage.
She remembered overhearing the guards' conversations as they bragged about their exploits among themselves.
They had definitely mentioned a means of transport that carried illegal slaves, weapons, and gunpowder to other countries.

-"This older brother here has even been on that ship before!"
-"It's a trade ship run by the boss, and its scale is so immense it looks like a building at first glance!"
-"It must be ridiculously expensive. How could buying a hotel even compare?"
-"That's why the boss said there are only three of them."
At the time, she had thought it was just boasting.
But what the idiot had said was true.
The Businessman's resourcefulness was far more profound than she imagined.

The fox's momentum, which had seemed ready to burst out, diminished.
She had been blocked by an unexpected wall.

'This... isn't something I can handle.'
She was not one to condone injustice, but she wasn't so reckless as to rush in like a moth to a flame.
Irene knew how to assess a situation appropriately.
It was an absurd enemy for an individual to face.
Furthermore, operations of that scale would surely have at least one 'hunting dog' on board.
Retreating now was the wise choice.

'I should ask for help instead.'
The fox slowly backed away.
To escape the area.
As she held her breath, trying to slip out of the dark alleyway, she suddenly sensed a presence.

"Well, well  look who it is?"
A voice brushed past her ear.
Someone was standing behind the girl.

"......?!"
Irene drew her sword and turned around, but it was already too late.
A powerful impact struck her head.
Thwack!
At the same time, her consciousness rapidly receded.
Her body lost strength and collapsed.
As she blinked her blurry vision, a masked assailant wearing a grey robe came into view.
The man had a sinister smile.

"The runaway fox came back on her own, did she?"
A hunting dog.
The fox realized too late.
'No way.'
She had been played from the very beginning.
From the moment she got into the carriage, the hunting dog had already known of her presence.

The assailant roughly grabbed the fox by her hair.
"Nice to meet you? You goddamn bitch."
Her consciousness faded.
Her vision went black.
The fox finally lost consciousness.

How much time had passed?
What awakened the fox's darkened consciousness was none other than a dousing of water.
Splash!
An icy temperature was poured onto her face.
Irene, forcibly roused, focused her blurry vision and looked around.

It was a large space piled high with cargo.
It seemed she had entered the interior of the ship she had seen earlier.

"How about it? Does the water wake you right up?"
An irritating voice in her ear.
In front of Irene, sprawled on the floor, stood the masked assailant in a grey robe.
The hunting dog chuckled, looking down at the girl.

"Where else in the world would you find such luck? For runaway merchandise to return on its own."
The man offered a sinister greeting.
"I've missed you terribly, you damned fox."

"......"
Irene also recognized the opponent at a glance.
The hunting dogs.
They were the mercenaries known as the Businessman's direct unit, tasked with handling all sorts of dirty work.
The fox twitched her rope-bound body, glaring at him.

"Oh dear? Won't you open your eyes nicely?"
Perhaps her reaction was amusing.
The hunting dog scoffed, then firmly stepped on the girl's face.

"Consider yourself lucky that you're top-grade merchandise. If it weren't for the boss's orders, those eyes would have been gouged out long ago."
"Ugh...!"
She groaned but didn't lower her gaze.
Instead, she burned with hatred.
For the opponent before her was the enemy who had ravaged her village and actively led the fox hunt.

His distinct sarcastic voice echoed.
"Our boss is very angry because of you. He never imagined you'd be able to escape from that place."
"......"
"Honestly, I want to ask too. How did you escape? Breaking out on your own makes no sense. I even heard the iron cage door was cleanly opened. Just like it was opened with a key."
"......"
"Did someone help you from the outside? You sang about how much you hated humans, but in the end, did you receive help from another human?"

"Go to hell."
Spit!
Instead of answering, Irene spat.
The hunting dog, whose eyes almost flared in anger for a moment, soon exhaled calmly and composed himself.
He was clearly trying to follow his employer's orders.

"......Well, it doesn't matter, does it? Since you've been caught again like this."
Struggling was futile; she was already in his palm.
The hunting dog commanded the soldiers waiting nearby.
"Move this bitch to the iron cage. I have an appointment with a guest, so I have to go."
"Yes, sir!"
The soldiers answered vigorously.
They forcibly lifted the fox, who had fallen to the floor, and dragged her away.
Her reddish-orange hair simply hung limp.

        
            The fox was led away helplessly. Her body felt strange. Her head was dizzy, her legs stumbled, and even her eyes couldn't focus. It seemed she had been injected with a sleeping drug. It was a method commonly used when transporting savage slaves.

'Damn it.'

The drug's potency was enough to put even a bear beastkin to sleep with a single dose. It was natural that her consciousness was precarious. Irene forced her constantly closing eyes open, struggling to remain conscious.

A new background appeared in her swaying vision.

"......"

What she saw were iron cages lined up in rows. It was a prison for slaves. Even though it was inside a ship, the scale was by no means small. As if an entire floor was being used, hundreds of slaves were densely confined within.

The fox quickly thought.

'No time.'

This was no time to dawdle. If the ship departed like this, everything would become irreversible. No one would be able to find the girl.

'Perhaps... it might have already departed.'

This was the most desperate scenario. She didn't know how much time had passed since she lost consciousness, but she could only pray it hadn't been long. Ultimately, this was her only chance to escape. Especially since the Hound was also away.

'It's worth a try.'

The guards on either side also seemed complacent. They seemed to trust the effects of the sleeping drug. Even if she were caught while trying to escape, they wouldn't kill her, given the businessman's orders. It would probably end with a few hits, nothing too noticeable. If the risk was only that much, it was a gamble worth taking.

"Hoo..."

She exhaled calmly. She focused on her senses. Her vision was blurry from a terrible headache, but this was the moment she had to shake it off. Irene suddenly shoved one of the guards beside her.

Thud!

"Ugh...?!"

Clatter!

As one fell, the other grabbed his sword and lunged. She knew it was just for intimidation anyway. So she didn't back down. She recklessly pushed her body forward, aiming for her opponent's weak point. Bewilderment flashed in the guard's eyes.

'Got him.'

A sword that couldn't be drawn was nothing but handcuffs sealing one's own hand. He wouldn't have the courage to defy orders.

"Damn it...!"

The guard dropped his sword, as if frustrated. He belatedly threw a punch, but it couldn't be faster than the fox who had already closed the distance. Her swiftly thrust foot struck his solar plexus.

"Cough!"

The guard let out a choked groan, then stumbled and fell. A clean hit, perfectly landed. The girl immediately began to run. In her hand was a sword the guard had dropped. With a few quick cuts, she freed the ropes binding her body.

"Damn it! The merchandise is escaping!"

"Don't let her get away!"

From behind, several guards gave chase. Leaving the sharp shouts behind, Irene pushed off the ground with all her might, searching for an exit that must be somewhere.

***

Meanwhile.

The Hound, who was in the reception room, belatedly heard the news. It was the news that the fox, captured just a few hours ago, had evaded the guards and was causing a commotion. Suppressing his rising anger, he pinched the bridge of his nose.

"These imbeciles... they can't even properly manage one exhausted fox?"

The Hound gnawed at his lip. He couldn't understand. He had clearly administered a sleeping drug, so how could she be moving consciously? Its potency was known to instantly put even notoriously savage bear beastkin to sleep. A normal beastkin shouldn't be able to open their eyes for at least half a day.

'Tsk... Did I get complacent because of such thoughts?'

The Hound clicked his tongue lightly. As he sighed as if troubled, a voice suddenly came from across the room. It was the 'guest' he was supposed to meet today.

"Did something troublesome happen?"

"Mind your own business."

"You don't look pleased."

"That's our affair. Even if we're allies, you should know where to interfere and where not to."

"I see. I apologize if I caused any displeasure."

The guest bowed politely. A neatly tailored suit, cleanly designed glasses, and well-groomed green hair. He was an impressive young man with a tidy appearance.

"However, I believe this is a matter I should be involved in."

"What?"

"Didn't we form an alliance? Furthermore, I understand that most of the goods on this ship were ordered by our lord."

"So what?"

"If there's a commotion happening on this ship, it means we have sufficient right to intervene."

"......"

His manner of politely and clearly refuting him. He was truly an obnoxious four-eyes. The Hound, who had been staring silently at the guest, finally got up as if to say 'fine'. He was going to catch the escaped fox.

"I'll be out for a bit."

"Are you going to deal with the problem you mentioned earlier?"

"What if I am?"

"I will go with you. I will assist if there's anything I can do."

"I clearly told you to mind your own business... Hah, fine. Do as you please."

"Thank you."

The two slowly exited the reception room. As they walked at a somewhat leisurely pace, the guest walking beside him asked, seemingly puzzled.

"Aren't you being too relaxed? It seemed like an urgent matter."

"It's fine."

The Hound replied with an annoyed expression.

"She can't escape anyway."

"Right, that's true."

"The subordinates will corner her, then we'll just go and beat her up a bit and capture her."

"Is it alright to hit her? I heard she's a top-tier product."

"I don't know, damn it. If I get an earful, I get an earful. As long as I don't kill her, it'll be fine."

"I understand."

The two exchanged light conversation. Inside the dark corridor, only their steady footsteps echoed for a while.

***

Irene ran. She traversed wide spaces, sprinted down long corridors, and leaped over staircases scattered here and there. She didn't look back. She simply pushed off the ground with all her might. She felt like she would collapse due to her fading consciousness, but she struggled to correct her stumbling legs. One stumble, and everything would be over.

"Haa, haa...!"

She exhaled roughly. Moving her body while under the influence of a sleeping drug required immense mental strength. Irene clung to her rapidly fading consciousness.

"There she is!"

"Damn it! Block her way out!"

It wasn't just running. Guards constantly blocked her path. Whenever her path was blocked, Irene had to change direction or raise her sword and cut down the opponent in front of her. These were the fierce strides of a fugitive.

"Damn it...!"

The size of the ship was as if several passenger ships had been attached side by side. Thanks to the wide space, she could often change direction, but she couldn't avoid direct confrontations every time. Collisions were unavoidable.

"Damn it! Of all days, it had to be today, when we have the fewest guards...!"

"Stop talking nonsense and follow her!"

"She's coming this way! Block the stairs on the other side!"

Two guards appeared from the alley. The stairs on the other side were already blocked. It seemed she would have to break through this time. Irene calmly raised her sword. She corrected her disordered posture. This was a situation where her running speed couldn't decrease. Instead of a heavy blow like usual, she prepared a series of light, quick strikes. Following the rapidly flowing movement, the sword tip gleamed.

Clang!

The first light clash. Without faltering, the girl deflected the sword and then sliced at her opponent as if spinning in a circle. A sharp, stinging sensation spread from her fingertips as flesh was cut.

Slice!

It was shallow, but she didn't necessarily need to take a life. What was important to Irene right now was 'escape,' not 'victory.'

"You piece of...!"

The fox's movements were too fast to follow with the eye. By the time the bewildered guard reacted belatedly, her blade had already reached the man's arm. It was a thrust delivered without hesitation.

Thwack!

"Arghh!"

The guard screamed, a sword lodged in his arm. It seemed to be firmly stuck. The girl released the hilt without regret. Instead, she picked up the sword the man had dropped and continued her sprint. Sticky blood stained her hands.

"Haa, ugh...!"

This chase had already lasted for 30 minutes. Perhaps because she was overworking her exhausted body, her stamina was depleting faster than expected. The only good news was that she was almost near an exit.

If she remembered correctly, the ship's exit was located on the top deck. Although her memory was vague since it was so brief, there was an outdoor area clearly exposed to the outside, so she was bound to encounter it if she traversed the top deck. She couldn't check the situation outside from within the ship. Despite its vastness, there wasn't a single window.

"Haa...!"

Irene had no choice but to clear her mind and run. She prayed the ship hadn't departed yet. She prayed it was still docked. Even if it had already departed, it was fine. If it was a distance she could swim back, she could surely overcome it.

Irene continued her intense fight for a while. Finally. An exit appeared before her. In truth, it felt more like the ship's rooftop than an exit, but as long as she could escape anywhere, it was enough. Irene cut down the last guard blocking her way. And then, she immediately stepped out into the open.

But.

"Well, well  Were you waiting?"

"You've finally arrived."

As soon as she stepped outside, what she saw were none other than two people. One was the Hound, clad in a gray robe. The other was an unidentified young man in a suit. Irene had no choice but to stop running.

"......"

"Why that expression? Did you actually have hope?"

As she stood blankly, the Hound's mocking voice echoed in her ears. His detestable lips delivered a taunt.

"I told you you couldn't escape."

"......"

Whoosh—

Her vermillion hair fluttered in the blowing wind. The girl's pupils trembled. Her gaze fell not on the two people in front of her, but on the blue background beyond them. Irene let out a small sigh.

"Ah..."

Waves surrounded her on all sides. She scanned here and there, just in case, but there was no trace of land to be found.

That was it.

Splash—

The ship was floating in the middle of the ocean.

        
            If.
If I had been stronger.
Wouldn't I have been able to stop all the tragedies of the past?

I can no longer remain by my master's side... nor should I.
So, farewell.

My master's back, silently departing.
It was a scene filled with regret.

If I hadn't sent you away alone then.
If I had possessed enough power to protect you.

Please, live.

Everything felt like my fault.
So I pushed myself.
I wielded my sword, sweated, and hardened my ragged heart with cold resolve.
With a vow never to be broken again.

'But.'
I don't know if that was enough.
Because simply doing my best didn't always lead to good results.
The girl was still powerless.
She merely pressed forward.
Even amidst deep helplessness.
To find her own star, as her master had told her.

Find your own star.

The fox often wandered through the pitch-black dawn.

***

The sky was dyed with dark light.
Dark clouds, gathering in an instant, swallowed the sun, then began to drop raindrops one by one.
Was a storm brewing?
The wind's presence was unusual.

Whoosh-.

Following the violently whipping sea breeze, the thin raindrops also grew heavier.
It was truly the worst weather for sailing.
Rain poured down with fierce momentum.
Despite such foul weather.
A standoff continued on the ship's deck.

Powerful blows echoed.
Thud! Wham!
The hunting dog's fist struck her abdomen.
As she groaned from the dizzying pain, a kick followed, landing on her shin.
The fox staggered for a moment.

"Ugh...!"

Pain-filled breaths escaped her.
She tried hard to steady herself, but her ragged appearance seemed on the verge of collapse.
Irene barely maintained consciousness.
In front of her stood a grey robe.

"See? Why didn't you just stay put?"
The hunting dog sneered.
A fishy smile hung on his lips.
Judging by his humming, he seemed quite pleased with the current situation.
The hunting dog lightly rotated his wrist.

"Do you like getting hit, perhaps? Why do you keep giving me a reason to strike you?"
"........."
"Oh? No answer?"

Thwack-!

Though it was called a standoff, it was actually closer to a one-sided beating.
The fox was in a state where she barely maintained consciousness.
Due to her exhausted stamina, she couldn't even properly wield her sword.
It was natural.
After being drugged with a sleeping agent, she didn't lose consciousness but sprinted at full speed, cut down dozens of guards, and finally reached the deck.
There was no strength left to resist.

"Stubborn girl... How is it that you won't fall?"
A body condition where an ordinary person would have already fainted.
Irene was enduring solely on willpower.

"Thanks to you, it's fun! Even after a long time, your resilience is still the same, isn't it?"

Slam-.

The hunting dog grabbed the girl's hair.
He held her firmly by gripping it, then slapped her with his palm.

Slap-!

Explosive pain.
A red handprint remained on her pale cheek.
Blood dripped between her lips, as if the inside of her mouth had burst.
The hunting dog laughed overtly.

"You know, don't you? You can never defeat me."
"........."
"You haven't forgotten who captured you and your siblings, have you? You've been caught by my hands twice now."

The fox couldn't refute the mockery.
Because it was all true.
Irene had already been defeated by the hunting dog before.
When she was secretly escaping the village with her siblings, it was this very man who persistently pursued them.
He eventually beat her down and threw her into a cage.

"Accept it. What can you do when this is your fate?"
It was the same now.
He was an opponent beyond her reach with her exhausted body.

"Now... shall we continue?"
The hunting dog raised his hand once more.
Just as he was about to unleash his fist, a voice suddenly stopped him.

"That's enough."
A young man in a neat suit.
He was the one called 'Guest,' who had been observing the situation from behind until just now.
He politely restrained the hunting dog.

"If you touch her any more, her value as merchandise might be damaged."
"What? Didn't I tell you not to interfere?"
"I'm merely stating a perfectly rational judgment. If she gets scarred, our employer might get angry."
".........Tsk. I know."

Had the mention of the employer been effective?
The hunting dog eventually clicked his tongue and stepped back.
As he released the hair he was holding, Irene's posture, barely standing, collapsed.
The girl immediately knelt on one knee and slumped down.

"........."
"Hmm? Is the drug finally taking effect?"
"Didn't she last a long time? It's a drug that can put even bear beast-folk to sleep in one go. It's frankly surprising that she maintained consciousness until now."
"Anyway, it's pretty much over."

The hunting dog brushed off the dust from his hands.
He turned his back without hesitation and commanded the remaining soldiers.

"Roughly move that brat  You'll die if she gets scratched, so know that."
"Understood!"
"Sigh... Can't trust these idiots. I'll follow, so hurry and drag her over."
"Yes!"

Several people clung to the fox.
Her appearance was utterly battered.
She lay sprawled, seemingly lost in thought.

"........."
Irene didn't resist.
She was resigning herself.
This much was enough.
At least she had done her best, so it felt like she could finally give up.
It was a despair too absurd to harbor hope.

*Isn't it okay to expect a miracle, just a little?*
*You never know! Someone might appear like a prince on a white horse and save us.*

Words she had once heard from Anne.
Words she had been told to give her hope when she was trapped in the black mages' laboratory.
The fox gently bit her lip.
Right.
The role of a princess in distress.
Just sitting and waiting for a prince on a white horse was certainly not a bad experience.
Because it felt like her weak self was being saved.

'But...'
Again?
How many times would this be?
If she waited for help every time a crisis struck, how many princes on white horses would her life need?
The girl was skeptical.

'Perhaps.'
This might be the right way.
Even with her lifelong enemy before her eyes, she couldn't even leave a single scratch on his body, let alone exact revenge.
She was utterly toyed with, as helpless as a plaything.
What meaning could such a pathetic struggle have?
If she couldn't live without others' help, wouldn't that not be a proper life?
The right to wish for a prince on a white horse.
She didn't have it.
She would simply surrender her neck to the approaching crisis.

"........."
The fox sank into deep helplessness.
Perhaps because her body was exhausted, her thoughts were particularly grim.
Just as her arms were seized by the soldiers.

<Irene.>

A nostalgic voice reached her ears.
It was her master's voice.
Her consciousness hadn't been clear for a while; was she now hearing hallucinations?
Irene blinked with unfocused eyes.

<Why do you not get up again?>

Her hazy consciousness made it hard to distinguish.
The girl could only reply weakly.

<Do you intend not to fight?>
I'm tired.
My body won't move anymore.

<You've changed.>
<You weren't the type to make such excuses.>
<If there was someone you didn't like, wasn't it your way to get back up again and again and hit them?>
Two years is enough time to change.
So much has happened.
Since you passed away, I don't know how much of a hellish path I've walked.
So much so that I don't even remember how I endured that period.

<It seems you want to whine.>
It's been a long time.
Just listen to your disciple's complaints.

<I wasn't trying to scold you.>
<I was merely surprised.>
<I thought you had closed your heart after that day, but it seems you still have enough courage to confide in others.>
It's a hallucination anyway.

<It's your freedom to think what you wish.>
That's true.
It's not particularly important now anyway.

<Tsk, tsk... It seems you've truly hit a wall.>
<What kind of person did you encounter, for a stubborn person like you to be despairing?>
He's one of the people who killed my master.
I tried my best to fight back, but with my exhausted body, he was no match at all.

<Will you not regret it?>
<Your young fox siblings must be eagerly awaiting their older sister's return... Do you truly mean to leave your siblings behind?>
<Then why do you look so distressed?>
Then what am I supposed to do?
I also want to stay by those children's side, but problems aren't solved just by wanting to, are they?

<Irene.>
There have been many crises until now, but I don't think I can overcome this one.

<You have forgotten my teachings.>
<Have you already erased the words I told you from your mind?>
<I told you to always remember.>
I remember.
You said you didn't want me to surrender.
To become someone who doesn't bow down.

<It's fine to be blocked by an unreasonable entity.>
<It's alright if everything you are is denied, and only a pathetic trembling remains.>
<Just don't bend what you believe is right.>
<Life is like that.>
<Those were words I told you until your ears wore out.>
I tried to live that way.
Because I wanted to be like you.
Even if it wasn't the absolute best, I believe it was a life in the right direction.
To the point where I wondered if I was being a bit foolish.

<That's enough.>
Is that enough?

<A heart dwells within the sword.>
<Every step you've taken in your life gathers, and it makes that person's sword shine.>
<Now is the time to face your true self.>
True self...?

<Open your eyes, Irene.>
<A matchlessly brilliant light will surely coil around your hand, for you have walked an upright path.>
<Become the flame that burns pure white.>
<Rectify all injustice and make the wicked kneel.>

"........."
Irene stood in place.
Whispers dyed her ears.
As she mulled over the calm voice, her hazy consciousness felt like it was becoming clearer.
It was as if an enlightenment she had missed until now was suddenly flashing.

-Find your own star.

For the first time, the girl understood the meaning of those words.
Until now, she had thought of the word 'star' as 'precious people' or 'beliefs to uphold,' but in reality, it was a term encompassing a much broader concept.
A star means life itself.

<Open your eyes.>

The lifelong direction one strives for.
Only after establishing that does life truly dwell within the sword.
It is to embrace true light.
Irene Foxis.
The direction that name held.
The life that follows.
The star it signifies.
The sword finally forged.

<Open your eyes.>

After the pitch-black dawn passed, the dawn that finally arrived bore a name.
None other than the name of the life dwelling within the girl's sword.
Crimson Flame.

Whoosh-!

Suddenly, flames erupted.
The hot aura gradually intensified, even beginning to erase the chill of the raging typhoon.
The falling raindrops evaporated before they could even wet her body.
Amidst a feeling of omnipotence, dyed by high heat.

".........Burn."

The girl opened her eyes.

Meanwhile.
There was a pair of squinting eyes watching all these scenes.

"Finally, Crimson Flame makes her appearance."
The snake murmured.
The voice that had been mimicking the fox's master soon regained its original youth.
An ominous smile hung on his lips.

"It is the time of awakening."
The wicked echo flicked its tongue.

        
            "Just move that bastard roughly  If he gets scratched, you're dead, so be aware."

"Understood!"

"Ugh... As if I can trust these idiotic bastards. I'll follow, so drag him over quickly."

"Yes!"

The Hunter sighed and turned his back.

His expression was somewhat displeased.

It seemed he didn't trust his subordinates.

As he irritably brushed dust from his sleeve, a throbbing pain soon flared in his wrist.

It seemed he'd sprained it while blocking the Fox's attack.

"Ha."

He should have hit her more.

He wanted to beat her half to death, but he had to hold back because of the watchful eyes.

The Hunter glanced sideways at the Guest standing nearby.

"Why are you looking at me with such eyes?"

"······Annoying bastard."

He chewed on curses for no reason.

It was a situation he disliked in many ways.

He raised a hand and wiped away the rainwater.

Whistling-.

The rain and wind were unusually fierce.

Perhaps because of the surging waves, the deck was constantly swaying.

The Hunter irritably swept back his wet bangs.

Although it was an environment where even standing was difficult, he calmly maintained his balance.

It was a trained sense of balance.

"This is really fucked-up weather... I wish it would subside soon."

He muttered annoyingly to himself.

Just as he was about to move indoors to escape the rain.

A faint voice reached his ears.

"······Burn."

An alien sound.

Immediately after.

A chilling sensation permeated his entire body.

"······?!"

A shiver ran down his spine-!

A powerful aura was felt from behind him, enough to make him forget the cold temperature.

The Hunter hastily turned around.

Where his gaze landed, a brilliant flame was visible.

"What the sudden...!"

The Hunter involuntarily furrowed his brow.

It wasn't merely due to the ray of light obscuring his vision.

It was because of the dizzying tension flowing down his spine.

A sense directly linked to survival sounded an alarm, warning of impending danger.

It was dangerous.

No.

He would die.

It was fear he hadn't felt in a very long time.

For the first time, panic appeared on the Hunter's face.

Above his trembling pupils, only the girl calmly standing amidst the raging flames was reflected.

Flames roared-!

"······."

The night sky was enveloped in scorching heat.

Below it, a Fox gazed at him with an indifferent expression.

Her hair turned crimson.

Her black eyes became blood-red.

The atmosphere changed in an instant.

"······Ha."

The Hunter involuntarily let out a hollow laugh.

"What the hell is that now?"

The girl approached him.

The Hunter muttered curses, then fumbled to draw the sword from his waist.

The man's shoulders trembled like those of prey.

"Damn it."

It was a complete reversal of positions.

***

What was life?

When looking back at the past years, what was the phrase that remained with the deepest meaning?

Despite being a short question, she couldn't easily answer it.

Perhaps until now.

Or in the future.

It was a question that might even define her life after death.

The Fox struggled to find the answer.

Every time.

Ceaselessly.

A sharp swish-!

A fiercely launched slash cut through the wind.

Following the crimson line drawn, high-temperature flames flared in the air.

It was an enchanting light.

"This goddamn...!"

The man's expression was bewildered.

The Hunter barely reacted, parrying the sword.

Clang! A grinding sound...!

Sparks flew between the clashing steels.

As a painful rending sound echoed, sudden pressure was added, pushing the man's body back.

The Hunter gritted his teeth and tried to endure.

However, it wasn't a particularly meaningful struggle.

Because with a light twist of the sword tip, he was sent flying.

"Argh···?!"

Thud-!

The Hunter receded rapidly from his vision.

The man crashed against the ship's outer wall, barely stopping himself and regaining his balance.

He panted.

"Ugh, haa...!"

His legs wobbled as he braced himself.

A painful groan escaped him.

The Hunter glared at where the Fox stood, an incredulous look in his eyes.

Perhaps still unbroken, he growled.

"How dare a mere beast...!"

"······."

Irene calmly held her ground.

Unlike the thoroughly agitated Hunter, the air surrounding the girl was eerily still.

Whistling-.

Her crimson hair fluttered in the wind.

The Fox blinked her blood-red eyes within the roaring flames.

Her appearance was serene.

"It's impossible."

The man's voice trembled.

It was understandable that he was dumbfounded.

He had clearly launched attacks with all his might, but hadn't landed a single effective hit.

Irene merely stood calmly.

'This feeling is strange.'

The girl mused to herself.

When she suddenly looked down at her hand, feeling the heat, beautiful flames covered the sword's blade.

Whoosh-!

A sense of omnipotence lingered.

She had reached a new realm.

It felt as though she could cut down anything, no matter the opponent.

The Fox slowly took her stance.

"You said I could never win, didn't you?"

Her lips parted.

Her calm voice held a clear resonance even amidst the storm.

The Hunter furrowed his brow in response.

"What?"

"You said it. That I was a beast you'd defeated twice, and that I was destined to be so again."

"······What are you trying to say?"

"I'm curious if the third time will be the same."

"Are you provoking me? You dare, a mere beast?"

The Hunter let out a hollow laugh.

He seemed flabbergasted.

Yes.

This kind of experience wouldn't be familiar to him.

Because he had a powerful patron in the businessman, held innate power, and had always been in a position to torment others.

His experiences as a weakling could probably be counted on one hand.

But.

"This time, it will be different."

There are times when the opposite holds true.

The Fox pointed her sword at her enemy.

"Here I come."

"You're full of shit. I'll tear your mouth open so you can't utter another word...!"

Had he still not abandoned his position as the strong one?

The Hunter reacted violently.

He gripped the sword he had dropped.

Following the shimmering green mana, the storm raging around them intensified.

It was his unique ability.

Wind magic overlaid on swordsmanship.

It was also an ability that demonstrated incredibly powerful force in typhoon-like weather conditions such as these.

The man glared with wide eyes and charged.

"Die!!"

Such a scene.

Was playing out in slow motion in the Fox's eyes.

The sharply glinting sword, the wind currents enveloping the ship, even the fiercely baring-toothed whirlwinds.

It felt as though she could count every single speck of dust drifting by.

'It's quiet.'

The girl raised the tip of her sword.

Crackle-!

Sparks flew from her hand.

Following the stinging thrill, a hazy glow enveloped the sword.

The halo of light grew progressively clearer.

'I.'

What is life?

Born as a lowly flower, withering into a pathetic state.

What meaning does it hold that one lives?

-Go find your star.

She looked back at the path she had walked.

A path where she hurt from what she lost, grieved over her foolishness, and felt lonely for not breaking.

Countless words aligned into a line.

Grief, regret, anger, weakness, venom, despair.

Yet, despite all.

Indomitable spirit.

In the Fox's wide-open eyes, her past footsteps gathered as one and ignited.

The scorching heat even pushed back the typhoon's coldness.

Roar-!

'My name is.'

If asked what life was, she would answer without hesitation.

Life is.

A single spark.

A fiercely burning ember that eventually fades into a petal.

A beautiful sword.

A single breath exhaled.

A single heart held.

Giving a name to that lifetime.

"Crimson Flame."

Be a crimson-blooming flame.

The girl murmured.

Immediately after.

A torrent of crimson radiance rained down from the sword's blade.

A single strike, fully embodying her life.

The Fox respectfully held her sword, breathed, exerted force, and took a step.

And then.

She swung her very life.

Slice-.

A single line drawn effortlessly.

It passed through the Hunter's body and extended straight into the typhoon-ridden sky.

The vibrant crimson flame lingered as if dividing space.

Soon.

Boom-!

It exploded outwards, engulfing everything.

The Hunter collapsed.

His corpse, lying dismembered at the torso, vanished without even a whimper.

Only black ash scattered.

"······."

The sky, where the storm had raged, was also quiet.

The Fox raised her head and gazed.

Only a clear sword-scar remained in the sky.

Between the black clouds that had been horizontally cleaved, a clear background was visible.

The sea, not a single breeze stirring.

The implications of such scenes were clear.

"It's, done..."

The high sky.

She had finally cut it down.

***

"Haa..."

Irene staggered, trying to keep her balance.

Her breath came in ragged gasps.

She used her sword to brace herself against the deck, like a cane.

It was a sword with monstrous power, enough to cut through a storm, yet the ship had suffered no significant damage.

Only considerable scorch marks remained.

In a fleeting moment.

She had adjusted the trajectory with minute control.

The rooftop setting also played a part.

If the battle had taken place indoors, the ship might have sunk with that final strike.

And likely, the hundreds of trapped slaves would have sunk with it.

'Was that luck?'

She pressed her brow.

Her vision was dizzy from a headache.

As she swayed for a moment, the soldiers who had been hiding around them began to peek out one by one.

Were they perhaps trying to seize an opportunity?

"······."

When she merely swept her gaze over them, they all recoiled in fright and retreated.

Was it because they had just witnessed such a scene?

Every single one of them looked intimidated.

This was precisely why, despite her obvious exhaustion, they dared not approach.

Irene stood still, steadying her breath.

'What now?'

Her stamina had run out a long time ago.

Although she had overcome a wall, it was now difficult for her even to breathe.

Slowly-.

Her crimson hair was also gradually returning to its original color.

The sense of omnipotence vanished, like a receding tide.

The Fox bit her lip, trying to endure the fatigue.

'Not yet.'

The Hunter was dead, but it wasn't over.

Soldiers were still waiting.

The one called the 'Guest' was also glancing over from afar.

Furthermore, people who needed help were trapped on the lowest floor.

A situation with no clear solution in many respects.

Could she break through?

Even if she couldn't, it was a situation where she had to.

She decided to push herself a little further.

Just as she was once again putting strength into the hand holding her sword.

Clap-!

Suddenly, the sound of clapping reached her ears.

It was an ominous sound, yet somehow familiar.

"······."

The next moment.

Someone stood behind her, embracing the girl.

A warm embrace melted away the cold.

It was a comfortable embrace.

The Fox grasped that arm.

Holding on tight, she murmured with trembling lips.

"You... you were watching after all."

The reply came back playfully.

"Because the fox I was raising ran away from home."

A gentle voice.

The Snake rested his chin on the girl's shoulder.

A smile briefly flashed.

"You worked hard, Irene-yang."

"······."

"Lean on me and rest for a bit. I know you have a lot to say, but it's okay to put it off until later."

"······Mm."

The Fox nodded.

The boy smiled cheerfully, then gently lifted the exhausted, stiff girl into his arms.

Irene was enveloped in his warmth for a while.

        
            The gently rippling sea.

It was an exceptionally quiet night.

Even the fierce typhoon was scattered by the sword strikes imbued with flames, and only a pristine landscape was reflected in their vision.

A night sky without a single cloud.

Against a backdrop of twinkling starlight.

We leaned against each other.

Holding the fox from behind, I soon grasped her drooping shoulders and spoke.

"You're quite injured."

"......I'm fine."

Irene, looking utterly exhausted.

She breathed with difficulty.

Contrary to her words, her body bore various wounds, both large and small.

I added a bitter smile.

"Please stay put for a moment."

A slight deception flowed from my fingertips.

As a deep shadow spread, I snapped my fingers and used my ability.

Snap!

A momentary darkness enveloped the girl.

And then.

The wounds on her body were completely erased.

The fox's body instantly recovered.

Although it consumed some output, I felt a sense of satisfaction seeing her skin return to its smooth state.

"You're much better now."

I smiled gently.

I stroked her vermillion hair.

"It won't hurt as much now."

"......"

Irene blankly checked her body.

The girl seemed to glance around for a moment, then turned her back and faced me.

Only my reflection was perfectly visible in her transparent pupils.

Her hesitant lips parted.

"......Thank you."

Just one word.

Was it because she was clumsy with her expressions?

It seemed she had many words she wanted to convey, but couldn't quite voice them.

I replied, indicating it was nothing.

"You don't need to thank me, Miss Irene. Your safety is enough."

"......"

"Miss Irene?"

It was a teasing remark, but the girl reacted with a rather heavy atmosphere.

The fox now had a complex look in her eyes.

What was she thinking?

The girl, who had been silent, suddenly asked softly.

"That voice of Master-nim that lingered in my ears earlier. Was that also a hallucination you created...?"

"Oh, you noticed?"

"I didn't know at first. It was only after you appeared that I thought it might be the case."

"It might have been a bit rude of me. He must have been someone precious to you, Miss Irene... I sincerely apologize."

"Don't apologize."

"Hm?"

"I'm the one who caused this situation. You just came to save me again, and I don't want to be so shameless as to receive an apology."

"......"

"The one who should be sorry... is me, not you."

"It seems you've been under more stress than I thought."

The girl lowered her gaze to the floor.

I felt a sudden bitterness in my mouth.

She wasn't usually one to speak so weakly.

It seemed she had become exhausted from facing the Hounds and achieving awakening, amidst various hardships.

I calmly stroked the fox's cheek.

"It's alright. I'm doing this because I want to."

"But..."

"Let's talk about this later. For now, isn't it a priority to resolve the immediate problem?"

"......Alright."

Irene nodded.

Perhaps due to her psychologically unstable state, she was clutching my sleeve.

It seemed to be an involuntary action.

I wanted to tease her immediately, but held back.

It was truly time to conclude this one-night episode.

Whoosh-.

A gentle breeze blew.

As I quietly scanned the deck, I noticed figures standing around.

Most of them were low-ranking soldiers under the Hounds.

"Hm."

There were no particularly strong individuals visible.

At this level, even if I hadn't been here, a tired Irene could have swept them away.

Except for one person.

'There he is.'

My wandering gaze stopped abruptly at one point.

A young man stood there.

His green hair fluttered.

His neat suit attire was striking.

In addition, he concealed a presence powerful enough to encompass the entire ship.

At the very least, a powerhouse on the level of a professor.

"Ha."

I subtly twisted the corners of my mouth.

It seemed he had also noticed me, as he hadn't taken his eyes off me since earlier.

With a faint smile, he spoke first.

"I never expected to meet you in a place like this."

He offered a casual greeting.

"It's been almost a year."

"You are...?"

His green eyes widened belatedly.

He seemed to realize that the person standing before him was truly me.

He immediately put down the hidden weapon in his hand, then knelt, signaling his surrender.

Both his arms were clasped behind his back.

"My apologies for not recognizing you. I belatedly offer my greetings to the leader of the Stars."

His attitude changed in an instant.

Towards the flustered young man, I spoke in a relaxed voice.

"It's been a long time, Unnamed."

He was someone I was acquainted with.

***

In the original work, a total of three factions appear as enemies.

The Baobab Tree, the Entrepreneur, and the King.

Among them, a godfather of evil, modeled after 'the King', dominated the underworld.

In the underworld, he was called the Sovereign.

It was also the name of the greed that once swallowed the empire's night.

Even now, overshadowed by Astro's light, there was still no corner of the continent untouched by his influence.

When discussing legends in this dirty underworld.

He was the first villain many people would name.

'And.'

Guarding the Sovereign's side were five swords.

Sometimes, they were also called the Five Negations.

Unnamed, Unrighteousness, Unease, Distrust, Disloyalty.

The man kneeling before me was also one of them.

'The Unannounced One, Unnamed.'

As the most favored sword, he was a major figure who served as the Sovereign's right-hand man.

I silently looked down at him.

His suit attire was still without a single wrinkle.

I subtly let out a remark.

"I never dreamed I'd meet you on the Entrepreneur's ship."

"I was surprised as well."

Unnamed replied in a businesslike tone.

Despite the passage of time, his uniquely rigid demeanor remained unchanged.

"I had heard that the King had joined hands with the Entrepreneur, but I didn't realize they were moving so quickly."

"The alliance was formed in extreme secrecy... You had already grasped it, as expected."

"Haha, I tend to have sharp ears."

"I will be more thorough in the future."

I asked lightly.

"How is the King doing?"

"My liege is peaceful."

"How regrettable."

"Of course, he still complains. He mentioned that the right arm you took back then feels empty."

"That's good news to hear. If possible, I'd like to take his other arm as well."

"I will stop you with all my might."

"Huhu, can you actually stop me?"

We exchanged a few words.

At first glance, it seemed like a friendly conversation, but listening closely revealed subtle barbs.

"It's good to see you like this."

"Likewise."

"Please convey my regards to your liege."

"I will do so. That is, if I can truly leave this place alive."

"It's good that you understand the situation well."

A conversation like walking on a blade.

Unnamed, who had been letting out a complicated hum, then gazed at Irene, who was held at my side, and spoke.

It seemed he was trying to gauge our relationship.

"The kidnapping was an act carried out solely by the Hounds. My mission was merely to inspect the transport ship."

"I see."

"I was unaware that she was your companion. Had I known, I would have stopped it myself."

"She's not a companion, but she is a precious person to me."

"So you mean she's your lover."

"Hmm  Shall we say it's something similar?"

"Anyway... I just want to say that this was not a matter my liege intervened in."

Unnamed desperately defended his master.

I stood with my arms crossed.

There was no lie in the words he had just spoken.

Irene's kidnapping was indeed a scheme orchestrated solely by the Hounds.

'However.'

There must be a price for complicity.

I considered eliminating him, but the Sovereign still had various uses.

In the first place, I had spared him a year ago precisely for that reason.

"Hm... Let's do this."

After a brief moment of thought, I calmly parted my lips.

It was perfect timing.

I needed a useful pawn.

"You just need to give me a little help."

"Help, you say...?"

"From now on, I plan to take control of this ship. Help me to clear out the remaining forces. I'd like to do it myself, but there are various inconvenient circumstances."

"Are you telling me to betray the alliance?"

"You could interpret it that way."

The inconvenient circumstances were precisely this:

There wasn't much power left for my lies.

-Ding!

[Current Output remaining: 21.7%]

The display was already showing it hitting rock bottom.

While Irene was battling, I had gone to the lowest deck where the slaves were confined.

Perhaps due to the wretched conditions visible through the cold iron bars.

Many sick people were there.

Among them were young children, unable to endure the hardship and dying.

I simply couldn't bring myself to pass them by.

As I healed them one by one, I ended up consuming more output than planned.

That's why I needed a subordinate to take control of the ship for me.

"Unnamed. With your skill, this should be no trouble, right?"

"What is the price I gain by carrying out your orders?"

"Your life."

"I accept."

"Didn't you say 'alliance'? There's no hesitation in your answer."

"Even if my liege were here, he would have done the same. The loss incurred by my death would be greater than any gain from upholding the alliance."

"As expected, you're quick with calculations."

I subtly smiled.

As if taking that as a signal, Unnamed gathered his hidden weapons and rose to his feet.

He then moved towards the ship's interior without hesitation.

"I will carry it out immediately."

His figure silently walking away.

As I watched him go, Unnamed turned his head as if he had just remembered something and spoke.

"Ah... now that you mention it."

"Hm?"

"The Hounds once said something."

"What was it?"

"They mentioned that a detonating spell was embedded in the ship's lowest deck. I heard it activates within a certain time if their death is detected. I presume it's intended to sink the ship."

"So that's how it is."

"It seems you already knew, but I mentioned it anyway."

"Well... nothing like that is going to happen. I plan to prevent the ship from sinking."

"In that case, I will proceed with peace of mind."

Unnamed bowed his head, then moved with a leap.

His figure vanished in an instant.

I erased the killing intent that enveloped my entire body.

Just as I was sorting out the situation, a voice suddenly came from within my embrace.

It was a voice filled with shock.

"Wha-what did I just hear? The ship is going to sink...?"

The fox looked up at me with startled eyes.

Her black pupils were trembling.

        
            Originally, this episode didn't begin with an abduction.
The main characters, on a school trip to the sea—
Regia, Irene, and Charlotte—
were enjoying a late-night stroll when they stumbled upon a slave merchant's carriage passing by.
The children immediately began to tail them, intending to rescue the people.
Eventually, they reached a massive transport ship carrying supplies.

“Ah, what should we do?”
“It seems like it’ll take a while for the professors to arrive…!”
“It’s about to set sail.”
“This is our only chance.”
“Yeah. If we hesitate, it’ll leave.”
“Let’s go.”

The children immediately boarded the ship and engaged in battle.
Panicked soldiers swarmed them.
Although Regia’s abilities were unstable at the time,
the other two had reached a certain level of skill, so the crisis seemed to pass smoothly.

The unknown figure retreated as soon as he confirmed Charlotte’s face.
“There’s no need to get involved with the Princess, is there?”
“Hound… Regrettably, our alliance ends here.”

Thanks to the swift betrayal, the difficulty level decreased.
Despite the Hound’s fierce struggle, the children combined their strength and finally dealt with him.
Just when they thought everything was over.

A deafening boom!
A powerful explosion echoed.
The ship was rigged with a device that would automatically initiate the sinking process if the Hound, the one in charge, died.
This was to prevent the ship and its supplies from falling into enemy hands.
The heavily damaged hull slowly began to sink into the sea.

“Th-this is… we have to escape quickly!”
“It’s sinking too fast!”
“These crazy bastards…!”
“There are still innocent people trapped on the lower decks!”
“There isn’t enough time.”
“If we stay like this, we’ll sink with it.”

The children did their best, but exhausted as they were, they couldn’t save everyone.
Crashing waves.
Submerged iron bars.
The children could only helplessly watch all of it.
It was by no means a bright ending.

Such pain pushed the protagonist's party, later serving as significant nourishment for their growth.
A typical growth narrative through failure.
‘But… it was just too harsh.’

Because it vividly showed the three of them with shattered mental states.
No matter how many times they tried, they couldn't save the ship.
The story only progressed after defeating the boss (the Hound).

They even tried to disarm the detonation magic, but it wasn't easy to handle magic with hundreds of overlapping circuits.
Moreover, it wasn't just one, but spread evenly throughout the hull.

‘It was virtually unavoidable, really.’
It would have been the same for anyone else.
No matter how talented they were, they were still students who hadn't even gone through their coming-of-age ceremony.

That’s why I felt even worse.
The children shedding tears.
That poignant illustration kept coming to mind.

‘Poor things.’
He clicked his tongue, a bitter taste in his mouth.
As he shook off his lingering stray thoughts, he suddenly felt a hand grab his sleeve.

It was Irene, who had been leaning against him.
“W-what did I just hear? The ship is sinking…?”
The fox looked up at him with startled eyes.
Her dark pupils were trembling.
It seemed the word “sinking” had startled her.

The girl asked in a trembling voice.
“Is the ship really sinking…?”
They had barely seemed to overcome one crisis, only to find a far more serious problem awaiting them.
To her, it must have felt like a bolt from the blue.

I calmly replied.
“That hasn’t happened yet.”
“He said an explosion would happen in 30 minutes. If we don’t release the people right away…”
“Irene-yang. Please calm down.”
“But the time…!”

“Shhh.”
I placed my index finger on the girl’s lips.
She had been speaking in a daze of confusion, but with her mouth silenced, she slowly began to regain her erratic breathing.
She gradually calmed down like a dying ember.

Before long, Irene dropped her head.
“…Is it because of me again?”
Her whispered words were laced with anguish.
Was she blaming herself?
It was none other than her who defeated the Hound.
The action she took to protect everyone was, in fact, the switch that triggered their destruction.
It was enough to make her mind go numb.

I firmly denied her question.
“That’s not it.”
Pat.
A hand rose to her head.
To calm her, I playfully ruffled her vermilion hair.

Her unfocused pupils stared at me.
“This time, it will be different.”
I said confidently.
I gently separated the fox, who had been clinging to me, and slowly sat her down on the floor.

As if telling her to wait for a moment.
“I’ll take care of it.”
Snap!
I immediately snapped my fingers.
As a shadow fell over my fingertips, my entire body’s senses sharply extended.

I felt the remnants of foreign mana from various parts of the hull.
Ding!
[Current remaining power: 20.2%]
The current remaining power was about 20%.
Though a lot had been consumed, it was still barely enough to solve the problem.

‘There are a total of 70 explosion spells prepared on the hull.’
Since it could withstand about 5 exploding, only 65 spell formations needed to be disarmed.
The design involved hundreds of circuits resonating and connecting.
If even one was touched incorrectly, all 70 would explode simultaneously.

To disarm the spell formations, all 65 had to be disarmed simultaneously, without a single error.
‘First, I need to secure a clear view.’
The spell formations were evenly spread across the lowest deck.
To solve the problem simultaneously, he needed to be in a position where all 70 could be seen at a glance.

I quickly clapped my hands.
Clap!
The next moment.
I was standing in the sky, a little distance from the ship.

Beneath my feet, pitch-black waves surged.
With the sea breeze brushing past my ears, I gazed at the massive hull.
“……”
After a brief deep breath.
I gently lifted my closed eyelids.

As my white pupils were revealed, a new world covered in mana appeared in my vision.
I peered through the ship intently.
A deep thrum!

I felt it.
The flow of mana, bearing a heavy throb.
Hundreds of circuits intertwined, revealing fuses that formed tens of thousands of lines.
I raised a finger and pointed at their center.

“Reveal.”
The lines in the air clearly came into view.
I moved my fingertips here and there, untangling the circuits that were intertwined like a spiderweb.
It was precise control, requiring complete concentration.
Though I was doing it calmly, it was actually more difficult than landing a pencil lead, thrown from a distance, into a needle hole.

I calmly exhaled and found the core of the circuits.
Ding!
[Current remaining power: 15.4%]
Ding!
[Current remaining power: 12.1%]
Ding!
[Current remaining power: 9.7%]

Power was consumed rapidly.
Amidst the precarious tension, I searched for a single weak point that enabled all the resonances.
Before long, I found it.
A star radiating brilliant light, surrounded by circuits.
It was the heart of the layered spell formations.

I aimed my finger without hesitation.
Gathering all remaining power, I infused a virtual bullet into the swirling wind.
Shimmering with heat haze.
“Shatter.”

I murmured with my lips.
“Dark Turn.”
Immediately after.
A soft fizzle!
With a sound like air leaking, darkness was triggered.

A projectile flew swiftly.
It immediately pierced the star’s heart.
Simultaneously, the connected circuits were dyed with darkness, losing their brilliant light.
Mana was severed, and they were neutralized.

Thump, thud!
Even though the time had come, only faint echoes were heard a few times.
There was no change to the ship.

‘It’s done.’
The moment I let out a sigh of relief.
A familiar mechanical sound rang out.
Ding!
[Current remaining power: 0%]

A blue screen appeared in my vision.
Then, deep coughs of blood burst out.
“Cough…!”
Blood soaked my sleeve.
It was blood stained black.

The sense of levitation vanished, and my body, which had been floating in the sky, began to fall.
As I watched the water surface rapidly approach, without time to react, a belated realization flashed through my mind.
‘Ah.’

I overdid it.
Splash!
A powerful impact hit me, and cold waves swallowed my body.
My consciousness blurred as if losing focus.

I needed to get up right away, but perhaps from exhaustion, my body wouldn't move as I wished.
My open eyelids closed again.
‘This is a disaster, at this rate…’
My consciousness faded.
I couldn’t offer any resistance.

What appeared in my darkening vision was…
Grab!
It was a hand grabbing my sinking one.
As vermilion hair scattered, it was the last thing I saw.
I closed my eyes.

***

A short time passed.
Back on the ship’s deck.
Two soaking wet figures lay on the cold deck.

They looked as though they had just emerged from the sea.
“Wake up…!”
The unconscious blonde boy.
His body was sprawled weakly.
He wasn't breathing.

The fox pressed down on the boy’s chest with a pale face.
It was CPR filled with desperation.
“No… if you die like this.”
Though exhausted, the girl didn’t stop her hands.
Her teary eyes welled up and tears fell.

The fox grabbed the boy’s chin.
Then, she overlapped her lips with his and breathed her own breath into him.
Faint color returned to his complexion.

“Haa, haa…”
Irene was breathing roughly.
With her head bowed, she repeated mouth-to-mouth resuscitation several more times.
It was the desperate gesture of a beast trying to save its master.

***

I woke up.
No less than two days later.

        
            The fox did not trust humans.

It was because of the memory of her life crumbling due to complete betrayal during her immature days.

“-I am a person who runs a small business in the capital.
-I came near your village for work, and since I’m here, I’d like to get along well with you.
-I want to be your friend.”

She didn't know how many times she had regretted it.

If she hadn't trusted that man, if she hadn't relied on him so easily, the village wouldn't have been engulfed in flames.

That cruel memory remained a colossal trauma.

On the day her world vanished in flames.

Irene swore.

That she would never trust humans again.

That she would never again rely on others with a weak heart and be shamefully betrayed.

The premise that had grown within her now tightly bound the girl.

‘I won't be fooled.’

I don't trust.

I don't rely.

I don't wish.

Even if they seem kind now, humans will betray you the moment they turn their backs.

You must never lean on them.

She had lived by such values.

She thought it would be the same in the future.

It certainly was, but then.

“-Will you not be tamed by me?”

She ended up meeting a strange boy.

At first, she had no choice.

To save her younger siblings, she was in a position where she had to accept help even from humans she hated.

She took his hand, thinking it would be just this once.

“-I will take you in.
-I will help you escape from this hellish place.”

But she didn't lower her guard.

She had made a choice out of necessity, not connecting that thin hope with trust.

On the contrary, she often displayed blatant hostility.

However.

“-I merely need a friend.”

Even so, the boy did not back down.

He simply stood quietly by her side, extending his hand.

She received help every time.

“-You don’t have to worry.
-Your siblings are being well cared for here.”

He took in her siblings, who were her entire life.

He provided a warm home for the children who had been confined to cages, and gave them a life where they no longer had to feel anxious.

“-I’ve come to save you.
-Everything’s alright now. You truly endured well.”

Even at the moment she was captured by the dark mages, the boy rushed to her as if it were natural.

He held the weakened fox in his arms and soothed her for a long time.

Whispering words of utmost tenderness.

“-Irene-yang.
-If it means you can be even a little less unhappy, I will gladly lend you my strength.”

Every time that happened, the fox felt confused.

She didn't want to admit it.

It felt as if her hatred towards humans was gradually fading.

So she kept pushing away the boy who approached her.

‘Strange.’

Cracks appeared in her firm resolve.

Light entered her dark life.

He put the tranquility she had so desperately desired into her hands.

Listening to his kind words, the wall she had built deep within her heart felt as if it could crumble at any moment.

Though she couldn't speak, fear rose within her.

‘I must not rely on him.’

She must not lower her guard.

She must not trust.

But her heart didn't obey, and she found herself increasingly leaning on him.

So she tried even harder to be alone.

‘My affairs… I must handle them myself.’

That was why she hadn't asked for help.

She couldn't bring herself to ask.

Because of her foolish stubbornness not to trust humans.

It seemed as though she would fall apart completely, but the boy was watching the fox this time too.

He supported her at the most dangerous moment.

“-You’ve worked hard, Irene-yang.
-Rest by leaning on me for a moment. I know you have a lot to say, but it’s okay to put it off until later.”

A voice that softly melted her ears.

Her heart instantly felt at ease upon hearing it.

Fear scattered, her legs lost strength, her eyes welled up, and her fists clenched involuntarily.

Why did she feel so relieved?

‘I am.’

The fox realized.

That she could no longer deny it.

The surging emotions within her were crashing like waves, as if they would overflow at any moment.

She decided to finally accept it.

‘I… you.’

Before she knew it, she was relying on him.

Even though she had vowed to distrust others for her entire life, you were the only person she came to trust.

Perhaps it took too long for her to realize it.

“-Will you not be tamed by me?”

I was.

Already tamed by you.

So deeply that she couldn't escape.

Even if she struggled while entangled in a spiderweb, the sticky threads of emotion would only become more intricately tangled.

She was afraid of being betrayed again, but.

“Snap out of it…!”

She was already clinging to him.

Holding his limp body, tears were dripping down her face.

“No… if you die like this.”

She pressed her lips together.

She breathed warm air into him.

Until color returned to his face, she bowed her head repeatedly, transferring her breath amidst their mingling saliva.

It was a terribly desperate movement.

“Haah, haah…”

Rough, scattered breaths.

The boy, with a serene expression, had somehow resumed his stopped breathing.

Irene gripped his sleeve with trembling hands.

As relief washed over her, a deep resignation found its way to her.

‘Ah.’

She had fallen into a terribly deep swamp.

Even though the possibility of betrayal terrified her, the girl couldn't let go of his trembling hand.

It was too late to escape.

Now, she could only give up resistance and pray.

‘Please.’

May this humble me, not be abandoned by you.

Leaving her faint murmurs behind.

The fox quietly leaned her body against him.

***

The boy had overcome the crisis.

Although he was unconscious, Irene’s swift actions had saved his life.

His golden hair rested on the deck.

“…….”

A peaceful expression.

He looked as if he was deeply asleep.

Beside the boy, who lay sprawled out, was an exhausted Irene, gasping for breath.

Her entire body was soaked and disheveled.

“Haah…”

Her weary breaths stretched out thinly.

They had almost ended up as fish food together.

The waves crashing in the early morning were truly a disaster.

Fortunately, her physical condition had somewhat recovered, allowing her to survive.

Irene roughly brushed back her disheveled hair.

“……This isn’t the time to be exhausted.”

A low, gritted self-mutter.

She muttered as if hypnotizing herself, then forced her staggering legs to stand up.

Afterward, she carefully lifted the lying boy’s body.

It was obvious that problems would arise if he was left like this.

He had only passed a major crisis; he had not regained consciousness yet.

Having fallen into the sea, it would be difficult to maintain his body temperature.

He needed to change his wet clothes immediately and rest in a warm place.

‘It’s such a large ship… there must be cabins.’

The girl thought as she took a step.

Just as she was about to step inside the ship.

“We meet again.”

A voice came from behind.

It was the Unnamed.

She didn't know when he had returned, but the young man was leaning against the railing, polishing his hidden weapons.

His black suit was drenched in blood.

“……!”

The fox reacted belatedly and stepped back.

She hid the boy she was holding behind her and brought the sword she had been using as a cane back up.

Was it due to her depleted stamina?

Her arms trembled violently, but the girl didn't show it and took her stance.

Green hair fluttered at the end of where her sword pointed.

“I don’t know why you are wary, but.”

The Unnamed responded indifferently.

His expression was blank, without the slightest hint of wavering.

At first glance, he seemed uninterested in them, but Irene did not carelessly lower her guard.

Because she remembered the conversation the two had just before.

‘They didn’t seem to be on good terms.’

At the very least, they were clearly opposing forces.

The content of their exchange was brutal.

Given that he said he had cut off the ruler's right arm, it seemed there was ample reason for the Unnamed to hold a grudge against them.

Moreover, wasn't this the perfect opportunity, with the boy unconscious?

‘Damn it… there’s no way he’d let an opportunity like this slip away.’

Irene, concluding on her own, prepared for battle.

However.

The Unnamed took no action.

He merely checked his equipment silently and tidied his soiled clothes.

“Ahem.”

“……?”

Her ominous prediction neatly missed the mark.

As she looked on with a question mark in her mind, the Unnamed, having finished his preparations, calmly spoke to her.

His tone was utterly businesslike.

“You don’t need to be wary. I have no intention of attacking.”

“What…?”

Irene narrowed her eyes.

She seemed confused.

To refuse to attack in this situation.

She stared at him as if asking for his intentions, but the Unnamed maintained an indifferent attitude.

All he did was utter a few unintelligible words.

“I merely follow orders.”

“What kind of…”

“That person does not wish for the star’s death. Even if I seized an opportune moment, it would be meaningless if I cannot please my master.”

The Unnamed was silent for a moment.

Then he continued.

“……More importantly, there is a reason I cannot kill him.”

“A reason?”

“Unfortunately, I cannot tell you anything further. It is not a matter I can speak carelessly about.”

“…….”

“If you are truly curious, you should ask him directly.”

The Unnamed unilaterally ended the conversation.

Having finished his preparations, he was standing on the railing.

He politely bowed his head.

“I shall take my leave.”

“What?”

“The transaction has been fulfilled. There will be no other forces on the ship. I have disposed of the bodies, so you may use it at your leisure.”

“Wait a moment…”

“Please speak kindly to him when he wakes up. Farewell.”

*Flap!*

The Unnamed leaped off the railing without hesitation.

The young man vanished instantly.

Immediately afterward, a bird appeared.

Its green wings flapped vigorously.

It glided through the night sky at high speed, moving further away.

The fox merely stared blankly at its disappearing back.

***

“…….”

I opened my eyes with a hazy gaze.

What appeared in my sight was an unfamiliar ceiling.

As I retraced my faint memories, I soon realized that this was inside the ship.

Because it looked exactly like the cabins I had glimpsed.

‘So it was Irene after all.’

I recalled the orange hair that had rippled before my eyes just before losing consciousness.

How much time had passed?

My head throbbed due to a dull headache.

Perhaps because I had overused my abilities, my condition wasn't very pleasant.

I exhaled deeply.

‘First, I need to figure out the situation.’

Shaking off the drowsiness and about to lift my body from where I lay.

Suddenly, I felt a sense of unfamiliarity.

“Hmm…?”

Strangely, my body felt heavy.

It was as if something soft was pressing down on me.

Following the direction of the weight, I lowered my head and saw a completely unexpected scene.

There was a swaying orange tail.

“…….”

Black eyes stared intently at me.

The girl, who was lying with her body overlapping mine, smiled faintly with her eyes when our gazes met.

“……You’re awake.”

A calm whisper tinged my ears.

It was none other than Irene.

The fox was wearing only a thin undershirt, lying in my arms as if nestled there.

The ears on top of her head were drooping, as if in comfort.

“I was worried… you didn’t wake up even after two days.”

Irene rested her cheek on my chest.

I remained blankly frozen, unable to do anything but repeatedly ask confused questions.

“……?”

What is this?

What happened?

        
            Irene lay pressed close to him.
It was a posture as if she was hugging him from above.
She confirmed that his consciousness had returned, then rose from where she had been sprawled on the bed.
What remained after her sigh of relief was a faint smile.

"That's a relief. I was getting worried since you weren't waking up."
The fox whispered in a low voice.
Her atmosphere was subtly different.
None of her usual prickliness was visible.
As he blankly wore a questioning look, the girl, who had turned her back, held something out to him.
It was a glass that radiated warmth.

"It's a tea made by brewing snow-cold grass. They say it's good for recovering energy, so drink it."
"......"
"What's wrong?"
"It's nothing."

Though bewildered, he accepted the teacup offered before him.
Lukewarm heat seeped into his fingertips.
While he quietly swallowed the tea, the fox stood beside him, watching.
Her black eyes blinked slowly.

"......"
Her gaze was strangely burdensome.
He tried hard to shake off the awkwardness, then swallowed the contents of the cup entirely.
The fogginess of sleep seemed to recede slightly.
With his consciousness growing clearer, he posed a question to Irene.
It was a question to ascertain the full story.

"......So, how much time has passed since I lost consciousness?"
"A full two days."
"That's longer than I thought. While I was unable to move, nothing out of the ordinary happened, did it?"
"Nothing special happened. We just continued sailing."

The fox recounted the story of that time in detail.
From the moment they pulled him out of the sea, to the unknown entity that left without hesitation despite encountering them midway, and to moving his unconscious self to the cabin.
It didn't stray far from what he had predicted.

'That's a relief.'
A belated smile touched his lips.
As he tidied his disheveled hair, the girl sitting beside him suddenly asked softly.
She seemed not to understand.

"That person you called the unknown entity. Why did they leave us alone?"
Considering their sharp confrontation, it felt like it had ended rather vaguely.
It was only natural for Irene to be curious.

Instead of answering, he merely offered an ambiguous smile.
"Well now, I'm not sure myself."

"The unknown entity told me to ask you. That there's a reason they couldn't carelessly kill you."
"Hmm."

It seemed the unknown entity had said something unnecessary.
He briefly rested his chin in his hand, recalling.
Stories from a time when he was overturning the underworld.
As they involved dirty dealings, they weren't stories he particularly wanted to share with others.
He evaded the question, as always.

"It's a secret."
"......I figured as much, didn't I?"

Irene nodded.
Her reaction was strange.
Normally, she would have passed over such a point without much interest, but today, she had a particularly wistful look in her eyes.
As if she felt disappointed.

"If you say so, then it must be. I suppose there's a reason you're keeping it a secret."
Contrary to her words of understanding, her expression was subtly downcast.
Could the unknown entity have left such an impression on her?
He hadn't expected her to be this interested.
Feeling awkward, he chuckled and subtly changed the subject.

"By the way... Irene-yang?"
"Hm?"
"About earlier, in the bed. We seemed to have woken up entangled with each other, and I wanted to ask how we ended up like that."

"Ah... well, that is."
The girl paused for a moment, then explained in a composed voice.
Her tail swayed slightly.

"I was watching by the bed. Since there was no knowing when you'd regain consciousness. I endured sleepiness until dawn, and I guess I just fell asleep like that."
"Are you saying you nursed me for two full days?"
"Nursing? It wasn't anything grand like that. I just stayed up beside you the whole night, that's all."
"That's enough. It's plenty touching."

He unconsciously reached out and stroked the fox's head.
Her disheveled orange hair.
A tender warmth colored his palm.
As he savored the soft sensation, he then expressed his gratitude.

"Thank you."
"I'm happy... that I seem to have helped."
The fox wore a faint smile.
Seeing her drooping ears perk up, it seemed her true emotions were clearly showing.

He couldn't help but cock his head.
'What is this?'
Since earlier, she had felt strangely benevolent.
Should he say she was docile?
It felt unfamiliar somehow.
Even her characteristic cold aura had blurred.

Though he pondered it with questions, he quickly brushed it off.
'I don't know what kind of change of heart she's had.'
But seeing her smile like this felt good.
He had always worried because of her usually sullen face, but perhaps she was finally starting to let her guard down.
Such positive changes were always welcome.

*Stroking sounds.*
He quietly stroked the fox.
As a moment passed like this, something suddenly came to mind.

"......Ah, speaking of which. What happened to the others?"
"The others?"
"I mean the people who were captured as illegal slaves. I remember they were all confined to the lowest deck."
"We released them. They're all staying in the second-floor cabins."
"I see."

He rose from his spot.
He intended to go and check for himself.
Though he had given them a quick glance back then, confirming the exact number of people would make later arrangements easier.
And there might be new people who were sick or injured.

"I'll go take a quick look around."
"I'll go with you."
Irene followed, sticking close to his side.
They lightly put on their outer garments, then stepped out of the cabin.

***

They meticulously toured the interior.
It was several times the size of a regular passenger ship. Naturally, it took quite a long time to check everything.
It felt more like a fortress than a mere vessel.
Even if one were to search the entire continent, there would probably be only a handful of individuals capable of such an extravagant display of wealth.
He could once again feel the skill of the businessman who owned it.

'I've received a good gift.'
This ship was now his.
Meaning he could do with it as he pleased.
Given its overwhelmingly superior basic performance, it seemed he could make good use of it even with just a slight modification.

He reset his destination.
It was a certain port under Astro's jurisdiction.
'I should contact them in advance.'

He needed someone to safely move the ship in their stead.
After all, their school trip schedule still remained.
Since they had already been absent for two days, he planned to return to their accommodation by tomorrow.

*Flap-flap!*
He sent out a crow made of shadows.
Its black wings flapped.
It was a simplified telegram.
If it flew like this, it would arrive at headquarters around tomorrow morning.
When Lena, having confirmed the contents, opened a portal and appeared, they would switch roles, and he would return to the travel destination.
Even when returning, he could travel instantaneously with Lena's help.

'Perfect.'
Even the plan for their return was perfect.
Students might find it strange if he disappeared for three days and then reappeared, but he could simply silence them with his position as head teaching assistant anyway.
After all, this was the power he had obtained precisely for such situations.
And wasn't the professor in charge of supervising the school trip Selena?
His Teacher-nim would take her disciple's side, so a little bit of noise wouldn't be a problem at all.

"Huhu."
A satisfied smile played on his lips.
He shook off his miscellaneous thoughts and began to move again.

The ship's interior remained in a pleasant state.
'Quite impressive.'
It was the work of the unknown entity.
The troops remaining on the ship. They had been dealt with without leaving even a single speck of blood.
The soldiers' bodies seemed to have been discarded into the sea.
Truly, a clean clean-up befitting the right-hand man of a monarch.

'Has his skill improved somewhat?'
As he mulled over that monologue, the fox walking beside him spoke.
It was also a question about the unknown entity.

"The unknown entity... seemed to fear you."
"Well, I suppose so."
"It was the same even after you lost consciousness. They were sweating cold and couldn't even think of approaching."
"That's a shame. I should have seen that stiff expression crumble."
"Why do they fear you so much?"
"I wonder."

It couldn't be helped.
Two years ago.
The war that had occurred in the underworld.
Anyone who had faced him back then would inevitably harbor a similar fear.
It was even more so because that was a time when his personality was particularly terrible.

"......Let's just say, various things happened."
Again, an answer that was ambiguously vague.
Irene, perhaps expecting this reaction, merely nodded quietly.
They walked for a moment in silence.

***

It was only after a full half-day that they were able to thoroughly tour the entire ship.
As expected, no particular problems were apparent.
All functions were operating normally.

"Thank you for saving us...!"
The freed slaves also seemed to be doing well.
Those exhausted from harsh lives in cages cheered enthusiastically at the appearance of their saviors.
Every single one of them was shedding tears and expressing their gratitude.

"Sob, sniff... I thought I'd never go home again."
"If it weren't for the two of you, what would have become of us...?"
"It feels like a dream! I thought we were going to be sold off to another country like this!"
"Big brother! Big sister! Thank you so much!"

He couldn't count how many times they had received thanks.
Receiving gratitude for what they had given. It was certainly a good thing, but the overwhelming amount of attention felt burdensome.
He subtly slipped away from the spot.

After such a hectic day.
"......"
They were only able to return to their cabin when night fell.
The clock hands already pointed to dawn.

"It's later than I thought."
"There were many places to look around. And we were held up by people in between."
"We should prepare for bed. Since we'll have a schedule again starting tomorrow, it would be best to get some sleep early."
"Okay. Got it."

As it was late, they quickly finished showering and changing clothes.
The two of them then lay down to sleep.
Since the only bed prepared was a single two-person size, they had no choice but to lie down side by side.
Of course, it was a problem that could be solved if one of them went to another cabin, but.

"Don't go."
"Huh?"
"It's fine... just stay with me."
Irene grabbed his sleeve.
Her eyes gazed up at him intently.
Perhaps because of what had happened a few days ago, the girl seemed uneasy about being left alone.
A slight tremor lingered in her fingertips.

"Understood."
He nodded.
It was rare for Irene to ask for something first like this.
And it wasn't a particularly difficult request either.

'It won't matter, right?'
Since they were already staying in the same room anyway, he thought this much would be fine.
Irene also didn't seem to be particularly conscious of that aspect.

They pulled the blanket over themselves, maintaining a suitable distance.
As they quietly waited for sleep to come, the girl beside him suddenly spoke.

"......Are you awake?"
"For now, yes."
"I'm sorry if I woke you. I just wanted to talk."
"It seems you can't sleep."
"Well... something like that."
"Alright. Do you have any particular topic in mind?"
"Yeah. There were things I wanted to ask."

They exchanged a few words.
Though they had shared quite a few conversations until now, they had never spoken like this while lying in the same bed, so it could be considered a rather fresh experience.
Voices echoed across the precarious distance between them.

"Back when you were dealing with the hounds. You imitated Teacher-nim's voice, didn't you?"
"I did."
"You already knew, didn't you? About my past."
"So I was found out after all."
"It was strange. The fact that you knew something I'd never confided in anyone."

"It wasn't my intention to deceive you from the start. It was just that you seemed distressed by what happened back then, so I simply didn't bring it up."
"Yeah... it was a painful memory."

The fox murmured faintly.
Unresolved questions lay buried in the sentences that scattered into the darkness.
Her black eyes glanced sideways at him.
Had he truly aroused suspicion?
For someone who shouldn't even know of her Teacher-nim's existence to have invoked his words and put on a pretense, it was understandable for the girl to be flustered.

He wore a troubled smile.
"I'm sorry. It must have been a wound you didn't want revealed."
"With you, it's fine."
"Thank you for saying that."

"The story about Teacher-nim. If I ask how you knew, will you say it's a secret again...?"
"I'd prefer to."
There was no other way to explain.
He couldn't bring up the story of the original work, after all.
And it would be strange to gloss over their private conversations by simply saying he found out through investigation.
The most appropriate choice was to remain silent.

"......"
The fox made a complicated expression.
She seemed to be thinking about something.
The girl, who had been biting her lip for a moment, soon murmured.
The atmosphere was strangely subdued.

"You... seem to have too many secrets."
"You wound me. I consider myself quite a transparent person, but..."
"Lie."

Words of denial came from right beside him.
As he turned his head in response, he saw the fox's face, which had already crossed the appropriate distance by a significant margin.
Her lukewarm breath could be felt on his cheek.
The gap between them had become so close that their noses almost touched.

"Irene-yang?"
He wore a questioning look at the narrowed distance.
In the meantime.
The girl raised her upper body from a lying position.
Her slowly extending movements intertwined with his, and before he knew it, the fox was sitting astride him.
She was sitting on his waist.

"What is this, suddenly...?"
Her sudden impulsive action startled him.
Her distinct body scent wafted strongly.
Since both of them were in light sleepwear, the curves of their bodies were clearly felt through the thin fabric.
As he froze for a moment, her slender fingertips touched his chest.

"You know."
His heart was tinged with her faint warmth.
The fox's fingers then began to unfasten the buttons of his shirt, one by one.
Surely this wasn't...

"Irene-yang."
He realized something was wrong.
He called out the girl's name belatedly, but by then, his shirt was already completely unfastened.
Bare skin was revealed through the widely opened front.

Irene stared down at it blankly.
"What exactly are you...?"
Her voice was faintly tinged.
It wasn't desire, excitement, or thirst.
The emotion dwelling in her trembling eyes was shock, or perhaps pity.
The girl clenched her fists and murmured.

"......What exactly are you hiding?"
Her pupils were clear.
Beyond them, a body covered in scars was reflected.
Starting from knife cuts, stab wounds, burn marks, to strange surgical scars.
It was so battered that no normal skin was visible.

"......"
He found himself closing his mouth.
His expression, which had grown chillingly cold, held only an unsmiling indifference.
He chewed on a monologue tinged with coldness.

'Ah.'
As expected.
He had been found out.

        
            We were entangled for a while.

My top was loosely unbuttoned.

Through the wide-open front of my shirt, only gruesome marks remained.

A heavy silence descended.

"......"

The girl looked down at me.

A body densely covered in scars.

It was difficult to find any unblemished skin.

The cuts, burns, tears, and stitches still shimmered, as if proving a terrible past.

I parted my lips.

"......You saw them, after all."

My brief question slipped out.

The girl quietly nodded.

"Yes... I found them while changing your wet clothes."

"It was a precious secret, you know."

"So this was it. The reason you always insisted on wearing stifling suits, even in summer. Because they could cover all the scars on your body."

"I've been caught."

I readily admitted it.

As I offered a bitter smile, Irene's hand suddenly moved and touched my chest.

Her lukewarm warmth gently caressed the scars.

Her dark eyes trembled faintly.

Unable to tear her gaze from my body, the girl asked,

"What in the world... happened?"

"......"

"Is it a secret this time too?"

"......"

I didn't open my mouth.

I merely lay there, steeped in silence.

We faced each other for a moment.

So close our breaths intertwined.

Perhaps because my top was half-removed, our bare skins pressed together, blending into a soft sensation.

We lay amidst our mingling body heat.

After several minutes of stillness.

It was Irene who moved first.

"......Sorry. I wasn't trying to scold you."

Her voice was faintly resonant.

The girl slowly pulled her body away from mine.

With her drooping beast ears pulled back, she confessed her complicated true feelings.

"It's just... I feel a little frustrated."

"......"

"You know so much about me. Even things I've never told you. But it feels like there's nothing I truly know about you."

Her expression was complex in many ways.

"It feels like I'm being stubborn. Forget it."

Irene mumbled to herself.

She seemed to shift under the covers, then laid her head on my arm, which was lying next to her.

The distance between us closed once more.

A sweet scent of skin reached me.

Leaning her body against me, the girl spoke.

"Come to think of it... I've never really told you my story either. Would you be interested in hearing it?"

"What kind of story are you referring to?"

"Things from my past that I've hidden."

"I already know most of it, though."

"But hearing it directly from the person involved is different. Both in terms of content and meaning."

"I suppose so. I'd be glad to listen."

I quietly listened.

One might wonder what good it does to hear something already known, but a story heard directly from the person involved carries a far deeper meaning.

The inner wounds she had hidden all this time.

Because it meant she trusted me enough to reveal such vulnerabilities.

The girl seemed to be opening her heart more and more.

"It won't be a particularly interesting story, though."

Her eyes recalled the past.

After a moment of silence, the girl cautiously parted her lips.

"The village I lived in when I was little was a quiet countryside. Our race easily became targets for humans, so we often lived hidden in quiet places."

The content didn't deviate much from what I already knew.

A humble yet happy village.

People overflowing with affection.

A girl who grew up upright amidst them.

Life seemed to flow peacefully, but misfortune always strikes at unexpected moments.

This happened when the girl was three years younger than she was now.

"Hello, everyone. My name is [unnamed]. I run a small business in the capital."

A man visited the village.

He offered many gifts and went around individually greeting everyone, asking for their goodwill.

"I came near the village for work, and since I'm here, I hope we can become good friends."

"I wish to be your friend."

The naive villagers.

Initially, they were wary, but after several months of continuous kindness, they eventually succumbed.

Before long, the man had blended in as a member of the village.

It was from that moment.

All tragedies began.

"Capture them all! Don't miss a single one!"

"Erase all traces of this place! Drag out any hidden young ones, and burn everything that remains!"

She should have known.

Humans.

They were a treacherous kind.

The smiles they had shared vanished, and only greed glittered in his hazy pupils.

The insidious malice devoured the fox-kin without exception.

It was truly a wretched end.

The village burned, the adults died, and the children were taken as slaves.

The girl stood amidst all those scenes.

The corners of her lips, where pain spread, curved into a bitter arc.

"......My Master remained alone in the burning village. He wanted me to take my younger siblings and escape."

Her voice was calmly devoid of emotion.

The girl didn't tremble.

She merely recounted it with serene eyes.

"But I failed. We were caught by hunting dogs shortly after fleeing."

Was it the most painful memory?

Her beautiful brow furrowed.

Perhaps the girl was recalling the moment she was miserably forced to her knees before her sobbing younger siblings.

Irene, who bit her lip for a moment, finished her story.

"After that, I was locked in a cage. And then I met you at the auction house."

"I see."

"Was it a bit long-winded?"

"Not at all. I'm just concerned. Are you alright, Irene-yang?"

"There's no reason not to be."

Her answer came back softly.

"Still, sometimes I get lost in those thoughts."

"Those thoughts being?"

"The thought of what if I had been different. If I had been cunning enough not to trust humans, strong enough not to be helplessly overcome, I wonder if I could have protected my loved ones."

"......"

The girl was alone.

She carried the entire burden of responsibility for that day, tormented by terrible guilt.

Simply for the sole reason that she survived.

"Sometimes it feels like it's all my fault."

"......"

It was a foolish thought.

But I understood.

Even when one knows it's not their fault, people inevitably blame themselves and crumble.

I understood the girl's guilt.

Because I had already experienced it.

In my past life, until a few years ago, or perhaps even now...

"Oppa! Play with me!"

A phantom sound from the past brushed my ear.

I shook off those unnecessary thoughts.

When I turned my head, I saw dark eyes gazing at me.

We lay facing each other.

I quietly raised my hand and gently caressed her pale cheek, bathed in shadow.

"Irene-yang."

A nightmare that had tormented her life for so long.

Though I couldn't heal her, there was one thing I desperately wanted to tell her.

"It's not your fault."

There was no one by my side to say such words.

Because in my past life, I was a loner.

That's why.

I thought every tragedy that happened in those days was my fault.

Only with time did I slowly realize.

"Even if you grieve over misfortune, you mustn't twist it into self-hatred."

What a suffering person needed most wasn't a pile of medicine packets, but a warm word of comfort.

"Because if you do, you won't be able to live on."

"......"

Irene wore a blank expression.

Her dark eyes wavered.

She seemed to be contemplating how to react, then she soon smiled faintly.

Her body gently drew closer and nestled into my embrace.

"......You're thoughtful in strange ways."

"Was that unnecessary interference?"

"No... it's just surprising. You're the first person to tell me it's not my fault."

"More accurately, there was no one to tell you."

"That's true too."

We remained still.

Time seemed to stop.

Our lips were close.

As if they would overlap at any moment.

Through the precarious gap, our breaths, which we couldn't quite swallow, intertwined.

Only my reflection shimmered in her clear pupils.

Irene broke the silence and spoke.

"I've been thinking."

"Hmm?"

"I want to join your organization too."

"Organization... are you referring to Astro?"

"Yes."

What sudden change of heart had occurred?

She usually acted as if she had no interest, but now Irene was suddenly expressing her intention to join.

She then added an explanation.

"Until now, I've been by your side as a servant. If I'm going to continue assisting you, I thought it would be better to have a more official justification."

"It seems a sudden surge of loyalty has overcome you."

"You could say that."

"It's not a bad offer at all. Whether we like it or not, we'll be together for the next three years. I was planning to offer it to you sometime anyway."

"Does that mean you'll accept me?"

"Gladly."

I replied with a bright smile.

I extended my pinky finger.

Since there wasn't much space, I intended to conduct an informal initiation for now.

Irene unhesitatingly linked her pinky.

Immediately after.

Mana glittered.

A long strand of thread stretched out. It glowed blue, weaving our fingers together.

With the subtle colors spreading, I spoke.

"Many things will change from now on."

Taming means forming a bond.

It signifies the process of becoming special to each other.

From now on, you will become the one and only existence in this world to me, and I will become the one and only existence in this world to you.

I murmured, as if defining the future.

"The only being to each other."

The intertwined mana threads soon formed a clear knot.

I then bowed my head.

Irene, who was slightly below me.

Our foreheads met.

Feeling the warmth that passed between us, I smiled with my eyes.

"I look forward to continuing to work with you."

"Yes."

Irene answered quietly.

Mana with subtle hues.

A dazzling scene, even in the dark dawn.

Waiting for the night to pass, we fell asleep with our fingers linked.

It was a serene day.

***

Meanwhile.

The Empire's Underworld.

"......"

Unidentified bowed his head.

The young man, kneeling on one knee, paid his respects towards the jet-black throne.

The space reeked of thick blood.

As he maintained his silent vigil, a voice suddenly echoed.

"So... you're saying you broke the alliance and returned?"

"That is correct, Your Majesty."

Unidentified replied towards the throne.

The shadow sitting atop it soon let out a deep, resonant sound and spoke.

"This alliance was quite important, you know... Our relationship with the merchants will also be severely strained from now on."

"For the sin of treating your command lightly. Whatever punishment Your Majesty deems fit, I will gladly accept."

"Even if that punishment is death?"

"If that is Your Majesty's will, then gladly."

Unidentified replied without a trace of hesitation.

The observing shadow burst into satisfied laughter.

"I was just speaking idly, so don't mind it."

"I am grateful for your grace."

"I could never abandon such a loyal subject. Besides, there was no need to rely on such a flimsy alliance from the start, was there?"

The shadow stroked its chin.

"By the way, I didn't expect the Snake to make a move. Its whereabouts had been unknown for the past year."

"It was still overwhelming."

"Naturally. Isn't it the being that brought down an entire kingdom? It would be disappointing if it had regressed in just one year."

"The contract that bound our hearts... Because of that, I missed the opportunity to deal with it."

"That must have been calculated from the moment it boarded the ship. It exploited the fact that you couldn't attack. Truly a cunning villain."

"What are your plans for the future?"

"Hmm."

Unidentified's question.

The corners of the mouth, hidden in shadow, curved into a wicked smile.

"Yes... I'd like to see its face again after so long."

The shadow muttered eerily.

Within the thick, lingering shadows, only an ominous atmosphere surged.

        
            The dawn when we promised meaning to each other.

Even the night that seemed eternal gave way to sunlight, and the morning of a new day arrived.

"You're awake."

"......Mm."

We woke up from sleep, lying side by side.

Was it cold because the blanket wasn't pulled up?

The fox had burrowed into my side while sleeping.

Her warm body temperature, soft tail, and even the frank sensation of her flesh pressing against my chest.

The girl, leaning into my embrace, spoke.

"Yesterday... we just fell asleep like that."

"We were both tired."

"There was a lot going on, one way or another."

"Today is going to be even busier than yesterday. We should get up early and prepare."

"Alright."

Irene nodded obediently.

It was an immediate answer, but her black eyes hadn't shaken off the sleep yet.

She was a girl whose appearance was dishevelled from being half-asleep.

I chuckled softly and stroked the fox's head.

"Hehe."

"......"

Was it because of her much more docile reaction?

Now, she didn't resist even when stroked.

She simply accepted my touch quietly.

I suddenly remembered our sharp first encounter.

-I don't trust humans. I know how despicable and cruel your race is.

-You said you would tame me... but I have no intention of submitting to humans. If such a moment comes, I will bite my tongue and die.

-I am merely following you to protect my siblings.

Hatred, resentment, revenge against humans.

All sorts of negative emotions.

Pupils filled with venom.

The girl rarely let down her guard.

'At first, I wondered how we'd ever get close...'

I chewed on the idle monologue.

As I continued stroking her head, Irene suddenly moved and grabbed my wrist.

I raised an eyebrow as if asking what was wrong.

"Irene?"

Had I bothered her?

Just as I was about to pull my hand away.

"Hey."

"Yes?"

"Instead of my head... you can touch my ears."

The fox said, expressionless.

Immediately after, the girl moved my hand and placed it directly on her perked-up ears.

A soft yet squishy sensation touched my fingertips.

"You kept avoiding them when you stroked my head. It looked uncomfortable."

"Are you sure it's okay?"

"It doesn't matter."

"Hmm."

I tilted my head.

I had tried to touch them a few times before and been rejected.

While the fox would casually let me touch her tail, as if annoyed, she absolutely refused to let me touch the ears perched on her head.

It was a genuinely displeased reaction.

And I couldn't just force it.

I had more or less given up, so I didn't expect her to suddenly allow it.

-From now on, a lot will change.

-The one and only existence to each other.

-Please continue to take care of me.

The conversation from last night, remembered.

Perhaps things had changed starting from the promise we made then.

It might be that a little trust in me had accumulated, allowing her to permit it, albeit belatedly.

I smiled gently.

'Right... I just needed to approach slowly.'

That's how taming always is.

Patience was required.

Even when sitting a little apart in the grass, not speaking, looking out of the corner of one's eye, holding the awkward air and scent, becoming aware of the other's presence, and thus, drawing closer little by little each day.

When one finally reaches out after a difficult decision, the other won't run away, as if responding to the time invested.

Perhaps, for me, this was such a moment.

"Then I won't decline."

I happily fiddled with the girl's ears.

They were very thin, yet soft and squishy, with a sensation of gently crinkling their shape that was addictive.

A faint warmth transferred to my fingertips.

The fox, nestled in my arms, was twitching her body.

"Ugh, haa... Hmph."

Her breathing seemed subtly ragged.

Her cheeks, now flushed red.

Even the hazy focus of her eyes.

Had I touched them too painfully? I asked, worried, but the only reply was that she was fine.

The girl, burying her face, let out heated breaths.

"Don't, worry... Uh, it's nothing."

"Can I continue?"

"......Mm."

The girl nodded.

I loosened the grip on my hand from before and gently stroked her ear cartilage, as if rubbing it.

The continuous breathing filled the quiet room.

"Haah... Ugh, haa..."

The air, saturated with the scent of skin.

Bodies intertwined as if embracing.

Even our body temperatures, stickily mingling.

We lay on the bed, letting a little more time pass like that.

***

A slightly late morning.

We were finishing preparations to return to the school trip.

As we stood on the open deck, facing the sea breeze, blue sparks suddenly shot up in the air.

Crackling-!

The glittering light soon drew a circle.

Space warped, and a paradox occurred, piercing through distance.

A portal created by ability.

Stepping out from within the shimmering shadows was none other than Lena.

Her long black hair fluttered.

The woman, meeting my gaze, immediately knelt.

"Captain-nim. I have come at your summons."

"Thank you for coming. We don't have much time, so let's start with a quick explanation."

"Understood."

Lena, who had flown here immediately upon receiving the telegram.

I calmly summarized the situation.

The woman, who had been listening quietly to the explanation, soon nodded as if she understood.

"So you mean for me to handle the aftermath of this ship. Are the two of you returning to your academy schedule?"

"The school trip isn't over yet."

"I will also open a portal for your return. Since I have a memory of visiting Heiron sometime, I should be able to take you to a more precise location."

"You truly are a capable subordinate."

As expected, she was a reliable person to have by my side.

When she appeared as an enemy in the original story, there was no opponent as troublesome, but having brought her to my side, her usefulness excelled in various aspects.

Her loyalty, in particular, was also appealing.

It was as if taking in someone who was starving to death on the street had paid off.

A satisfied smile spread across my lips.

"I trust you to handle the detailed processing well on your own."

"After erasing any remaining records on the ship, I will summon engineers to refurbish it. Its basic performance is excellent, so it seems it will become a useful asset."

"Good."

"As for those who were captured as illegal slaves... as we did last time in Belzen, I will first transport them to a hospital to check their condition. Once their identities are somewhat clear, they will be immediately released."

"Handle them carefully. They are people who suffered unreasonable pain."

"I will proceed in a way that provides maximum convenience."

The conversation, sorting out complex procedures.

As the general flow concluded, I lowered my voice and brought up a new topic.

It was about the ill-fated encounter from a few days ago.

"As I said before, it's quite a complex situation."

"Unknown... Since the First Sword moved, it's highly likely that the Monarch's will was involved. We will investigate the reason for its sudden activity."

"Please be careful not to let the Vice-Captain-nim hear about the Monarch. It seems her heart might waver in many ways."

"I will keep that in mind."

Was it because of the mention of Neria?

The woman nodded with a somber expression.

While I held a bitter smile, I also posed a question that had just occurred to me.

"Come to think of it... the Vice-Captain-nim didn't come with you?"

"She is temporarily away."

"Hmm?"

"She has been dispatched near the border. A report came in that traces of dark magic were found in that area."

"There seems to be a lot of news from that region in particular."

"Recently, the atmosphere among dark mages has been unusual."

"Oh my  Does this mean everyone is stirring up trouble? We should start preparing ourselves soon too."

"I will give separate notice to the squad members."

"I will join you immediately once my schedule is finished."

"Understood."

Lena replied crisply.

After patting her shoulder a few times, I turned my back and stepped onto the deck.

The explanation was over, so it was time to return.

Irene had approached and was now standing by my side.

When I gave a light nod, the woman stretched out her hand into the air, creating a portal that pierced through space once again.

This time, it was a passage leading to the hotel building.

"We'll be leaving now."

"I will await you, Captain-nim."

"Those are pleasant words."

"Everything according to your will."

The woman knelt on one knee and murmured.

Her head bowed as if offering worship.

Leaving behind the diligent subordinate who was seeing us off, we moved our feet towards the portal, where sparks surged.

The moment their steps crossed the shadows.

Crackle-!

We were standing in front of the building.

***

We naturally returned to our lodgings.

Although we had deviated from the travel destination for three whole days, there weren't any particular problems.

Selena had promised to take care of our attendance.

Thanks to that, we could enjoy the rest of the schedule without worry.

"You!"

"Young, Young Master-nim...?"

Of course, we had to face a bit of questioning from those close to us.

We had clearly made plans to go around together, but we hadn't shown ourselves for several days.

I chuckled awkwardly.

"Haha... I'm ashamed."

Standing before me were two girls.

The villainess and the protagonist.

"You. Where have you been these past few days?"

"I, I was worried... You weren't in your room, and I t-tried looking for you, but no one knew where you went, and I thought, w-what if something had happened to you..."

"Even setting aside breaking school rules... it's alarming when you suddenly disappear! What on earth were you doing for three days?"

"B-But it's a relief. Since you said it was nothing serious."

The two welcomed the young man with different reactions.

It seemed I had caused them worry.

I laid out the lie I had prepared.

"I apologize. I was asked by Professor Selena-nim to go somewhere for a bit. I didn't realize it would take this long."

"I-I'm fine... I was just worried."

"Thank you for understanding, Regia."

"......I wasn't particularly angry either. It would have just been nice if you had said something before leaving."

"I will certainly do so next time, Young Lady-nim."

The girls understood when Selena's name was brought up.

As expected, perhaps because of her position as head assistant, she could easily get out of such situations by using her supervising professor's name.

"Let's move together starting today."

"You do know today's the last day of the school trip...?"

"Then we should hurry even more."

"The, the wind is cool, so I think walking around the b-beach would be nice...!"

"Alright. Then let's go."

"Yes, yes!"

"Haa..."

The Pilot, the Vain One, the Snake, the Fox.

The children all walked out of the lodgings together.

Whoosh-.

As we walked along with the blowing wind, the sensation beneath our feet soon changed to sand.

The sea, filled with blue, resembling the sky.

"What splendid weather."

And so, the children enjoyed the last day of their vacation.

        
            Meanwhile.

As students who had finished their field trip were returning to the academy, terrible screams echoed from a cathedral located in a remote part of the empire.

"Ugh, h-hack, cough, g-gasp...!"

"Aaaargh!!"

"G-God, God, oh God...!"

"W-we have to run... *cough*."

Ricite.

A gathering of the clergy protecting the region.
Originally composed of devout believers who guarded the city they were entrusted with, they were now steeped in a darkness so profound that their light seemed to fade in comparison.

In the wide corridor, unconscious priests lay sprawled on the floor.
Every single one of them was covered in blood, twitching.

"Haa, haa...!"

A woman ran, gasping for breath.
She seemed to be fleeing from something.
The air was tainted with a terrible stench. The woman moved her legs, her face filled with terror.

Faint music echoed in her ears.

"Ugh...!"

Her consciousness grew hazy from the enchanting melody.
It felt as if her brain was melting.

The woman clutched the rosary in her pocket, regaining her senses.
Following the faint holy power emanating from it, her blurred vision sharpened once more.

But that, too, was only temporary.

"Ugh, haa...!"

Even as she groaned, the woman did not stop her weary legs.
She had to relay this news to the outside.

Ricite was facing annihilation.
Devoured corpses lay strewn across the floor, crimson blood filled every corner, and the pitch-black darkness that had descended upon the cathedral obscured her vision.

All the priests exposed to the music had transformed strangely.
Their white priestly robes turned black, and then they became monsters gnawing on human flesh.

Now, only the woman herself retained her sanity.

"I have to tell them...!"

She ran, covering her ears.
Her will was to somehow alert the outside world to this danger.

However, despite her resolve, it wasn't long before the woman was forced to stop.

A shadow stood before her.

"Ah."

Immediately after.
The assailants hidden in the surrounding darkness began to appear one by one.
Every single one of them was cloaked in a robe.
Figures that seemed to have been waiting.
The woman involuntarily lost strength in her legs.

*Thud*-.

"Oh, God."

The woman knelt and slumped to the floor.
She clutched the rosary with trembling hands, then closed her eyes and offered a prayer.

It was her final meditation.

"Please... deliver us from evil."

The next moment.
The surging melody swallowed the woman whole.

***

The field trip had been full of various events.
Several days had already passed since returning from the rather boisterous vacation.
The students seemed to be preparing to return to their intense daily routines.

"Time really flies."

"Tell me about it. It feels like the entrance ceremony was just yesterday... What did we even do for it to be final exams already?"

"I'm already dreading it. The announced scope looks no joke."

"I want to go back to the field trip..."

Perhaps it was because the final exams were already just a month away.
In the library, training grounds, lecture halls, and elsewhere... the children busily moved around the academy, catching up on the studies they had temporarily put aside.

It wasn't particularly different for me.
Of course, I was confident in my grades, but academy life wasn't just about doing well on exams.
At the very least, I had to fulfill my duties in my given position.

While other students were studying, I spent my time in the research lab.

"Hmm."

*Scratch scratch*-.

Each time the pen nib scraped across the paper, a distinct sound echoed.
As I drew lines following the continuous trajectory, the black ink soon formed elegant handwriting.

I pushed aside the towering stacks of documents.

"Teacher-nim? These are the documents that need review."

"Thank you, Yuda."

I was assisting Selena with her paperwork.
I classified the layered documents, separating and organizing the less important contents.
This was a basic task for most head assistants.

"If there's any other administrative work, please pass it to me."

"I appreciate the help... but you don't really have to do this."

"I'm fine."

Since we had already agreed last time, I didn't necessarily need to be tied to the work, but I still felt I should offer at least this minimal help.
After all, enjoying power without responsibility felt like something that would prick my conscience.
Moreover, Selena had neatly covered my three days of absence during the field trip, so this also served as a gesture of repayment.

'There should always be something to return when you've received something.'

Because that's how interactions between adults work.

I casually twirled my pen.
As I continued writing, a voice suddenly called out from beside me.
It was a voice that betrayed not a hint of emotion.

"Regarding the last field trip. I've roughly handled the records. I've reported that you went to acquire research materials under my instruction, so if any other professors ask, you can answer that way."

"Thank you for your consideration, Teacher-nim."

"It's nothing."

"Hmm... I thought you'd ask why I was absent then, but it seems you're less interested than I thought."

"Even if I'm curious, I won't ask. That was the condition from the start."

Selena replied with an indifferent expression.
Her red eyes blinked.
In her hand, as always, was a bottle of alcohol.
The woman took a few sips of alcohol, then swept back her flowing purple hair.
Her red lips offered a piece of advice.

"I have no intention of interfering. However, I would like to tell you not to play too dangerously."

"Thank you for your concern."

"Because you are a student I teach."

"Teacher-nim is kind."

"...That's enough paperwork for today. You can go back now."

Selena wore an ambiguous expression.
The woman, silently, tilted her liquor bottle.
She seemed lost in thought.
The faint scent of alcohol wafted through the air. I left it behind and walked out of the research lab.
As the wind brushed past me, I mulled over my monologue.

'Indeed, it seems difficult to get close to her easily.'

Selena consistently drew a line.
Considering the events to come, it would be easier to narrow the distance between us, but there had been no progress so far.

'It'll be fine... there's still quite a bit of time left.'

I shook off the idle thoughts lingering in my mind.
As I stepped out, I saw a few people standing in front of the research lab building.

"Young Master...!"

"You're finally out."

"Good work."

In order: Regia, Emilia, Irene.
The three, who had been waiting for me to finish my work, waved lightly when our eyes met.
I approached them with a bright smile.

"I'm a bit late."

"You're a whole ten minutes late! Do you know how long I've been waiting?"

"Th-that's because we left the library too early. We could have stayed a bit longer, but the young lady kept insisting we leave quickly..."

"Commoner! Don't say unnecessary things!"

"Hmph... So-sorry."

Regia flinched under the glare.
As the villainess subdued the main character, the fox who had been standing quietly subtly added a remark.
Her voice was calm.

"Pink-hair is right."

"Irene?"

"Blue-hair was the one who insisted we wait first. She dragged us out too."

"Y-you be quiet too! Don't speak, you mere attendant! And I told you to use honorifics! I am the rightful heir of the great Benity family...!"

"Yes, the rightful heir. I've heard it enough for today, so stop."

"Eek!! That attitude is disrespectful!"

Emilia reacted vehemently.
It seemed she was properly provoked.
Had their bond grown from spending time together since the field trip?
While it was still too much to call them close friends, it was no longer the awkward silence they had before.

I said with a contented smile.

"It's good to see you all getting closer."

"By what measure?!"

"...I don't need that. You are enough as a human in my life."

"W-weren't we getting closer? If not, then, co-could it be that it was just my own misunderstanding... *Ugh*."

The reactions were diverse.
The flustered vain one.
The indifferent fox.
The sulking pilot.
It was truly a boisterous atmosphere.

We crossed the sprawling plaza, conversing as we went.

Suddenly, a call caught my sleeve.

"You... said you wouldn't be going to the research lab starting tomorrow, right?"

"Because the exams aren't far off."

"Then, what do you think about studying together? I suppose the commoner and I will be at the library."

"As expected, everyone is diligent. To prepare for the exams so intensely."

"Hmph... If you want, I'll even let you join."

"Th-that's right, Young Master! The young lady said she'd even teach the difficult parts!"

"Hmm."

It was an enticing offer.
Since I already knew all the academy's academic material, reviewing alone would only be boring.
It seemed like it would be enjoyable to gather together, just like when we usually did assignments.

However, there was one problem.

"I gladly accept your offer."

"Then..."

"But it seems difficult for me to participate tomorrow. I'll join starting this weekend."

"Do as you please. Do you have other plans tomorrow, perhaps?"

"That's right."

I nodded.
I took Irene's hand beside me, interlaced our fingers, and wiggled them slightly.
The other two girls were staring at us.

"We're planning to go out, just the two of us. You could call it a date?"

A single, nonchalantly delivered sentence.
Following that sentence, the eyes of the two who were listening widened.

        
            The next day.

I rode in the carriage side-by-side with Irene.

Our destination, as always, was Astro Headquarters.

Though I’d lightly called it a date, we were actually on our way to a quite serious matter.

The fox, gazing out the window, spoke as if she’d expected it.

“Well… I somewhat anticipated it.”

“Were you perhaps looking forward to it? I feel a little sorry.”

“Hmm.”

Irene responded with a bored tone.

She wore a strangely unreadable expression.

Perhaps, having gone through various hardships recently, she had been looking forward to a day off.

Since we were heading to the headquarters to handle some separate business.

I spoke, as if to soothe her.

“Next time, let’s definitely go out to play.”

“There’s no need for that… It’s not like I’m upset.”

“It seems my conscience won’t allow it.”

“Oh, if that’s the case.”

The girl nodded.

She maintained an indifferent face, but the tail behind her back was wagging happily.

I smiled gently and stroked the fox’s head.

As my hand moved softly, the sensation of her perked-up ears was vividly felt.

I was playing with the broad earlobes as if enchanted.

“Ugh…”

The girl inevitably let out a soft gasp.

Even though her breathing was slightly disturbed, the fox didn’t avoid or push away my hand.

She merely lowered her head, letting out hot breaths.

A sudden curiosity surfaced, and I asked.

“Irene.”

“Mm-hm…?”

“About your ears. Why do you say not to touch them in front of others?”

“Ah.”

I was referring to what had happened yesterday.

I had tried to touch her ears in front of the other children, but the fox’s hand swiftly shot out to stop me.

Then, uncharacteristically, with a flushed face, she shook her head.

—No… That, only when we’re alone.

—Don’t do it outside. Instead, I’ll let you touch them as many times as you want in bed.

Irene said, gripping my sleeve.

I had to nod.

I suddenly remembered that scene and asked.

As I gazed at the girl with a question mark, her black eyes soon averted my gaze and leaned against the window.

She seemed to be avoiding an answer.

“It’s just… nothing.”

“Hmm?”

“I was bothered by watchful eyes. I’m still reluctant to deal with humans.”

“If that’s the reason, I suppose it can’t be helped.”

Indeed.

It took time even for me to grow close to her, so she might be reluctant to show a disheveled side of herself in front of complete strangers.

Especially since Irene’s inner self was full of distrust towards humans.

Considering that I was the only person she somewhat followed, her future human relationships seemed truly bleak.

I playfully threw out a childish remark.

“After all, I’m human too, you know.”

“You’re fine.”

“Why?”

“Because I can trust you… No, because I decided to trust you.”

“What if I betray you?”

“You’d have to die.”

“Huh?”

“You’d die.”

Her eyes gazed steadily at me.

On her faintly smiling lips, there was a trace of the bitterness from days past that she hadn’t quite erased.

“If even you betray me, I don’t think I’ll have the courage to live on.”

“……”

“So.”

Her head tilted once more, resting on my shoulder.

Irene leaned into me, entwining her body, and calmly whispered into my ear.

“Don’t betray me.”

“……”

“Don’t abandon me, don’t hate me, and don’t leave my side. If you just keep that, I’ll give you everything in return.”

“Responsibility… Is that what you mean?”

“Something similar, I suppose.”

Responsibility is like a two-way shackle.

The one who tames and the tamer, they both bind each other as much as the time they’ve invested.

Perhaps it resembles a tightly stretched rubber band.

Because a relationship is something that collapses the moment one side lets go.

People live their lives bearing responsibility for everything.

“……I’ll try my best.”

I quietly nodded.

The reason I couldn’t give a confident answer was a wish for the promise to be kept, and at the same time, a vague reply because I knew it might be impossible to keep.

From the listener’s perspective, it might not have been very trustworthy.

But as if that was enough, the fox wore a gentle smile on her lips.

We spent time pressed close together like that.

Clank, clank—!

The carriage body shook somewhat.

Even as we conversed, the carriage continued to move.

As the foggy city gradually became visible outside the window, Irene finally asked, curious.

It was a question about our current mission.

“Anyway… What are we going for this time?”

“Something quite serious has come up.”

“Serious?”

“One of the members was attacked.”

“What…?”

A few days ago.

It was a report received immediately after returning from the field trip.

I explained briefly.

“It’s more accurate to say it’s a cooperative relationship rather than a member. It’s someone from the Church, and we’ve received a lot of help in various ways.”

“You have connections within the Church too? I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by now…”

“We needed to observe the political situation there as well.”

“Anyway, what happened?”

“According to what I heard, an incident occurred at the cathedral where that person was staying. All the affiliated priests went missing, the interior was filled with bloodstains, and traces of demonic energy were even found nearby.”

“Demonic energy…?”

“I will explain the details separately.”

“Alright. We’re almost there anyway.”

Irene prepared to stand up.

I added a few words.

“Originally, it was a problem we would have resolved ourselves, but now Irene is also a member of Astro. I thought it would be good to accompany us when announcing your initiation.”

“I’ll do my best… if it’s what you want.”

“That’s a reliable mindset.”

The carriage came to a stop.

We headed straight for the headquarters.

As I pushed open the hidden door at the end of the stairs, dozens of waiting members came into view.

All of them were clad in pristine white robes.

“Master. We were waiting for you.”

Neria stood in front of the aligned members.

Her long, flowing silver hair, transparent eyes.

I heard she had been dispatched a few days ago, but it seemed Lena had urgently brought her back after hearing the news.

The girl bowed respectfully.

“The members are ready. We’ve selected only the elites, forming a group of 30.”

“Let’s depart immediately.”

“Understood.”

I signaled to Lena, who was standing beside me, and she began to create a portal to our destination.

The dimension slowly twisted.

As a door to another space opened, the surging mana caused the robes draped over our shoulders to flutter.

We stepped forward directly towards our destination.

***

The Great Extermination.

Five years ago, a war that drove out the black mages rampant in the Empire.

Having finally achieved peace, the Empire, to prevent similar dangers from recurring, decided to deploy organizations against cultists in each city.

Their name was Licht.

In ancient language, it meant ‘Light.’

They were a gathering of priests who protected a city, existing to guard their territory and prepare for any unforeseen dangers.

As they performed the role of guardians, only certain veterans were assigned to these positions.

In short.

A spear established solely to keep cultists in check.

A shield that covered the city with holy words.

If a branch of Licht was directly attacked, it could only mean one thing.

“A declaration of war.”

“I believe that’s likely the case.”

Neria nodded in agreement.

The girl slowed her pace, then calmly began her briefing.

“The attacked location was only the cathedral. There was not even a slight damage left in the nearby city. It seems they intended to overtly express their hostility towards the Church.”

“A plausible conjecture.”

The Church.

During the Great Extermination, the Church had been the most active force after the ‘Red Sword Saint.’

The world didn’t know that Kyle was alive.

That’s why they targeted the Church.

By attacking ‘Licht,’ which symbolized the peace after the Great Extermination, they intended to convey their return.

“It seems they intend to make their move in earnest.”

“They must have judged that they’ve recovered sufficiently over the past five years. Yet, they seem to be exercising some caution. The branch they attacked this time was one of the smaller Licht branches.”

“Indeed, targeting the larger branches in the capital would be too much of a burden for them.”

“At any rate… the problem is that our side’s collaborator was residing at that branch.”

“You mean Medro.”

“That’s right. The person missing in this attack is Medro Gardinier. She held the position of General Delegate and was also the overseer of that branch. Contact has been completely cut off.”

“She was truly an upright cleric… I hope she is safe.”

I held up a candle to illuminate our surroundings.

A halo of light dispelled the darkness.

In my flickering vision, the disordered interior of the cathedral came into view.

As soon as we arrived in the city, we infiltrated the branch and were slowly surveying the scene, continuing our investigation.

We had casually knocked out the guards protecting the area nearby.

“……It’s a mess.”

The fox murmured softly.

As she said, the scene in the cathedral was truly chaotic.

Blood, whose origin was unknown, splattered everywhere.

There were no broken, shattered, or damaged parts, but that very fact sent shivers down my spine.

It was a scene somewhat beyond common sense.

“So much blood, yet you’re saying no bodies were found inside the cathedral?”

“That’s correct. Therefore, it was processed as a disappearance, not a death.”

“That’s quite a troublesome problem.”

“The guard corps seems to have concluded that the priests were kidnapped. Most of their forces are concentrated on the city rather than the cathedral.”

“Thanks to that, our infiltration was smooth. That much I’m pleased with.”

We walked through the pitch-black surroundings.

The members continued their thorough search.

Finally, we finished checking the basement.

Lena shook her head. It meant she hadn’t found anything.

“We searched every nook and cranny, but there was nothing special. It’s probably as the guard corps suspects, that they were taken elsewhere.”

“Hmm…”

I let out a deep hum.

Just as I was contemplating whether to begin tracking them outside, a small crack appeared in my sweeping vision.

“What’s that…?”

A thread-like crack, so small it was difficult to discern with the naked eye, was carved into the wall.

I consumed a small lie to cover my pupils.

Only then did the hidden traces beyond it become visible.

I let out a hollow laugh.

“Ha.”

No wonder the guard corps couldn’t find it.

Dozens of layers of intertwined black magic residue coated the wall.

As if to hide something.

I infused power into my fingertips.

Then, I created a single bullet and aimed it directly at the heart of the barrier, where demonic energy was entangled.

Following the unhesitating incantation, the bullet was fired.

**“Break.”**

Crash—!

The wall shattered into pieces like a mirror.

Amidst the scattering fragments, the space hidden behind the barrier was revealed.

A long, extending corridor.

“Such cheap tricks won’t work.”

I wore an ominous smile and stepped forward.

Thump, thump—!

Numerous footsteps followed behind me.

We moved forward, our pure white robes fluttering, towards the scene where the missing individuals would be waiting.

Somewhere, music seemed to be playing.

***

Meanwhile.

There was a girl watching the snake.

Hidden on the stairs leading to the basement, she couldn’t conceal her surprise as she watched those entering the mysterious space.

Because a familiar face was among them.

“Yuda Snakers…?”

Her blue eyes blinked.

Between the deeply pulled-up robe, a glimpse of platinum hair peeked out.

The girl’s true identity was none other than Charlotte.

She was the First Princess of the Empire and one of the main characters in the original game.

        
            A few days ago.

Charlotte received a piece of news from her intelligence network.
It was news that a certain branch of Risht had been attacked.

Though it was a small branch, and the incident wasn't widespread enough to become publicly known, the fact that black mages were behind it warranted a serious assessment.

Upon hearing the report, Charlotte immediately set out to investigate.

"Are you going again this time?"
"We know Your Imperial Highness is working for 'Rose,' but using them to cure the illness is too dangerous a notion."
"The political situation is already chaotic as it is."
"Please be mindful of the responsibilities on your shoulders."

As usual, she heard nagging, but largely ignored it.

Having tracked the traces of cultists for several months now, she headed to the scene without hesitation this time as well.

She did not inform the Imperial family of these actions.
There were very few people she could trust.

Charlotte moved with only a small number of escorts.

'This is difficult.'

The girl arrived at the branch.
She proceeded to seal off the cathedral and investigate, but there was almost nothing to be found.
Only the abundant bloodstains reported earlier remained.

Despite such a gruesome scene, no corpses or flesh could be seen anywhere, which was utterly bewildering for the investigators.

Charlotte pondered with her characteristic stoic expression.
Had the missing people truly been spirited away externally?
If so, where should she look for them?
Should she change the search route to surrounding cities right now?

It was while she was mulling over these continuous thoughts.

"What in the world...?"

While she had briefly left to make contact and returned, all the guards protecting the cathedral had been knocked unconscious.
Even the close aides she had brought as escorts were unconscious.
The cathedral doors were wide open.
It seemed something unusual was happening.

Charlotte held her breath as much as possible and moved her feet towards the inside of the cathedral, where she sensed a presence.
She did not forget to grasp the sword at her waist.

"......"

A dark corridor where only an eerie aura flowed.
She walked, following a faint light.
As she stepped onto the stairs leading to the basement, she saw unidentified figures standing beyond the corner.
Every single one was clad in a pure white robe.

'Those are...'

The figures seemed to be searching for something.
Charlotte, who was closely observing their busy movements, soon noticed a familiar face among them.
Her red lips unconsciously murmured the boy's name.

"......Yuda Snakers?"

A person Charlotte had always been interested in.
Several months ago, through a chance encounter, she learned that Yuda was hiding a chilling power, and since then, she had been circling around him, observing him.

Of course, it wasn't out of caution.
It was merely curiosity.
Such power should naturally exude a foul odor, yet the boy gave off no dangerous scent at all.
Rather, he carried a refreshing winter fragrance, to the point where she wanted to keep smelling it.

'Why is he here...?'

Could he be involved in this incident?
Charlotte hid herself behind a wall, continuously peeking at the unfolding scene.

As a brief moment passed.

"Shatter."

Suddenly, the boy uttered a single incantation.
The fired projectile hit the dead end wall, then shattered countless barriers, revealing a hidden space.
It was a moment when traces invisible even to Charlotte's eyes were exposed.

"Such petty tricks won't work."

With a light murmur to himself, the snake stepped into the unknown corridor.
The other figures followed behind him.

Charlotte hesitated on the spot.
Logically, it would have been better to retreat here, but her intuition kept pulling the girl's hand.
It felt as if she would miss something crucial if she didn't follow.

'Perhaps... I might gain a clue about Rose.'

After a brief deliberation, Charlotte took a step as if she had made up her mind.
She suppressed her presence as much as possible.

The pure white robes of the figures fluttered.
A long, crimson corridor stretched ahead.
A strangely lingering musical sound echoed in her ears.
It was a somewhat bizarre scene, but the young princess did not hesitate in her steps.
Thinking of Rose, who awaited her among the stars.

***

We strode through the corridor with unhesitating steps.
A path that was both wide and long.
Perhaps because everything was red, it was a very aesthetically displeasing sight.
Then again, what could one expect from those cultists?

"Master-nim."

As I looked around the empty surroundings, the girl beside me subtly spoke.
It was Neria, who had been sifting through documents earlier.
She seemed to have roughly grasped the situation.

"I examined the cathedral's blueprints, but there was nothing particularly special. The corridor we are currently walking through should not exist normally. It seems to be a space created directly by the cultists."

"So it is."

"What do you think, Master-nim?"

"Seeing that they've created such a wide space and even concealed it with barriers... it seems there's something beyond that."

"Indeed, the deeper we go into the corridor, the denser the demonic energy in the air becomes."

"For now, we'll continue forward. Let's not lower our guard."

"As you wish."

We once again began to walk through the blood-stained corridor.
How long did we walk?
After about 10 minutes had passed.

"Master-nim. Someone is collapsed ahead."

Someone was sprawled out in the distance.
It was a man covered entirely in black.
Judging by his priestly robes, he seemed to be one of the individuals who went missing during the last attack.

"I will check his condition. If he's still breathing, I'll immediately call for a medic to treat him..."

"There's no need for that."

"Pardon?"

"Just wait where you are."

Even after spotting the man, I did not allow my subordinates to approach.
There was a reason not to hastily draw closer.
Those who had experienced similar situations during the Great Extermination period seemed to have already noticed.
This was because his originally pure white attire was now stained pitch black.

'I hoped not.'

A faint music seemed to be playing from somewhere.
At the same time, the collapsed priest twitched a few times, then suddenly stood up and charged towards us.
His face was covered in crimson blood.
His pupils, which once shone, now contained only pitch black.

"Screamed!"

Though it certainly came from human lips, the scream heard was not human at all.
It resembled the cry of a beast wandering through hell.
Corrupted blood-water flowed like tears.
A priest tainted and fallen by demonic energy.
Having succumbed to fear, embraced despair, and lost his faith, this was the price for abandoning one's devotion.
The priest, having lost his reason, violently swung the mace in his hand.

"......"

Swish!

Following the monstrous cry, the rosary in his pocket swayed.
Upon the cross, which once loved God, now lay an indelible sin.

I quietly flicked my finger.
And then.

Slice.

With a somewhat lifeless sound, the priest's head flew off.
The body, having lost its balance, swayed for a moment, then collapsed onto the floor in utter wretchedness.
A shabby body crumbling down.

"......My ominous premonitions never seem to be wrong."

I muttered as if chewing on the words.
I slowly surveyed my surroundings.
Thinking about it, it was a familiar terrain.
Though this was my first time visiting this branch, including my previous life, I had cleared stages with similar configurations many times before.
It likely seemed to be the 'work' of the same individual.

"Vice-Captain."

"Yes."

"Henceforth, all priests we encounter will be killed. We will only proceed with rescue if their minds are fully intact. Any target showing even the slightest abnormality will be eliminated."

"Understood."

Neria nodded without a word.
I flicked off the lingering shadows from my fingertips and looked down at the corpse sprawled at my feet.

The priest, eyes rolled back, steeped in demonic energy.

'I didn't expect them to start activity already.'

Then, the faint music began to be heard.
A maddeningly beautiful melody, flowing with abominable greed.
Amidst the unknown performance.

I murmured its name.
'The Conductor.'

A mid-boss appearing in the latter half of the original work.
A self-proclaimed artist.
And at the same time, the nightmare that left the most casualties during the Great Extermination five years ago.

We were stepping into the world he had designed.
If the structure of this place was similar to the other stages I remembered, then we didn't have much time left.
The lives of the missing collaborators were hanging by a thread.

"From now on, we'll break through with full force."

"I'll take the lead."

"Irene-yang?"

"Minor clean-up will be faster this way."

Whoosh!

Irene stepped forward, setting fire to the tip of her sword.
Subsequently, her orange hair turned crimson.
Her eyes, which had held a deep black, also transformed into a fiery red and began to blaze.

The girl then unleashed a sword strike.

Swish!

"Screeching!"

Another priest charged from the opposite end of the corridor.
What had already turned black and become irreversible was exposed to the crimson thread shot forth, and immediately after, its entire body was engulfed in brilliant flames.
It was the flame of life purifying corruption.

Whoosh!

"Let's go."

Flames danced vividly even in the darkness.
The fox silently turned to look this way.

I and the members, who had briefly stopped, soon nodded and began to push off the ground.
Behind our dashing footsteps, only pure white robes fluttered.

        
            Demonic energy.

It is the fundamental power of the cultists.

Normally, demonic energy is refined to generate black magic, which is its common use.

However, among the members of Baobab, there were also those who overlaid demonic energy in unconventional ways.

Beings who combined demonic energy with their own talents to cause disaster.

Performance, song, painting, depiction, etc.

It is a power manifested by only a very few.

The Church refers to such individuals as Katasto.

It means "disaster" in ancient language.

'The Conductor.'

They were considered the most prominent Katasto in the original story.

One might say the term "disaster" truly suited them.

Indeed, they caused numerous casualties.

Once one fell under the spell of the Conductor's melody, their essence would become corrupted by demonic energy from which they could never escape.

It was a transformation similar in principle to becoming a chimera.

"Screech!"

Corruption, too, was a concept akin to chimeras.

Once changed, it could not be undone.

For a broken vessel cannot be restored.

Of course, it wasn't as if there was no method at all.

I had 'Lie'.

It was possible to do as I did when I restored Anne.

However, it was merely a theoretical possibility, quite far from a realistic option.

Ultimately, I didn't have the capacity to save them.

"I'll handle all of them."

Even when restoring Anne, I had to expend nearly 60% of my output.

Roughly speaking, if we consider a healthy adult, the minimum output consumed would be over 80%.

If I saved one.

That would be the end.

'Moreover.'

It was a situation where I desperately needed to conserve output.

To clear the Conductor's stage and save the missing collaborator, I couldn't afford to expend any more output than this.

Capture was also difficult since they weren't confined in cages like the chimeras last time.

I had simply made the best choice.

I couldn't save everyone.

It was a lesson I had learned over three years of fiercely surviving since possessing this body.

Life was never lighter than many lies.

"Screaming erupted!"

"Our God is with us!!!"

"Ugh!"

Therefore.

We had to press forward.

Slicing down the banners, once pure white, now stained black, one by one.

Taking the final breaths of the poor lambs who had turned their backs on God.

"Move the remaining survivors outside. Have Lena take them to the hospital quickly."

Of course, death wasn't everything.

Scattered across the blood-soaked floor were still some people who hadn't transformed.

These were the fortunate ones who had escaped the 'melody's' range.

Most were unconscious and seriously injured, but the company members calmly continued their rescue efforts.

Such exceptional situations also existed.

"In the case of young children, even if they're corrupted, they don't display violence. There are only about ten of them, so we'll restrain them separately and take them back to headquarters. Treatment can be done gradually over time."

"Understood, Master."

I hoped that at least the children would survive.

It was a cold world when adults gave up on other adults, but the moment adults gave up on children, everything in the world turned to trash.

My world still seemed closer to winter than a landfill.

Leaving behind the crimson-black snowfield scenery, we crossed the endless corridor.

"The front is clear."

Irene was the most active in the chaotic battle.

With flames swirling around her, the girl systematically dealt with the priests surging from the front.

She faithfully carried out my instructions.

Whenever she turned to look at me, I had to pat her head.

As a sign that she was doing well enough.

"The front is cleared."

"Well done."

"......There's no need to pat my head even in this situation, you know?"

The fox-girl furrowed her brow as if asking what I was doing in the middle of a mission.

But contrary to her prickly response, the orange tail visible behind her back wagged gently.

Perhaps realizing she couldn't hide her true feelings.

Irene subtly avoided my gaze and gripped her sword once more.

Clang! Scrape! Thud!

The battle continued.

Not long after, we finally reached the end of the corridor.

A humble door appeared before our eyes.

"Haa, haa... Is it over once we get past here?"

The fox-girl panted heavily.

As I approached the door, I firmly shook my head at her question.

What was about to happen from here on was crucial.

If we made any mistake here, this cathedral, along with the surrounding city, could all be in danger.

That's why I had been conserving my output until now.

"You cannot pass beyond this point carelessly."

I stopped the company members who were reaching for the door.

Beyond this point was hell.

The Conductor's concert would be waiting for us.

This was the boss stage area in the original story.

Because it was a space where a dreadful melody continuously played, entry was difficult unless one possessed a mental-type passive skill.

I briefly glanced at the company members standing beside me.

"Hmm."

Neria, Irene, Lena, and others.

They were all excellent individuals, but they weren't suitable for this stage.

Taking them along would only be detrimental.

They might suddenly turn and attack their allies.

And yet.

It was impossible for me to block the mental attacks for them.

Of course, it would be possible if I consumed 'Lie', but considering the dangers awaiting beyond that door, wasting output on trivial matters was not a good choice.

I paused, rubbing my chin, feigning a troubled expression.

It was meant for someone to see.

"This is problematic."

While there were many strong-willed people, not many possessed a mental barrier.

It was a skill given innately.

I clicked my tongue in frustration and muttered to myself.

"I wish there was someone who could enter with me."

I subtly glanced backward from the corner of my eye.

At the end of my gaze, there was nothing but a wall obstructing my view.

As if feigning ignorance that no one was there.

I quietly smiled.

Then, I casually posed a question.

"I need someone with strong basic combat prowess, who isn't easily swayed, and who possesses a mental barrier......"

Just then, there was a perfectly suitable candidate.

"What do you think, Your Highness?"

A single phrase aimed precisely at one direction.

Soon, perhaps realizing they had been discovered, the presence hiding in the corner revealed itself.

My gaze was drawn to her radiant platinum hair.

"......You knew."

Her blue eyes blinked blankly.

Her blunt expression held a unique doll-like aura.

Her dazzling platinum hair proved the girl's identity.

The First Imperial Princess, Charlotte Little von Staufen.

One of the main characters appearing in the original story.

She should have been at the academy at this time, yet for some reason, the girl had been tailing us since earlier.

I smiled sweetly at Charlotte before me.

"I didn't expect to meet Your Highness in a place like this."

"Yes. It's nice to see you."

The girl nodded.

There was no hint of surprise in her calm eyes.

Charlotte greeted me casually, just as she would at the academy.

It was I who was more flustered.

"You're remarkably composed."

"I was surprised. Very much."

"Your reaction doesn't convey that feeling at all."

"Is that so...?"

Her expression genuinely conveyed a lack of understanding.

The girl tilted her head.

Perhaps because of her eccentric personality, she always veered off in unexpected directions.

After a brief pause, Charlotte was the one who asked a question this time.

"When did you know? That I was behind you."

"At the basement stairs."

"So you knew from the very beginning."

"I regret it. The moment I heightened my senses, I inadvertently detected Your Highness nearby."

"Yes, indeed. How regrettable."

A few casual exchanges.

I set aside the small talk and brought up my previous question.

"So, what do you think? I'd like to hear your opinion."

Charlotte, as it happened, was a person who possessed a mental barrier.

From the moment she was born, she had been innately protected under a unique imperial blessing.

Furthermore, her combat prowess was also top-tier.

'She's perfect.'

Originally, I had planned to go in alone, but having a companion would alleviate some of the burden.

It probably wasn't a bad offer for Charlotte either.

After all, her purpose for being here was the same as mine.

An investigation into this incident, and the pursuit of the cultists.

Although their reasons for chasing them differed, they were looking towards similar objectives.

Especially since this matter would have been too difficult for her to resolve alone.

She would surely need help.

'This will be a good opportunity.'

As it happened, the girl was in a desperate situation regarding the 'Rose' issue.

The fact that she was personally out in the field spoke volumes.

I had been planning to cast out a bait soon anyway, so I was delighted that such a suitable occasion had arisen.

It seemed I could significantly close the distance between us with this opportunity.

"......Alright. Let's go together."

After a brief moment of contemplation, Charlotte finally nodded.

We shook hands lightly.

Once a decision was made, there was no time for hesitation.

The countdown was still ticking away even at this very moment.

We performed only a brief equipment check before placing our hands on the grand door, which was covered in ominous patterns.

A chilling sensation spread to my fingertips.

"Let's go."

I opened the door.

A blinding crimson flash swallowed my vision.

We stepped across the threshold, our feet unwavering.

***

And so, we arrived at the boss stage.

We were faced with a bizarre sight.

"What is this...?"

A space where crimson-black blood surged like waves.

Amidst the endlessly stretching landscape, a vast sea filled only with blood awaited us.

Confronted by the immense spectacle, they couldn't help but freeze.

A shrill whistle.

The melody, which had been faint until just now, now sounded so clear it was impossible to ignore.

It was a discord that felt as if it were tearing my ears.

Turning my head to follow the source of the sound, I saw a figure standing amidst the crimson-black mist.

It was playing a violin while standing in the middle of the sea of blood.

"......"

It was a familiar face.

As expected, she seemed to have fallen victim to the Conductor's melody, her essence forgotten, her appearance corrupted.

I muttered, watching the woman continue her fierce performance.

"Miss Medro..."

She was the Archdeacon of the Church and the person in charge of the Liscit branch.

And at the same time, a collaborator of Astro.

She was the target that needed to be rescued in this mission.

As anticipated, the woman had become the Conductor's puppet, waiting for an audience to arrive on this crimson stage.

Medro's rolling pupils found us.

"Screech!"

The woman immediately let out a scream.

I maintained my composure, gathering 'Lie' at my fingertips.

Charlotte, too, drew her sword.

"Let's give it a try."

"Mhm."

It was the curtain-raiser for a dreadful concert.

        
            A cacophony that seemed to ravage the eardrums.
Following the unpleasantly echoing melody, the surface of the blood-filled water surged as if an earthquake had struck.
Immediately after, it became a massive tsunami and swept over the coastline.
We, who had been standing on the sand, flinched and retreated.

Rumble!

The ground trembled.
As if trying to touch the sun in the sky, the dark crimson waves rose so high they were out of sight.
The surging blood water was boiling furiously.
As it contained a terrible concentration of demonic energy, it was no different from hydrochloric acid. For the moment it touched, one's very existence would melt away.

"We must stop it."

"Mhm."

With a reply, Charlotte stepped forward.
Charlotte gripped her sword with both hands, then took a step towards the surging tsunami.
Not a trace of wavering was reflected in her clear pupils.
As she concentrated mana at her fingertips.
Soon, a brilliant aura of light burst forth from the blade.

"Cut."

Her lips barely moved.
Immediately after, following the slash drawn through the air, intense sword energy shot through the blood-red mist.
A single flash of light collided head-on with the massive tsunami.
And.

CRASH!!!

The surging wave shattered into countless pieces.
The blood water scattered, turning into tiny foam.
Only a few droplets closest to the shore fell onto our heads.
As I protected myself by forming an umbrella with shadows, Charlotte, who had been avoiding the drizzle beside me, panted and spoke.
Even with just one clash, it seemed she had expended a considerable amount of energy.

"This... my hand hurts."

"The power is extraordinary."

"I gave it my all, but all I could do was block it."

Charlotte clenched and unclenched her tingling hand.
Seeing the girl's overwhelmed reaction, I mumbled as if troubled.

"It seems they used a lot of power to create it this time."

The power surpassed expectations.
The Conductor's Thought-form.
Originally, Charlotte should have easily suppressed it, but perhaps because it was its return after a long time, it seemed to have prepared thoroughly.
It felt quite surprising.
Using this much power would have been a burden for it too.
Lost in thought, I spoke.

"It seems it will be a difficult fight."

"Indeed."

"Your Highness, are you alright?"

"No problem. More importantly, do you know anything? About these strange things happening now."

"Well..."

I knew about the Conductor.
Because I had encountered it to no end in the original story.
Where its music lingers, nightmares become reality.
The melody, covered in demonic energy, bewitches people, corrupts their very essence, and turns them into beings who can no longer embrace God.
The victims simply become monsters, repeating slaughter and performance.

'It wasn't called the worst catastrophe for nothing.'

A skill optimized for massacre.
Of course, it doesn't start with such a massive scale from the beginning.
It begins with a small seed.

'Concert'

It's a virtual space created by the Conductor.
It traps several hosts inside.
Then, it waits until they are sufficiently imbued with demonic energy.
Once a complete mutation occurs, it unleashes them outside the domain.
The ferocious melody spreads like a virus, laying waste to its surroundings.
The cathedral where we currently were was no exception.
It was like a ticking time bomb, ready to explode at any moment.
If we failed to defeat the boss within the time limit, the demonic energy accumulated inside would run wild.
At least one village would be easily swept away.
No.
Given that it seemed to have used more power than usual, it might even engulf surrounding villages this time.
Considering the damage that would result, it absolutely had to be stopped.

'The method is simple.'

The Conductor's domain is maintained through its 'Thought-form'.
It's easiest to think of it as the strongest host; most of the demonic energy aggregates around such a being and grows in size.
In other words, it could be considered the heart of the Concert.
Therefore, if the Thought-form is neutralized, the domain also loses its balance and collapses.
I pointed to the woman visible ahead and spoke.

"First, we just need to subdue that person."

"Easier said than done."

"Would it be difficult?"

"Killing it might be barely possible."

"Haha... Please bear with me. Despite how she looks, she's someone who helped me in many ways."

"I can't help it. Capturing it alive is beyond my abilities."

Charlotte shook her head.
Then, as if something was odd, she tilted her head.

"Is there even a point in capturing her alive?"

"Hmm?"

"She's been consumed by demonic energy. She's already in an irreversible state, so why bother capturing her alive?"

"For now, please follow my instructions. You'll understand soon enough."

"Is that so... I'll try for now."

The girl fiddled with her sword.
Perhaps it was because the impact of the first clash was stronger than expected.
Charlotte was holding her aching wrist, but an opponent with crazed eyes wouldn't take such circumstances into consideration.
The woman standing in the middle of the sea continued her performance.

Squeal!

She placed the bow upon the string.
Following the elegant gestures that followed, an unpleasantly jarring melody, impossible to listen to, echoed.
Could such a terrible pitch truly come from a violin?

"It's coming."

Rumble!

Once again, the water's surface surged.
The furiously boiling blood water scattered in all directions.
They slowly floated into the air, then solidified into the shape of sharp swords.
Hundreds of blood swords glared at us.
The sight of blood-red swords gathering above a blood-red sea, against a blood-red sky, was truly overwhelming.
Nevertheless.

"......"

The girl exhaled a calm breath.
An unwavering stance.

Slam!

She slammed the sword she was holding into the ground.
As the blade plunged deep into the sand, Charlotte firmly gripped it and unleashed the mana within her body.
An enchanting light sparkled above her blue eyes.
With a surging aura behind her, her pale red lips recited an incantation.
The incantation to unfold her domain.

"Sword, be dyed."

-Charlotte Ryu Domain Swordsmanship Secret Art-

'Ashen Garden'

Rumble!

Steel vines erupted from the ground, swirling around us and embracing us.
The vines intertwined and cut through each other.
Thus, a single massive landscape was created.
A magnificently unfolding garden of roses.
When Charlotte lightly twisted her sword, thousands of blade-petals fluttered.
Immediately after, they shot forward, riding the incoming storm.

Roar!

The surging coastline.
Their respective storms, advancing furiously, soon collided and fiercely intertwined.
Blood and petals splattered everywhere.

"Haa..."

Amidst the fierce tearing sounds, she aimed her sword.
In Charlotte's once clear pupils, the image of the woman playing a discordant melody had now formed.

***

Charlotte, and the Conductor's Thought-form.
The battle continued fiercely.
The Thought-form pushed forward with an overwhelming amount of demonic energy, and each time, Charlotte diffused the crisis with appropriate defenses or counterattacks.
In particular, the waves would shake greatly whenever her sword energy struck from a distance.

"......"

I was observing the situation.
I only played a minor supporting role in the battle, not attempting any direct attacks.
For now, I intended to assess how much Charlotte had grown.
Only when one has a clear understanding of the present can plans for the future be executed.
Charlotte didn't particularly object to my approach.

-I don't intend to reveal your identity. You don't seem like a bad person.
-I'm just... curious about who you are.

Knowing about my power, she seemed to assume I would handle things myself.
The girl simply focused on her own fight.

Clang! Grrrind! Thud!

The Conductor's Thought-form.
Charlotte was engaged in an evenly matched struggle.
Originally, this enemy was supposed to appear around her second year, so the fact that she was matching it as a first-year was encouraging.
Moreover, unlike the children whose growth I directly intervened in, Charlotte had developed entirely on her own, truly proving her talent as the greatest genius in the story.
Of course.

'Though that doesn't mean she's perfect.'

As she was still in her first year, there was a difference compared to the third-year Charlotte I remembered.
Her swordsmanship still had room for further development.
And her ultimate skill, 'Ashen Garden,' hadn't yet gained its true color.
It seemed time would resolve these aspects.

'Because she's a genius.'

At least regarding her growth, it seemed I didn't need to worry.
Of course, there was a complicated problem related to 'Rose,' but that was something I could easily resolve.
I organized the situation in my mind.
As I was lost in thought.
Suddenly, Charlotte, who was standing ahead, stumbled.
Judging by her kneeling on one knee, it seemed her stamina was running low.
Disordered breaths escaped her lips.

"Haa, haa..."

The girl's domain was half-destroyed.
The sturdy garden was shattered, and the steel roses that had bloomed were broken.
Perhaps due to a lack of mana, even the bushes looked withered.
Charlotte caught her breath for a moment, then stared at me with an expressionless face.

"Sorry. This is my limit."

So, subduing her was impossible after all?
A declaration of surrender.
I nodded.

"That was splendid, Your Highness."

"If the goal was to kill, I think it would have been possible. But aiming for capture made it difficult."

"It's alright, you can just become stronger in the future."

"You told me to buy time, didn't you? Was this enough?"

"More than enough."

"That's a relief."

Smiling faintly, Charlotte completely sat down.
She didn't seem particularly scared.
No, perhaps it's more accurate to say her emotions themselves felt faint.
In many ways, she was a girl living in her own world.
Leaving the exhausted princess behind, I took a step towards the Thought-form glaring at us.
The woman still stood in the middle of the sea, playing her violin.

"Are you sure you'll be alright? It's not usually that troublesome."

"No problem."

"Mhm. With your power, it should be possible."

"Even if the sea filled with demonic energy is troublesome, we can simply cross it in one go."

"Is there anything I can do to help?"

"It would be good if you could distract it for just a moment."

"Alright."

"I'll give the signal."

I brought up a blue screen in the air.
It was to check the remaining output.

Ding!

[Current Output Remaining: 82.7%]

It was a comfortable amount.
I, who had been lightly stretching my fingers, immediately spoke a word to the girl.
A signal to determine the timing for her to step forward.

"Now."

"Mhm."

Swish.

Charlotte re-gripped the sword she had dropped.
She closed her eyelids as if concentrating for a moment, then gathered all the remaining mana within her body.
A blue aura swirled around her.

Whoosh!

An unnecessary gust of wind arose, covering the sandy beach.
A brilliant aura of light originating from the sword's tip.
A radiance dyed in pure white.
As if opposing the dark crimson landscape, a single burst of sword energy rained down like a pure white banner.
It was a dazzlingly spectacular scene that captured attention.

"Kiiyaaah!!"

Had it noticed the unusual surge of energy?
The Thought-form's eyes widened.
Rotten blood water dripped from its lifeless cheeks like tears.
The woman re-gripped the bow she had been holding down. She appeared to be preparing for the incoming attack.
Only platinum-blonde hair was reflected in its dark pupils.
However.

"That, you see, is a mere deception."

It was a full-power feint.
It was merely a glowing effect, posing no threat, achieved by pouring all her remaining mana into it.
In other words, a wholehearted bluff.
The real thing was behind it.

Clap!

The crisp sound of a clap echoing.
The next moment.
I stood behind the Thought-form.
It turned around in surprise, but my speed in gripping its neck was faster.

Crunch!

"......!"

Its lifeless lips couldn't even utter a scream.
As I held its neck with enough force to break it, the Thought-form thrashed its limbs as if trying to shake me off.
It was a meaningless struggle.
Because the shadow I had already unleashed bound the woman's body.
A form as if caught in a spiderweb.

"......!!"

Was this its last resistance?
It plucked the violin string.

Twang!

A harsh noise echoed, and subsequently, the demonic energy spread across the sea began to swirl.
The dark crimson traces merged into massive waves.
It seemed determined to swallow us whole into the sea.

Roar!

The waves convulsed with a grotesque sound.
The demonic energy scattered in the air gathered at a certain point, then formed a dark crimson cloud, settling into a massive storm.
Befitting its final act, it was a surge of energy incomparably more violent than before.
I did not waver.

"......Hmph."

Rather, I merely scoffed.
For it was a futile, hollow gesture, holding no meaning whatsoever.
I felt a pathetic pity.

"Hear my call."

I calmly recited the incantation.
"Immediately Jesus spoke to them: 'Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.'
And Medro answered Him and said, 'Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water.'
So He said, 'Come.' And Medro got out of the boat and walked on the water and came toward Jesus.
But when he saw the strong wind, he became frightened, and beginning to sink, he cried out, saying, 'Lord, save me!'
Immediately Jesus reached out His hand and took hold of him, and *said* to him, 'You of little faith, why did you doubt?'
When they got into the boat.
The wind stopped."

I lifted my closed eyelids.
My transparent, pure white pupils held both light and darkness, shimmering chillingly.
Following the sacredly echoing gospel verses, the sea that had raged like a storm had subsided into calmness.
A silent scene, without even the slightest noise.

"By calling the lost lamb."

I imbued my fingertips with a lie.
The creeping shadows dyed the surrounding air black.
And.

"Shatter."

A direct command to put an end to all sin.
Large cracks appeared in the sky.

Crack! Crackle!

As if a mirror was shattering.
The background, covered in blood mist, shattered into pieces, and through the fractured gaps, the blue sky began to appear.
The woman's body, which had been held captive, also slowly regained its vitality.
Medro Gardner.
Her eyes blinked blankly.
She seemed unable to distinguish whether the current scene was a dream or reality.
This was because she had been immersed in a nightmare until just before.

"Dan, blind man...?"

A faint voice.
I quietly embraced her.
Immediately after, I whispered into her ear.

"Let's go home, my child."

Before long.
We were standing on a blue sea.

        
            The demonic energy that had dyed the sky dark red vanished.

Only a backdrop of pure blue remained.

Following the gentle sea breeze, a pristine, shining summer scene drifted in.

The girl stood amidst the peaceful waves.

Occasionally, splashing waves tinged her toes.

Whoosh—.

Only a cool echo remained in the broken foam.

Charlotte stared blankly at the scenery.

A faint pink vitality, as if it hadn't quite melted away, lingered on her silent lips.

“……”

It was a peculiar domain.

It was beautiful.

It felt as if she were dreaming.

Just moments before, it had been covered in a crimson mist, with a tidal wave of blood pouring down like tears, and only horrifying discord echoing through the dark red fog.

Yet, when she collected herself, it had transformed into a completely different world.

—Just for a moment, I'd appreciate it if you could draw their attention.

—I will signal.

It happened in the blink of an eye.

It was a transformation that occurred in a fleeting moment.

—Now.

The boy leaped with a short clap.

Instantly, he got behind the corrupted one, and without a moment's hesitation, snatched the woman by the nape of her neck.

What followed was merely a simple gesture.

—Shatter.

But.

That was enough.

Cracks spread through the air, following each joint of his grasping fingers.

Soon, the crimson background shattered into pieces, and through the opening cracks, a blue sky was revealed layer by layer.

A landscape where red and blue intermingled.

It was an indescribable ecstasy.

Splash splash—.

The boy approached silently.

His composed steps walked across the wide ocean.

He held a woman in his arms.

She was sleeping with peaceful breaths.

As if her corrupted appearance had all been a lie, not a trace of darkness remained around the nun.

Charlotte gazed at the two of them, spellbound.

‘How?’

How on earth did he do it?

To purify a being tainted by demonic energy.

It felt like common sense was being shattered.

Though the girl had experienced many things while chasing after cultists, she had never once heard that such a thing was possible.

It was something that would only appear in the scriptures.

‘I was wrong.’

Charlotte realized she had been mistaken.

The back alleys, and the class placement test.

The boy's strength she had witnessed then was merely a fraction of his true power.

The serpent exuded an overwhelming aura.

As a princess, she had met countless strong individuals—professors, deans, Sword Saints… but it was the first time she had felt such a sense of powerlessness.

Was this how a creature felt when it stood before God at the dawn of creation?

‘Strange.’

Suddenly, fear welled up, but curiosity took precedence.

Charlotte didn't think the boy was bad.

That was the conclusion she had drawn from observing him so far.

He wasn't greedy; he desired nothing. He wasn't cruel; he was full of mercy. He wasn't selfish; he didn't treat others poorly.

Nor did he exude the terrible stench peculiar to adults.

However.

—I just… didn't want you to get hurt.

A clean, shining smile.

A fresh winter scent.

He possessed an aura of pure innocence.

Though others didn't seem to notice, the girl, with her special vision, could fully comprehend.

Regarding a being who had not forgotten the purity of childhood.

“……”

Charlotte gazed silently.

Unaware of her complex thoughts, the serpent merely approached with calm steps.

Holding the unconscious woman tenderly in his arms.

‘Perhaps.’

Charlotte found herself thinking.

Perhaps it might be possible.

Until now, lacking certainty, she had merely observed, but witnessing a miracle firsthand changed everything.

A ray of hope shone upon a situation filled with despair.

‘That person… he might be able to heal her.’

Earnestness was palpable in her brief monologue.

As she replayed that possibility like a plea, a pained voice suddenly reached her ear.

—Sister.

The girl wore a rarely seen wavering expression.

Amidst the gently blowing wind, Charlotte stood.

***

The concert thus concluded.

Having subdued the sentient phantom, the clear condition, and destroyed the demonic energy that had permeated the surroundings, there were no longer any remaining dangers.

I carried the limp woman's body and moved forward.

“……”

Medro, whom I had rescued, was unconscious.

There didn't seem to be any particular problem; it merely appeared that her stamina had been depleted.

She would probably wake up after some time.

Thud thud—.

I passed through the serene ocean and stepped onto the warm sandy beach once more.

Someone was waiting for me there.

A girl with a somewhat vacant gaze.

Charlotte only snapped out of it belatedly after I spoke to her.

“Your Highness.”

“Ah.”

“Let's return.”

“……Okay.”

The girl quietly nodded.

We moved towards the door we had originally entered through.

The girl, who had been walking with a complex expression, then, as if having made up her mind, posed a question to me.

Her blue eyes were fixed on the woman in my arms.

“Hey.”

“Hmm?”

“That… how did you do it?”

“You're referring to Miss Medro, I presume.”

She seemed to have been quite shocked.

Well, of course.

It was likely her first time seeing something like this.

Anyone who had even slightly researched demonic energy would know how absurd the notion of purifying a sentient phantom was.

It was something theoretically impossible.

What I had just shown was nothing short of a miracle, transcending all principles and concepts.

It would have been stranger not to be surprised.

Charlotte muttered softly.

Though she was usually a person whose emotions weren't easily expressed, this time, it was clear at a glance that she was agitated.

I, however, maintained my composure as I replied.

“Let's discuss it later. First, isn't it more important to get out of here?”

I had subdued the conductor's sentient phantom.

Since I had shattered the core of the domain, this space would collapse soon.

My output was also running low, and getting trapped in a collapsing domain would create a lot of trouble.

Even if I were to explain, getting out of here was the priority.

Though it was a suggestion made for that reason, Charlotte seemed to think I was avoiding the answer.

The girl obediently nodded and said,

“Alright… if you don't want to talk about it, I won't ask.”

“That's not what I meant.”

“Don't worry. I don't want to fall out of your favor either.”

“Hmm.”

She seemed to be misunderstanding something, but it was better that she cleanly backed off like this.

After all, it wasn't something I could properly explain anyway.

The serpent and the little princess.

The two of them simply walked side by side across the sandy beach.

As we reached the threshold leading out of the domain, the first one to greet us was none other than Irene.

The girl was waiting, crouching nearby.

“Ah.”

Her eyes met mine, and the fox perked up her ears.

Light entered her dim pupils.

Irene immediately ran over and took the unconscious Medro's body from me.

Even as she did so, she asked about my well-being.

“You weren't hurt, were you?”

“I'm perfectly fine.”

“You didn't overdo it again, did you?”

“Well, this time it was an easy success. It wasn't particularly dangerous, so you don't need to worry.”

“In that case, I'm relieved.”

Had she been anxious while waiting?

The fox nodded, yet she couldn't stop circling me for a while.

It was as if she was checking whether I had been injured.

Should I say her reaction was commendable?

As I quietly stroked her head, the other members who had been standing behind us also approached.

As expected, Neria was the first to speak.

“You've worked hard, Master-nim.”

“Vice-Commander.”

“The situation in the basement has also been resolved. All survivors have been transferred to the hospital under Astro's direct control, and the young mutated beings you ordered to be isolated have been sent to headquarters.”

“Have you identified the number of fatalities?”

“Of course. A total of 128 priests died in this attack, 37 survived, and 23 mutated beings have been isolated.”

“Many… have died.”

I had a bitter taste in my mouth.

I seemed to fall into melancholy for a moment, but I shook it off and took command of the situation.

It was still a moment when I needed to remain alert.

“For now, let's clean up the area. The sun will be rising soon. We must leave before anyone outside discovers anything unusual.”

“As you wish.”

Immediately after, the members moved busily.

I calmly took a breath and moved out of the basement.

***

I said we would clean up the area, but it didn't hold much special meaning.

It was already a ruined space from the cultists' attack.

There was no particular need to erase our traces.

Because of the lingering, terrible demonic energy, it would be difficult to discern anything properly anyway.

What we had cleaned up was none other than the corpses.

“……”

At the center of the cathedral.

Below the upright cross, those who had met their demise were sleeping.

White shrouds covered the neatly laid out victims.

One by one, lives were put to rest.

I stood blankly, watching it all.

‘So many.’

There were so many people I couldn't save.

A full one hundred and twenty-eight people.

Realizing anew the weight carried by that number, I let out a sigh I hadn't been able to release.

My calm breath drifted on the scent of blood.

‘It's like this every time.’

It was the same feeling every time.

I saved people.

I prevented an incident that could have turned into a catastrophe.

I acted like a hero saving the world.

But even so, the people I couldn't save to the very end always secretly bothered me.

Perhaps it was due to a lingering, foolish desire.

‘I can't save everyone.’

I knew that.

Because I wasn't God.

I wasn't omniscient enough to see through everything, nor omnipotent enough to achieve everything.

The future I could see was limited to only what I knew from the original work.

The miracles I could perform were limited by my given output.

That's why I couldn't prevent every tragedy.

No matter how outstanding, a mere human cannot transcend their own abilities.

If so.

‘Next time.’

I can only vow.

To achieve better results next time.

To notice sooner, move appropriately, respond wisely, and save more people.

This time was no different.

“……”

I stood silently, replaying my thoughts.

As time passed like that, a girl approached my side.

Platinum-blonde hair swayed with her steps.

Her blue eyes gazed at me with a quiet look.

It was Charlotte.

“……Your Highness.”

“Yes.”

The girl stood parallel to me.

She had said she would look around the basement a bit more, and it seemed she had just come up to the surface.

Charlotte, who had been silent for a moment, soon spoke.

“I'm indebted to you. Thanks to you, we were able to find the missing people.”

“It was nothing.”

“I'll handle the aftermath here. Even though the incident is over, there are all sorts of troublesome procedures left. My authority should be enough to resolve them quickly.”

“The surviving priests will be protected by our side for the time being.”

“Yes. That would be good. If there are survivors in a branch they thought they had annihilated, the cultists would probably find it suspicious.”

“They truly are troublesome things.”

“Indeed.”

Charlotte gave her characteristic matter-of-fact reply.

As we exchanged opinions on the aftermath, the sun slowly began to rise outside the window.

It was time to return to headquarters.

“Well then… I'll be going now.”

I turned my back with a light farewell.

The members had already finished tidying up and were waiting.

Just as I was about to step towards them, Charlotte's hand suddenly moved and grabbed my sleeve.

I turned around.

“Excuse me.”

“Your Highness?”

“I have something to ask of you.”

“What is it?”

It felt somewhat out of the blue, but I quietly listened to the girl's words.

She had seemed to be observing me, gauging my reaction, for a while now.

It appeared she had something to say.

Was it important?

Charlotte hesitated for a while, then, as if having made up her mind, parted her lips.

The girl's voice was rarely heard to tremble.

“I need help.”

“Hmm?”

“You… you might be able to save me.”

Her blue eyes blinked.

Beyond her transparent pupils, only my reflection was perfectly visible.

Her faint pink lips pleaded softly.

“Please… save us.”

“……”

After hearing the girl's words, I remained frozen for a while.

The corners of my lips twitched faintly.

I covered my mouth with my palm.

And then, with an ominously stretched smile, I thought.

Chewing on the thrill that coursed down my spine.

‘Just as I thought.’

She took the bait.

        
            Even though the words fell somewhat abruptly, I felt exhilaration rather than surprise.

Because I was barely managing to hide the horribly twisted corner of my mouth.

I'd been wondering if they wouldn't take the bait soon anyway.

Seeing them move exactly as intended, I couldn't help but smile with delight.

I had to try hard to erase the ominous atmosphere.

Ahem.

A light cough.

As I put on my proper mask, Charlotte, who had suddenly been hesitating, added a few words.

It seemed she was observing me.

"I know. You must be wondering what I mean. But my words about needing help are sincere."

It was a rather fresh reaction.

Because originally, she was a character who never revealed her emotions.

Charlotte was always a character who quietly flowed along, expressionless, never agitated, sad, or angry.

It was as if she resembled the tranquility of a calm lake.

-Huhu... it was a delightful play until now.

-There will be no more ridiculous acting. For I have already achieved my desired goal.

-From now on, I will realize His will.

The moment Yuda betrayed them in the latter half of the original work.

While the other children were aghast, only Charlotte stood with a calm expression.

Perhaps because of such a lifeless reaction.

Among players, there were even slanders treating Charlotte as a robot.

It was a meme classified as a signboard within the game.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: I really don't understand why people like Charlotte]

Do you feel affection for a machine?

I'm not usually a picky person,

But a robot fetishist is a bit much...

[Are they not even treating her as a person anymore haha]

-> They're turning the kid into a machine.

-> But it's understandable. Even a real robot would probably have more varied expressions than this girl.

-> Seriously, she's always expressionless.

-> That's what's hot though.

-> Tag:emotionless

-> Oh.

[The fact is, even with all this slander, she's a character who always ranks in the top 3 of popularity polls.]

-> Does everyone think the Princess-nim's performance is a joke?

-> Doesn't she fall behind in the late game? She's ultimately a loser from a past era.

-> Take that back...!! Those words just now......!!!

[So if Charlotte holds a broom, is she a robot vacuum cleaner?]

-> Super fun, whoop-de-doo.

[A robot fetishist... you're pitiful if you don't know the beauty of Gundam.]

-> ?

-> ?

-> You really need to leave.

I remember it being a meme I used quite a lot.

Whenever I uploaded videos featuring Charlotte, I would always add slander in huge letters.

Since she was a popular character, she was good at attracting attention.

"Help... it's a sensitive matter, but if you wish, I can explain."

Anyway.

That blunt girl was now trembling, as if anxious.

Even by ordinary standards, this was calm, but by Charlotte's standards, she was extremely agitated.

Her rarely wavering blue pupils proved it.

'As expected.'

Perhaps it was because it was related to Rose.

Even her gaze seemed desperate.

I composed my ominous smile.

Adding a light smile, I interrupted the hesitating girl's words.

"You don't need to explain."

They swallowed the bait whole.

My active performance against the thoughtform seemed to have worked perfectly.

Although I had spectacularly executed it with this situation in mind, I didn't expect such a perfect reaction.

That must mean the situation is desperate.

"I already know without needing an explanation. The help Your Highness mentioned must surely be concerning Rose."

"How could you...?"

"I have keen hearing."

"......"

The girl looked up blankly, as if speechless.

I smiled with my eyes.

And then, I slowly brought my face closer.

Stopping beside her pristine white ear, I whispered in a faint voice.

"I will gladly offer my help. If that is your request."

The chill voice wrapped around the girl's neck.

At the tip of my cunning tongue, a mesmerizing allure, capable of swallowing the wavering opponent, melted.

A snake, tightening its grip on its prey's breath.

"Your Highness only needs to trust me."

My innocent little prince.

Before I knew it, I was in the stage of ensnaring her for gaslighting.

I wore a bitter smile.

"Mhm... thank you."

Even then.

Charlotte merely nodded.

***

After the events at the cathedral concluded, we returned to our respective places.

The mission was successfully completed.

Because we had safely rescued the missing collaborator.

Medro was immediately transported to headquarters.

Once her consciousness returned and she recovered, they planned to question her in more detail about the events of this incident.

The deputy commander was set to submit a report on this process.

I made a separate appointment with the Princess.

Charlotte's eyes sparkled at the mention of help, and she soon accepted the offer without any doubt.

I shook hands, hiding my dark intentions.

-I look forward to working with you.

A conclusion closer to a beginning than an end.

Leaving the intense dawn air behind, we walked back to the academy.

Perhaps because I had stayed up all night, my body felt heavy.

It was fortunate that it was the weekend, at least.

Because instead of attending lectures, I could rest in the dormitory.

And also to recover my depleted output.

I spent time holed up in my room.

As I quietly went about my day in the study, the fox standing beside me suddenly spoke.

Her voice sounded as if she had reached a decision after much hesitation.

"......Um."

A gaze I had felt for a while now.

I put down the book I was reading and replied.

"What is it, Irene-yang?"

"I was wondering if you were okay."

"Hm?"

"You said you used a lot of strength this time too."

"Well... I didn't use little. I had to save Medro-yang, who was tainted by demonic energy."

"Aren't you in pain... or something?"

Deeply submerged black pupils.

It seemed she was worried.

Because of the way I had appeared until now.

I had vomited blood in front of Irene before, and during the school trip, I had even fallen unconscious for three days, so in her eyes, I seemed endlessly precarious.

I lightly shrugged my shoulders to reassure her.

"On the contrary, I feel as light as if I could fly."

"Really...?"

"Of course."

"Then that's a relief."

The fox agreed quietly.

Feeling proud, I stroked her tail.

The girl seemed to quietly accept my touch, but soon parted her closed lips again.

Her gaze was fixed on my slightly pulled-back sleeve.

"There... that scar."

"Ah."

Disheveled sleeve.

Through it, the edge of a scar was visible.

I realized belatedly and tried to adjust my clothing, but Irene's determined hand stopped me.

The fox gazed at me with an ambiguous expression.

"Irene-yang?"

"......"

I softly called the girl, but there was no reply.

She was only holding onto my sleeve.

What thoughts could she be lost in?

After a brief silence.

Irene broke the continuing quiet.

"You."

"Yes?"

"......Have you ever thought about wearing something more comfortable?"

My neatly worn suit.

The girl pointed to my uncomfortable attire and asked.

The jet-black fabric covered my entire body without gaps, ensuring no bare skin was exposed.

It was to hide the scars.

"You're always wearing uncomfortable clothes. Even if it's unavoidable outside, I don't think you need to do so in the dormitory."

"......"

"After all, there's only you and me here."

I grasped the intention behind her words.

The reason I insisted on wearing a suit was to conceal my scars.

Because they were traces too hideous to expose.

Even enduring the discomfort every time, I had to maintain a neat appearance.

'However.'

Irene now knew about the scars.

That's why she was saying this.

Asking if it would be okay to be more comfortable, at least in the dormitory.

Since there were only the two of us in the room, and both knew about the scars, she was asking if it would be alright to expose them.

It seemed she had thought a lot about this and that since then, after nursing me.

"......Well."

I opened my mouth, pausing thoughtfully.

I gave an awkward smile.

As if pondering how to respond.

After a period of silence, I then voiced my concerns.

"Comfortable clothes are good, of course, but I should first consider the person I live with."

"What do you mean...?"

"Because Irene-yang might feel uncomfortable. As you've seen before, my body isn't just 'a little' disfigured......"

"Absolutely not."

As I continued speaking, almost like throwing out self-deprecating jokes, a clear single word suddenly cut me off.

Irene raised both hands and gripped my cheeks.

Then she turned my head so I would look at her.

"Irene-yang...?"

There, black eyes gazed at me.

Her gaze was transparent and blinking.

Her expression was subtly sulky.

The girl brought her face close just like that.

Their lukewarm breaths mingled, a distance where they could feel each other's body heat.

Lips that seemed about to meet spoke.

"I absolutely don't think that."

A resolute voice.

She murmured as if there wasn't a single speck of falsehood.

"Because I've decided to rely on you, I will accept you in any form."

"......"

"It's never unpleasant. Even the scars left on your body are a part of you, whom I've chosen to follow."

The fox whispered calmly.

Eventually, she lowered her head and pressed her forehead against mine.

"So... it's okay to be comfortable in front of me."

"......"

Perhaps it was because of the unexpected reaction.

I remained still, frozen.

The warmth conveyed from our touching skin.

Amidst the subtly fragrant skin scent, I had to remain silent for a while.

Irene wouldn't let go easily.

Eventually, I was only released after saying that I would occasionally try wearing different clothes.

The fox wagged her tail excitedly and nodded, as if delighted.

        
            It was a promise to wear comfortable clothes sometimes.
Since the other party had so actively encouraged it, there was no reason to back out now that I was here.
Taking the opportunity, I immediately put on different attire.

"It feels a bit... awkward."

I was wearing light, short-sleeved pajamas.
The thin fabric billowed softly.
My arms were fully exposed through it.
Since the short sleeves couldn't fully cover my body, I was revealing my numerous scars just as they were.
Cool air touched my skin, which had felt stuffy just moments before.
As I stood stiffly, feeling awkward, a voice affirmed my attire.

"You look good."

It was Irene.
The girl standing beside me glanced at me for a moment, then nodded with a faint smile.
Her expression seemed strangely delighted.
I offered an awkward smile and asked a question.

"Does it look a little strange? It's been so long since I've worn clothes like this."

"It suits you well."

"That's a relief."

I replied, even as I fiddled with the collar of my clothes.
Having always insisted on tight, tailored suits, wearing such loose-fitting clothes felt incredibly alien.
Perhaps, having finally put on comfortable attire, I paradoxically felt uncomfortable.

'The others would be surprised if they saw this.'

My thoughts were of the members.
Having spent time together, quite a few knew about my scars, but I had never shown myself in such casual attire.
On the contrary, I had always maintained an impeccable demeanor.
Because I had to reign as their spiritual pillar and sole savior.
Even Neria, who had stayed by my side the longest, was no different.

'It makes me think of old times.'

To be sentimental over just a single piece of clothing.
It seemed I, too, was growing old.
Shaking off these unnecessary thoughts, I posed a question to the fox watching me.
It was a way to clear my head.

"Anyway, I didn't know there were clothes like this in the closet. I was sure there were only several suits..."

"I put a few in there."

"Hmm?"

"I got them when I went to the shopping district the other day. They're not that expensive, so if you don't like them, you can throw them away and buy new ones."

"These are fine. Miss Irene picked them out herself, after all."

"...I wasn't trying to make a big deal out of it."

"I'll treasure them forever."

"I told you not to."

The fox snapped petulantly.
But her body was honest.
Her orange tail swayed happily.
Her folded fox ears, as if they had regained their energy, stood perked up on top of her head.
A soft laugh escaped me at her easily readable reaction.

"Pfft."

"Why are you laughing suddenly?"

"It's nothing."

"You're so bland."

"I think I'm quite a witty person, actually."

"...Do you know you're really not funny?"

As we chatted lightly,
the darkening outside scenery could be seen through the window.

"It's getting late. Shall we go to sleep soon?"

"Mm. Let's."

We ended our brief conversation.
It was a night for sleeping, preparing for a busy tomorrow.
The two of us turned towards our respective rooms.

***

No.
I thought so.

"Good night."

A softly whispered voice.
Beside me, I felt a lukewarm breath.
Turning my head, I saw the fox lying neatly beside me under the blanket.
She had taken up a part of the bed.

"..."

Was it going to be like this again today?
After the school trip,
Irene would often fall asleep in my room instead of her own.
And always while lying in the same bed.

*Rustle.*

Following her restless movement, her lukewarm body heat burrowed into my arms.
The girl had pressed herself close to me.
Since both of us were in thin pajamas, the sensation felt through the fabric was all the more vivid.
Her soft skin clung to me as if embracing my scars.
Especially because of our chests pressed together,
a heavy mass of flesh was pushing against my chest.
The obvious form was squashed by the force of the embrace, and only the soft, pressing sensation was clearly conveyed.
Between our warmth, our unspoken breaths mingled.

'So close.'

Was it too late to think such a thing?
I dismissed it with an indifferent laugh.
Being held like this, I felt like a pillow.
Putting aside my strange feelings, I quietly asked the fox, who was still awake.
It was a question expressing my wonder.

"Miss Irene."

"Hm?"

"Why are you sleeping here when you have a perfectly good bed?"

"Because it's comfortable."

"That's clear."

"Am I making you uncomfortable?"

"That's not exactly it. But I thought it would be better for you to sleep in your own room. My room only has one bed, you see."

"..."

Irene quietly closed her mouth.
A brief silence followed.
The blunt atmosphere slowly crumbled.
Her ears, perched on her head, drooped weakly, and her slender fingers intertwined with mine as if binding me.
The girl mumbled faintly, as if sinking into water.

"...Just, let me stay beside you."

Her eyes looked up at me intently.
Her clear pupils held only my reflection.
Whenever she reacted with such a pitiful expression, pushing her away coldly felt like a cruel thing to do.
In the end, I let it go this time too.
I gently patted the girl's back with a calm hand.

"Alright."

"Thank you."

"It wasn't a problem at all. Don't worry about it and get to sleep."

"Mm... Okay."

Only then did the fox close her open eyelids.
I held the girl's body for a while, until her faint breathing became steady.
Our body temperatures mixed as if melting together.
Leaning on each other, time headed towards dawn.

***

By now, it was dawn.
Outside the window, only the darkness, imbued with soft moonlight and starlight, filled the scenery.
It was a perfect night, without even a trace of sunset remaining.

*Softly breathing.*

The fox let out faint breaths.
The snake briefly watched the sleeping girl, then withdrew his gaze and rose from where he lay.
His quiet steps led him out of the bed.

"..."

The liar was awake alone.
He lightly sat on the sofa.
Having overused his power in the past few days, it seemed he was trying to recover his output whenever there was a small gap.
The snake formed a blue window and moved his lips.

"I confess to myself. I have never once lied in my life."

As always, a string of deceit repeated and chewed over.
Soon after, a notification rang from the dormant status window.

*Ding!*

[A small amount of lies has been recovered.]
[Current remaining output: 24.3%]

The boy continued accumulating.
His voice, clear and unadorned, contained no emotion whatsoever.
He merely recited the sentences with cold eyes.

"I ate stew for lunch today."

*Ding!*

[A small amount of lies has been recovered.]
[Current remaining output: 24.8%]

"I am currently outdoors."

*Ding!*

[A small amount of lies has been recovered.]
[Current remaining output: 25.2%]

"I hate games."

*Ding!*

[A small amount of lies has been recovered.]
[Current remaining output: 25.7%]

"I am not human."

*Ding!*

[Lies have...]

The sequence of lies continued for a while.
Thus, until morning arrived,
the snake spent the night repeating countless falsehoods.

***

The next day,
I visited Astro's headquarters.
It was to hear a report on the attack that had occurred a few days prior.
As news came that the main witness had regained consciousness, I immediately moved to meet her.
This time, I didn't take a carriage.
Instead, Lena came to pick me up herself.

"Let's go."

The black-haired woman extended her hand in front of a shimmering portal.
Thanks to her, we arrived without delay.
After hearing a rough overview of the situation from the Deputy Commander, I met the witness waiting in the hospital room.
She was a woman with long, flowing white hair.

"Miss Medro."

Medro Gardner.
The Vicar General of the Church and the person in charge of overseeing the attacked Lisit branch.
She was also an individual cooperating with us.
I offered a light greeting, then sat facing her.

"I worried a lot... I'm glad to see you've recovered well."

"It's all thanks to the Commander-nim's grace."

I had been worried about her low vitality, but fortunately, she seemed to have recovered over the past few days.
The woman politely expressed her gratitude.
It was a graceful gesture typical of church people.

"I heard you once again displayed a miracle. Thanks to your devotion, countless of the flock were saved. For this, I offer my endless gratitude."

"A miracle... it was merely a minor trick. Please don't be bothered by it."

"Since I have prolonged my fleeting life through such a precious connection, surely this too is the will of Heaven. Commander-nim must undoubtedly be a saint chosen by God."

"My members are listening beside us. It's embarrassing, so please stop there."

"As you wish."

Miracles, salvation, saints... pushing past the embarrassing compliments, I redirected the conversation back to its original purpose.
I began to inquire about the circumstances at the time of the attack.
Of course, as it was a sudden incident, I couldn't obtain very detailed information.
However, I was satisfied with merely grasping a faint silhouette.

"I don't know if it will be of much help... but I saw a giant shadow in the darkness."

"A giant shadow...?"

"It was a malevolent power. I felt my faith tested just by encountering it, as if countless sacrifices of blood had been made."

"If even Miss Medro, the Vicar General, felt that way, then in reality, it must have been a disaster."

"It was truly a trial."

"Hmm."

This was quite a good harvest.
A giant shadow.
Knowing the original story, I had a rough idea.
Both the Conductor and this fellow seemed to be appearing a bit earlier than in the original, so it was fortunate that I was able to recognize them immediately.
This allowed me to prepare more concretely for the impending crisis.

"I'll conclude the investigation here. It was very helpful."

"I'm glad it was helpful."

"You can stay here for a while. It's highly likely that the cultists are still watching."

"Thank you for your grace. And the other surviving brothers and sisters..."

"I plan to protect them as well. In return, I'd appreciate it if the priests could assist us with some of our work."

"We would gladly answer such a call."

"Hehe."

Through this incident, I had gained valuable assets.
Lisit was originally a gathering of clergy dedicated to protecting a single region.
As such, skilled and influential individuals gathered there.
From the perspective of having to chase after Baob from now on, the addition of these veterans was very welcome news.
I rose from my seat with satisfaction.

'This should... conclude one task.'

It seemed like a good conclusion.
I stepped out of the hospital room and headed to my next destination.
It was none other than the playroom where the children were gathered.

        
            "Wow! It's the Commander-nim!"
"It feels like it's been so long since we last saw him...!"
"We missed you!"

The children welcomed him boisterously.
It seemed to be free time, as everyone was happily gathered together, playing.
As one small fox discovered him, the others also gathered around.

Pitter-patter-.
The little ones ran over on their short legs.
He leisurely spread his arms, embracing them as if receiving their rushing bodies.
Warm body heat clung to him from all sides.

"Heh heh... Have you all been well?"
""Yes!!""
The answer came back forcefully.

It was the innocent atmosphere unique to children.

"Commander-nim, Commander-nim! What brings you here today?"
"You came to play with us, right?"
"Idiot! He must have come to work! Teacher-nim said we shouldn't bother Commander-nim!"
"I'm not an idiot?!"
"Yes, you are! You idiot!"
"Hey, kids... Don't fight in front of Commander-nim."

Although they seemed to be squabbling, it showed how close they were.
It was exactly the kind of reaction friends that age would show.
He watched them with a pleased smile.

As he listened to their chattering voices, Irene, who appeared shortly after, separated her younger siblings.
It was the sight of a taciturn older sister dealing with her mischievous younger siblings.

"You kids... Why are you fighting, holding onto a stern person?"
"Oh? It's Sister-nim!"
"As expected, you came too!"
"Wah...! Unnie, we missed you!"
"W-wait, if you suddenly cling..."

She had quite a stern expression, but perhaps she couldn't withstand the affectionate assault of the softies.
It was a scene where even the stiff atmosphere instantly crumbled.
The girl sighed as if she couldn't bear it.
Eventually, Irene gave up scolding and stroked the heads of her clinging siblings.
The small foxes chirped, surrounding them.

"Heh heh."

Looking at it this way.
He thought that whoever ended up with Irene later would have quite a bit of trouble.
Because they would have to support all these many foxes.

'It feels like a distant story for now.'
If a happy ending ever came to this world, then each of them would build a happy life.
Naturally, there would also be those who met people they loved.
Although romance did not appear in the original work, there was no law saying it couldn't happen after the ending.

When that time came.
The story of them finally becoming happy, which he hadn't seen to the end in his previous life.
It would be enjoyable to watch that through to the end.

'Until then.'
He held a faint smile.

As he spoke of such things, as if lightly joking, Irene, who was listening, made a thoughtful expression.
Perhaps it was because she was at an age where the word 'love' was still difficult.
Her cheeks were tinged with a faint blush, her ears twitched upwards, and her tail wagged.
The girl coughed lightly for a moment, then asked a question.

"......What about you?"
"Hmm?"
"I want to know what ordinary men are like. Do they dislike it if there are many children?"
"You're asking for my thoughts, then."
"Yes..."

So she did have an interest in the opposite sex after all.
She always went around with such a taciturn expression, so he thought she had no interest in such matters.
Should he call it unexpected?

Of course.
It wasn't particularly surprising.
She was a girl in the fresh bloom of youth, after all.

He smiled softly and replied.

"I quite like them. I always believe there's something to learn from the innocence of children."
"Oh, I see... Men..."
"That doesn't apply to everyone. Preferences vary from person to person."
"Okay."

The trivial conversation continued.
After spending some time like that, a person appeared not long after.
It was an impressive middle-aged man with deep red hair.
He wore a cute apron that didn't quite suit his large build.

"Commander-nim! You've arrived!"
"Sir Kyle."

Kyle Strovane.
He was once a star said to have touched the night sky, and currently, the head chef of Astro.
He smiled in response to the hearty greeting.

"So you were here, as expected."
"Hahaha! It's my job! I always teach the children with a happy heart!"
"Excellent. It seems my trust in you was well-placed."
"I heard you were looking for me! Is something the matter?"
"There's something I'd like to discuss briefly."
"Hmm? Discuss what?"
"It's about Baob."

"......Understood. Let's go to the room next door."
His boisterous voice immediately quieted.
His red eyes had somehow cooled.
The middle-aged man calmly sent the surrounding children away.
The lively atmosphere receded obediently, and they headed to a nearby lounge.
The Sword Saint's expression remained coldly frozen until then.

***

The reason he sought out the Sword Saint was simple.
Now that the cultists were beginning to stir again.
He felt the need to discuss matters to some extent.
Kyle was the most experienced among the guild members, and he had fought on the front lines during the Great Extermination period, so he was suitable for discussions related to this.

He first explained the recent church attack incident.
Kyle had probably already heard a rough outline of the situation, but what he was talking about now was more detailed.
The 'Conductor', presumed to be the mastermind of this attack.
They were discussing him.

"The Conductor... I see. So he's finally reappeared."
Kyle groaned, as if troubled.
As he briefly pinched the bridge of his nose, he casually brought up the subject of the Conductor.

"I heard you directly confronted him. During that fierce war."

Five years ago.
Kyle had already faced him.
No... perhaps 'faced' wasn't enough.
Since they were both called the strongest in their respective factions, they must have clashed countless times on the bloody front lines.
The wounds they inflicted on each other must also have been more than just one or two.

On the other hand.
Despite everything they had gone through, both of them had survived, making it a persistent ill-fated connection in a way.

Kyle, who had been silent for a moment, soon spoke.

"He's someone I know well."
"Is that so?"
"He's an enemy I once cut down. I severed his lower body. I made him unable to live without a wheelchair for the rest of his life."

"I heard that part before."
"He gave me quite a bit of trouble. He was a strong opponent."
"Impressive, for a star to acknowledge him."
"I always had to confront him alone. Otherwise, I'd often be attacked by allies corrupted by demonic energy."
"Indeed... He seemed to possess a bothersome power."
"He was like a demon. I don't even remember how many sacrifices there were now."

Memories of that time seemed to surface.
Kyle muttered with a complicated expression.
"Many more people will die, it seems..."

Was the heart of a hero still within him?
His red eyes were wavering.
He smiled lightly and spoke, intending to reassure him.
Based on the life Kyle had dedicated to him.

"Don't worry. I will be here this time."
"Indeed... I can't express how reassuring that is. No matter what that fellow has prepared upon his return, he will be less than a mere insect to Commander-nim."
"I wonder if you're overestimating me too much."
"Yet, you don't actually deny it."
"Heh heh."

The stiff atmosphere eased.
He gave a word of caution.
"As I told you last time, the head chef should not step forward."

"May I ask the reason why?"
"Because it's best to hide a good hand for as long as possible."

The Red Sword Saint.
Among the cards he held, he was the hand that would become the most excellent joker in the future.
The world believed Kyle was dead.
Only the guild members residing at the headquarters knew he was alive.
It was information they monopolized across this vast continent.

"For now, it's enough for you to guard the headquarters."
"Understood."
"Moreover, you have a family to protect, don't you? To avoid losing precious things again, you must act even more cautiously from now on."
"Family... That's right. I will bear that in mind."

Kyle nodded vehemently.
For some reason, his eyes were reddened.
He seemed touched by the feeling of being worried about.

Indeed.
He had saved Kyle and his wife from being murdered by the cultists.
Not only had he returned his daughter, who had become a monster, to normal.
Now, he was even advising him, worrying about his family.

'How loyal.'
He would be reduced to a puppet unable to defy commands.
Truly a desirable subordinate.
He would continue to exploit him thoroughly with the utmost welfare.

"Sniff... Hahaha! I will do my best!"
"I'll look forward to it."

After a few idle words.
He brought up the rest of his business.
If what they had just discussed was about future tasks, this time it was a personal request.
He said, pointing to the fox standing beside them.

"And... would you be able to help with Irene's training for a while?"
"Are you asking me to act as her master?"
"She has just reached a new realm. It is a time when she needs a leader to guide her in the right direction."
"No problem."

The Sword Saint scrutinized the girl with serious eyes.
Then, as if surprised, he let out a clear exclamation.
"Remarkable... She has certainly changed. A talent worthy of being called a genius."

"Is it possible for her to reach the realm of touching a star?"
"That's unknown. Not everyone with talent ascends to the night sky. Most tend to fall midway."
"Meaning it depends on her effort, then."
"That's right."

Kyle nodded plainly.
"Still... I can give her guidance on the fundamentals."
"That will be enough."
"So I'll be taking on a disciple in my lifetime."
"I'll leave her to you for a while. I plan to be away for a few days."
"Understood."

The Sword Saint replied briefly, then rose from the sofa.
And then stood before the fox.
His red pupils gazed down.
Though the look was as if she would be crushed at any moment, the girl merely held her head steady.
Perhaps pleased by her stance, Kyle laughed heartily.

"Hahaha! I like her gaze from the start!"
"......"
"It will be quite arduous training. Can you follow a path like hell?"
"If I can stand by his side... I can do anything."
"Mhm mhm! Excellent!"

The Sword Saint responded positively.
Irene, putting the middle-aged man aside, directed a question towards him.
Her black pupils were subtly wavering.

"If I'm here... what do you plan to do?"
"There's somewhere I need to go."
"Where?"
"The Imperial Palace."
"So you're going to that Princess-nim."
"Because I made a promise."

The situation was not suitable for her to accompany him.
Because it involved the Imperial Palace.
He had visited the headquarters partly to arrange a good master for her while he was there.

The fox, who seemed lost in thought for a moment, soon took a deep breath and nodded.
It meant she would comply.

"I... I'll work hard."
"Good."
"Instead."

*Grab!*
Suddenly, Irene pulled his tie, then wrapped her arms around him.
The girl pressed her cheek against his.
Warm body heat transferred through their skin.
The fox, who had been quietly hugging him, then faintly murmured as if whispering in his ear.
It was a strangely bitter resonance.

"......Don't get hurt."
The girl spoke a concern she couldn't fully elaborate.
He, who had been stiff and blank, chuckled.
And then, with his cheek still pressed against hers, he replied.

"Of course."
She was a troublesome fox in many ways.

***

A few days later.
He was riding in a carriage.
The scenery outside the window, cutting across a long road.
Beside him sat a platinum-blonde girl.
Doll-like features, sea-like blue eyes, and her characteristic expressionless face.
It was none other than Charlotte.
They were on their way to the Imperial Palace.

"Can you really fix her?"
Charlotte suddenly asked.
It was a faint, emotionless tone, yet the underlying anxiety could not be erased.
He replied as if deliberately unaware.

"I'll have to see her condition directly first to know. My abilities aren't entirely omnipotent, after all."
"I see."

A strangely powerless response came back.
He subtly smiled.
Would she truly notice such a dark hidden agenda?
The innocent girl merely clasped her hands together and made a faint request towards him.
The face of a wicked snake was reflected in her transparent pupils.

"Please... save Elize."

Elize.
'Elize Rose von Staufen.'
The Second Princess of the Empire.
Charlotte's younger sister.
A character with a rose motif, and at the same time.
A terminally ill patient who met her demise in all routes of the original work.

He was on his way to the Imperial Palace, teeming with schemes, to meet the girl filled with misfortune.
He mumbled a small thought to himself.
'This time.'
This time, he would definitely save her.

        
            I went straight to Charlotte.
It was to keep the promise from a few days ago.
As we had to be wary of any prying eyes, we met in an deserted slum.
A secret rendezvous.

"You're here."
"Because I promised."
"Okay, this way."

A carriage was waiting in the alley.
We silently boarded the compartment and immediately set off for our destination.
The scenery outside the window quickly sped by.
I felt the swaying carriage and stared at the Princess sitting opposite me.

The reason for being summoned like this was none other than this:
—I will gladly help you. If that is your request.
—Your Highness just needs to trust me.

Words promised in the cathedral.
It was because of the girl's desperate plea.
I recalled her tearful eyes and quietly pondered the original work's setting.

The young Princess's wish was but one.
—I need help.
—Please... save Elize.

The Empire's Second Princess, suffering from an incurable illness.
Ultimately, having received a terminal diagnosis with not much time left, Charlotte was praying for a miracle.
It was an older sister's heart, thinking of her younger sister.

Over the past few years.
Numerous attempts had been made to cure the illness, but no medicinal herb could breathe life into Rose.
Even renowned doctors, one and all, simply shook their heads.
Even though she failed every time, she couldn't let go of hope, so the girl reached out in every direction, searching for a cure.

Chasing after black mages was for the same reason.
—There might be a way.

Although the primary goal was to eradicate cultists.
On the other hand, there was also the hope that they might find a clue from the research materials confiscated in the process.
A desperate situation, enough to make one consider forbidden knowledge.

'Rose has roughly one year left to live.'
It wasn't a long time.
Despite the steadily shrinking deadline, no significant progress had been made, so her heart inevitably grew more anxious.
It was while she was spending each day in such anxiety.

—I have no intention of revealing your identity. You don't seem like a bad person.
—I'm just... curious about you.

She had discovered me.
The unfamiliar power I possessed was enough to attract attention, and with a glimmer of hope, it delved into the girl's inner world.
Previously, it was merely the observation phase, so she only watched.
However, after witnessing me restore the thought form a few days ago, she seemed to gain certainty about my abilities.
That scene at the time was undoubtedly a miracle.

'How could she not be tempted?'
It was a part that had gone according to plan.
With eyes watching, I displayed my power more spectacularly than usual, ultimately manifesting an impossible miracle and leaving a strong impression.
For Charlotte, it must have been an irresistible bait.
Blinded by the enchanting scent, she would step into the trap to take a bite.
Perhaps she considered it her last hope.

"Hehe."
It was going smoothly.
As I smiled with such thoughts, a voice came from across from me.
Blue eyes were now looking this way.

"......Can you really cure her?"
The question faded faintly.
Charlotte had a rarely seen complicated look in her eyes.
Perhaps because it concerned her sick younger sister, anxiety seemed to pierce through her usually blunt expression.

I responded with a calm smile.
"First, I'll need to examine her condition directly. My abilities aren't omnipotent, after all."
"I see."
"I would appreciate it if you could wait until the examination."
"My apologies. I was too hasty."

Charlotte nodded as if she understood.
While meeting her gaze, I gently advised the girl in a soft voice.
"Nevertheless, I will do my best. Please don't worry."
"......"
"Your Highness just needs to trust me."
"......Yes, I understand."

My lips curved into a cunning smile.
I tried to erase the ominous atmosphere and whispered as if biting her white earlobe.
Afterward, we sat in silence.
The carriage sped along the road without stopping until we arrived.
It was several hours later when the rolling wheels finally reached our destination.

***

Meanwhile.
Around the time the Serpent and the Princess arrived at the palace, Rose, who was lying in her room, heard the news.
The girl looked at the maid with haggard eyes.

"The Princess is coming...?"
"Yes. She said she wouldn't inform His Majesty beforehand and would come straight to the detached palace."
"When will she arrive?"
"She should be arriving any moment now."
"Ha."

Rose let out a hollow laugh.
As she lightly raised her body, her long red hair fell disheveled.
The girl slowly brushed it back.
Only the maid's face was reflected in her deep green eyes.

"What's the purpose?"
"She said she's bringing a new doctor."
"Another pointless endeavor?"
"She said this time there's truly hope..."
"I wonder when this will end. She never seems to get tired."
"You shouldn't speak of Her Highness like that."
"What do you want me to do...? Cough!"

She responded, her beautiful brows furrowed.
She looked very prickly.
As she covered her mouth with a sudden cough, red spots appeared on her white sleeve.
Her green eyes averted, as if accustomed to the sight.

"Blood again... Your condition seems to have worsened significantly lately."
"I should just die quickly."
"......Please don't say that."
"What does it matter? If you're going to meddle in everything, then get out."
The maid whimpered.

The maid slumped, disheartened by the harsh words.
Regardless, Rose was wiping the blood from her mouth with a towel.
She bit her lifeless lips.
An annoyed expression.
The girl then mumbled softly.

"......Just give up, please."
No light entered her vacant pupils.
Rose sat still for a moment, then irritably pulled the blanket over herself.

***

We were crossing through the detached palace.
Rose's abode.
Perhaps because it was located somewhat further from the Imperial Palace, it was less extravagant compared to the other nearby palaces.
Especially the garden, where not a single flower bloomed, was utterly desolate.

"It's rather too modest for a Princess of the Empire to reside in."
"......Yes."

I moved while pondering my frank observation.
We used a shortcut to avoid encountering others.
As we quietly moved, it felt as though we were thieves, but knowing the circumstances of this place, we had no choice but to comply.
Because the detached palace doesn't welcome outsiders.

Footsteps.
We passed between low-rise buildings.
Under the dim sunlight, we walked the long corridor until we reached its very end.
By the time we reached the most secluded room.

Charlotte, who had been leading the way, slowly slowed her steps.
"......"
She bit her pale pink lips firmly.
Was she nervous?
The girl calmly exhaled three breaths, then knocked on the door standing before her.
It was a dark room where sunlight barely entered.

Knock knock.
The clear sound of knocking echoed.
Silence then spread.
Although no answer came, Charlotte opened the closed door as if accustomed to it.
She seemed to know that she was being deliberately ignored.

"I'm coming in."
Creak.
Beyond the softly groaning hinges, the girl stepped inside.
A somber, dimly lit atmosphere greeted us.
The interior presented a simple impression.
To put it positively, it was neat; to put it negatively, it lacked any striking beauty.
It merely served its function as a room.

As I briefly surveyed the surroundings, Charlotte stopped in place and simultaneously offered a greeting.
Towards the bed amidst the shadow-stained backdrop.
"It's been a while, Elize."

A single rose bloomed atop the blanket.
Long, flowing red hair, and green eyes holding a decadent light.
I recognized her at a glance.
'Elize Rose von Staupen.'

She was exactly as she appeared in the original work.
Deeply sunken dark circles.
Her haggard complexion exuded a sickly aura, yet within it, she possessed an undeniable beauty.
It was like looking at a flower about to be torn apart by a storm.

"I greet the Empire's second star."
I immediately knelt on one knee.
It was a respectful gesture. To humble oneself first.
However.

"......"
This time, too, no answer came.
Chilling silence flowed.
Rose merely glared this way while sitting on the bed.
The young Princess, and the Serpent. Her pupils, gazing at the two in turn, dripped with an inexplicable hostility.
Even the maid standing behind her swallowed.

"Elize."
"......"
"This is the person who will cure your illness."

Was she trying to break the awkward silence?
Charlotte stepped forward.
And then added an introduction about me.
"Yes. I can vouch for his identity. I've been watching him for quite some time."

It seemed she thought her younger sister wasn't welcoming a stranger.
That wasn't entirely wrong.
Because an overt wariness had been felt since earlier.
However, what Charlotte missed was that Elize's hostility included her as well.

Rose uttered a single, brief word.
"Get out."

It was the first time she had spoken.
However, it was an infinitely cold utterance, especially considering it was directed at family.

        
            "Get out."

It was the first voice she uttered.

Yet, it was an infinitely cold sound, considering it was directed at her family.

Charlotte's lips faltered.

"......Elize."

"I said get out. I don't want to see your disgusting face."

"But."

"Can't you hear me? All of you, get lost."

"......"

The harsh words struck cruelly.

Her blue eyes wavered.

Though she seemed to shrink from the fierce reaction, it wasn't long before Charlotte clenched her fists.

It was a firm resolve that she could not give in this time.

"You need to receive treatment. An opportunity like this won't come again."

"What does that have to do with you?"

"Because I'm your older sister."

"Ha... What nonsense."

Rose let out a hollow laugh.

Her slender fingers picked something up, then hurled it directly at the girl in front of her.

It was an empty vase sitting on the desk beside the bed.

Crash!

It narrowly missed Charlotte, then fell to the floor, shattering into pieces.

The shards of glass scattered at her feet were particularly eerie.

"......"

The violent action ultimately silenced her older sister.

The younger sister, enveloped in a chilling cold, merely glared at her close kin.

Her bloodless lips murmured a warning.

"I clearly told you. Whether I die or not, it's none of your concern."

"......"

"I don't need your pity."

"You know it's not pity."

"I didn't even want to know. I've never once thought I wanted to live by your side."

"You... why do you always say such hurtful things?"

The conversation flowed in a suffocating manner.

I belatedly recalled the setting.

Elize's characteristics.

Her relationship with her older sister Charlotte was poor, and her personality was notoriously difficult.

There were many similar scenes in the original story.

'Was it this bad?'

Watching the sinking Charlotte, that thought naturally remained.

The atmosphere had grown cold beyond retrieval.

It seemed neither of them paid me any mind.

As I stood, wondering what to do, Elize suddenly grabbed her chest and began to cough.

At the same time, blood mixed with her agonizing breaths.

"Cough, ugh...!"

A painful expression.

The momentary coughing up of blood added a red hue to her pale lips.

Charlotte stepped forward as if to rush to her, but the immediate command to 'get lost' prevented her from moving further.

Unable to do anything, she froze.

It was an uncharacteristic display of agitation.

She wanted to stop the seizure, but she didn't know how.

She wanted to hold her hand, but it was clear that would only provoke a stronger reaction, leaving her truly helpless.

I instinctively knew this was the perfect timing.

"Your Highness."

I gently gripped Charlotte's shoulder.

When her trembling pupils turned to look back, I smiled reassuringly and spoke confidently.

"I will attempt to help."

"Can you...?"

"Of course. Isn't that why you summoned me?"

Trust is truly cunning.

In the most difficult moments, whispering the most desired words is enough.

Because people are weak.

They often base their trust on what they wish to hear.

I whispered sweet words.

"I believe I can cure her."

Her blue eyes widened.

The single word she most desired.

Though merely a short utterance, it filled a void.

Amidst the loosely tangled threads of trust, I whispered a condition she could not refuse.

It was the first step towards putting a leash on herself in the future.

"However, for the treatment, Your Highness's active cooperation is required."

"Cooperation...?"

"You must trust me."

Poor little princess.

The possibility of her, who had cherished Rose for so long, refusing this condition was...

"......Alright. I'll follow whatever you say."

Non-existent.

***

A few minutes later.

Only I and Rose remained in the room.

It was what I had requested.

I said that there shouldn't be other people present to proceed with the treatment.

Charlotte, already half-entranced, nodded and headed out the door with the maid in charge of nursing.

The scene, devoid of human presence, was as still as death.

"Cough...!"

Only the occasional cough broke the silence.

I gazed at the bed shrouded in darkness.

A single rose, blooming pitifully.

She seemed to be enduring as much as she could, but her face already clearly showed signs of agony.

Her complexion was so bloodless it was pallid.

"How pathetic."

I murmured it, as if intentionally for her to hear.

Fortunately, her ears seemed to be working, as Elize, having heard my words, lifted her bowed head.

Her eyes were glaring upwards.

"Pant, pant..."

Even as she panted with difficulty, a venomous glint flickered in her pupils.

I met that gaze head-on.

A confrontation without an inch of retreat.

I provoked her with a mocking tone.

"Are you not in pain?"

"Get, out... I clearly told, all of you, to leave...!"

"This is to treat Your Highness's illness. Please forgive this incapable subordinate's disloyalty."

"That kind of thing... cough, I don't, need it."

"It's because I need it. I never let go of what I want."

"You're, talking, nonsense...!"

Smash!

As I moved closer to the bed, a glass cup suddenly whizzed past my cheek.

The missed object shattered noisily once again.

"Oh dear."

She has a bad habit of throwing things.

If I were to tame her, it seemed I'd have to correct habits like this first.

"Ugh, groan... cough!"

For now, stopping her seizure seems to be the priority.

I immediately approached the girl.

Elize hadn't stopped coughing up blood since earlier.

Although her fierce reactions might make it seem less severe, she must have been suffering from indescribable pain.

Because the 'illness' she suffered from was exactly that.

'Manastone Disease'

A symptom where every mana line within the body hardens like stone, eventually causing the entire body to shatter into pieces.

It is an unknown disease with an unclear cause.

It has existed in records for a long time, but not a single person has survived it to date.

An incurable disease with a survival rate approaching 0%.

In short, it is like a curse that leaves nothing but despair.

Theoretically, it is known to be incurable, but the story changes if I am the one performing the surgery.

Because I intended to twist the natural order and save this girl.

'Not too hastily.'

Taking my time.

So that I can fully engulf everything remaining around me.

Snap!

I lightly snapped my fingers.

An invisible barrier formed within the room, completely blocking out any sound directed outwards.

Thus, the surrounding space became a perfect sealed room.

Charlotte would be guarding the entrance, and no sound from inside would be heard from outside.

Even if any screams were uttered, the outside would not perceive them.

"Hehe."

Before long, I was standing before Rose.

Was she trying to resist?

The red-haired girl sat up, pushed away the blanket, and clenched her fists.

She seemed about to thrash about to avoid treatment.

Of course.

"No chance."

Clap!

I lightly clapped my hands.

Following the distinct crackling sound, several tendrils of shadow stretched out.

Black ropes bound the girl's limbs one by one, then fixed her body so she couldn't move.

Elize flinched in surprise.

"Wha, what is this all of a sudden...?!"

This was the first time she had shown agitation since I entered the room.

I drew an ominous smile.

Had she realized something was wrong?

Rose hastily tried to resist, but the tightly bound knots showed no sign of coming loose.

She merely lay there, spread-eagled.

"Wait, what are you trying to do...! "

"I will fix you in many ways. Be it a painful illness, or a bad habit."

I slowly extended my hand.

Perhaps due to her illness, the girl was only wearing a thin nightgown.

Her body's curves were clearly visible.

Slide.

I grasped the fabric covering her skin and slowly lifted it upwards, as if peeling it away.

With a shallow movement, the girl's stomach was exposed.

Skin that retained its pristine white complexion.

I gently traced her slender abdomen with my fingertips.

'I need to concentrate.'

As this was the part where mana lines converged within the body, it required delicate work using lies.

Because I intended to regenerate it slowly, so no after-effects would remain.

As I placed my palm on her stomach, her warm body heat seeped into me.

"Hmph...?!"

Elize let out a groan at the unexpected situation.

She then saw her own state and trembled uncontrollably, unable to suppress her horror.

She couldn't bring herself to scream, only stammering.

"You, you, you... Do you, dare, know what you're doing?!"

"I know better than anyone."

"Let go! Cough! Wa-was this your intention from the start, telling everyone else to leave the room?!"

"You're quick to catch on. It was all for this."

Her green eyes trembled violently.

Reflecting myself in her clear pupils, I curved my lips into the gentlest smile I could manage.

It was the smile of a doctor looking down at a patient.

"You don't have to worry. I won't hurt you."

I then gently pressed down on the girl's lower abdomen.

        
            Despite her fierce resistance, a cool palm landed on her soft skin.

A lukewarm warmth lingered on her abdomen.

Unlike her earlier thorny demeanor, delicate skin could be felt through her thin pajamas.

The sensation of flower petals welcoming spring.

I unconsciously stroked her pale stomach.

"Ugh, you, you, you... I'll kill you!"

Rose shrieked with a sharp voice.

She wore an expression of disbelief, glaring fiercely in my direction.

It was as if she refused to let go of her venom.

But.

"How dare you, after doing such a thing...!"

Despite her efforts, the tremor in her pupils could not be hidden.

Her green eyes shook violently.

Beyond them, clear agitation rippled.

As I looked down at her fearful reaction, my formerly calm lips twisted into an ominous smile.

It was an unsettling laugh that escaped me unconsciously.

"Now, now... I won't hurt you, okay?"

With those words, I lifted her top.

The girl's clothing already reached her lower chest, now precariously covering the forbidden zone.

Elize was tied to the bed, practically half-naked.

Was it due to the overtly exposed skin?

Her unique sweet scent of skin permeated the air.

"Ugh, ugh...!"

The scene escalated, as if about to explode.

Her body was thin, perhaps due to her frail health.

Nevertheless, her chest possessed its own presence.

Her roughly disheveled attire clung to her body, drawing endlessly alluring curves.

I mischievously stroked the girl's stomach.

"Ugh, th-th-this, you bastard...!"

Elize flinched at my lingering touch.

Her shoulders trembled.

She tried to lift her head forcibly, but her red hair simply fell loose.

Rose rustled her petals as if blown by the wind.

*Press*.

Following my momentarily forceful touch, the girl's stomach pressed downwards without resistance.

Only a soft, yielding sensation remained at my fingertips.

"Ugh, ugh..."

Eventually, the girl's lips pressed shut.

Until just before, she had maintained a fierce gaze, but in such a helpless moment, her true nature finally emerged.

Moisture had already gathered on the surface of her green eyes.

Her pupils crumbled and shattered, ultimately reflecting only fragility.

"Oh my."

Perhaps I had gone a little too far with my teasing.

It had bothered me how she treated Charlotte, so I had intended to tease her a bit, but now it seemed I should stop and truly begin the treatment.

After all, I didn't want to make her cry on our first meeting.

To calm her, I spoke a few gentle words.

"Don't make such a frightened expression. This is just the beginning, you see."

"Sh-shut up! I'll definitely kill you...!"

"Hehe... Even if you say you dislike it now, you'll soon come to like it."

"Don't talk nonsense!"

"It will certainly be a happiness you've never experienced before."

"Cough, cough... O-outside, is no one out there?"

Elize pleaded for help with a dying voice.

She cast her gaze towards the closed door, but naturally, no answer came back from beyond it.

The noise from inside was already completely blocked.

I had also given Charlotte a heads-up, so no one else would accidentally enter.

I spoke with a relaxed smile.

"It's no use."

A secret room where only two people existed.

This state was expected to last for at least two more hours.

"Resign yourself and accept it. You just need to spend some intimate time together."

"You, you trashy bastard...!"

"As I told you before, it won't hurt at all."

I soothed Rose with a calm tone, then gathered a slight amount of power at my fingertips.

A wavering shadow thinly coated my fingers.

Perhaps because the aura was so faint, the girl didn't seem to notice.

My palm moved nonchalantly, stroking her stomach.

*Press*.

A touch that gently pressed her dantian.

Behind the soft skin I was touching, I lifted my covering eyelids.

Beyond her pale skin, distinct mana could be felt.

"Then... I'll start gently."

I focused my consciousness.

An anomalous flow was moving within the girl's body.

Mana lines tangled haphazardly, uneven connections, and even fragments of mana that had solidified and reversed their flow.

Such symptoms were occurring throughout her entire body.

'The most severe area... is indeed the abdomen, it seems.'

As it was the region where mana lines converged within the body, the degree of petrification was more severe compared to other areas.

Glass-like broken fragments violently stirred inside.

'How.'

How was she enduring such pain?

The sensation of her insides being torn apart every moment, yet the girl showed no sign of pain.

As if she had grown accustomed to enduring it.

"Enduring it... doesn't lessen the pain, you know."

"Ugh, what do you know!"

"I know better than anyone."

Mana Petrification Disease.

An incurable disease where every mana line in the body hardens like stone, eventually causing the entire body to shatter into pieces.

These symptoms continue until the affected individual ceases vital functions.

No cure had been discovered.

Even the cause of its onset was unknown.

Since it was so rare, occurring only once or twice every century, the continent strongly perceived such symptoms as a 'curse' rather than a 'disease'.

As nothing at all had been revealed about it, it was interpreted as 'the wrath of the gods'.

'The wrath of the gods... because it's a terrible disease that warrants such a name.'

Because of this, Petrification Disease had been a symbol of ill omen since ancient times.

This was no different for the imperial family.

The reason Elize resided in such a lonely detached palace was also the same.

The disease of the cherished Second Princess was deemed inauspicious, and she was confined on the grounds that it would be an ill omen for the empire.

Later, claiming illness, all her social activities were strictly forbidden.

'The secret about Rose.'

It was a secret covered up by the imperial family, but as someone who had read the original setting guide, I knew.

How lonely Elize's struggle with illness had been.

Why her once bright personality had become so warped and capricious.

I murmured with a fleeting touch of pity.

"Even if it's just for a moment... this too will be salvation for you, won't it?"

I expended the output of my 'Lie' power.

I very slowly, with delicate manipulation, made the fragments of mana embedded in her body disappear.

Following that, the blocked blood flow gradually regained its movement.

'This is a temporary measure.'

It would alleviate her pain for about a day.

From now on, I planned to gradually proceed with the treatment, step by step.

Of course, there was a way to cure it all at once, but considering the future, doing it this way was better.

Trust, that is.

It naturally requires a sufficient amount of time to build.

To save the young prince, I had to open the heart of the Rose she loved.

Thus, I had seized this treatment as an opportunity.

"Cough, cough...!"

Bloody spittle kept erupting from her pale lips.

As I murmured a faint incantation, I simultaneously transmitted the 'Lie' held at my fingertips to Rose.

A thin shadow seeped into her stomach.

"Rest."

Immediately after.

It permeated her entire body.

The girl's world, which had been noisy with countless screams.

Became quiet.

"...... ."

The sudden arrival of peace.

Was it because she had been suffering from pain until just before?

Elize, experiencing this rest that had come after ten years, was staring blankly, utterly lost.

An ecstatic sensation flashed before her eyes.

"Ah, ahh...?"

A question that spontaneously escaped her.

Her green eyes flickered, even forgetting their venom.

I smiled quietly.

'Did it work?'

What enveloped the girl.

A pleasure that hazily imbued her entire body.

Having lived for so long in pain, even the brief tranquility given to her returned as ecstasy.

At the unexpected bliss, Rose flinched her shoulders.

"H-how, how...?"

Her breath, now rough and quickened.

Despite her slurred pronunciation, Elize directed a question towards me.

It was a question that had filled her entire life with despair.

"How... I-it doesn't, hurt, but why, suddenly... me?"

She seemed confused.

I raised my index finger and lightly covered her weary lips.

With my other hand, I covered her green eyes.

"Shh."

What was needed first was rest.

For the past few years.

Since she likely hadn't been able to sleep properly due to the pain, I wanted her to close her eyelids and rest deeply for now.

The conversation about today could be had tomorrow.

"Ah..."

*Slowly*.

Her eyes closed obediently.

Both her arms, which had repeatedly resisted, soon lost strength and fell onto the bed.

I whispered towards her fading consciousness.

"Sleep well."

A single word that conveyed peace to the frail Rose.

In the quiet that ensued, I continued to stroke Elize's stomach for a while.

It was a touch that still held warmth.

***

A few hours later.

The closed door opened, and two girls entered.

It was Charlotte, who had been waiting outside, and the young maid she had taken with her.

They wore somewhat anxious expressions.

Were they worried about Elize?

They had entered upon hearing that her condition had improved, but honestly, they didn't seem to hold much hope.

They must have realized it after being abandoned by countless renowned physicians over time.

That expectations only lead to greater despair.

In other words, it felt like learned helplessness.

"Um... where is Elize?"

Her terrible struggle with illness.

As they were the only two who had stayed by her side, it was as if they had shared her pain.

For they had shed tears every dawn, listening to her groans of suffering.

'But.'

Today was different.

Because I had remained by their side.

"Over here."

I pointed to the bed.

Rose, the girl who had lost consciousness a while ago, was still asleep.

Her red hair was spread out between the blankets.

*Softly breathing*.

Her tranquil breathing could be heard.

Upon seeing her face, eyes closed without the slightest distortion, surprise spread in the eyes of the two who had been filled with anxiety.

As if they had witnessed an unbelievable miracle.

"My goodness."

"Elize...?"

"I've never seen Her Highness wear such a peaceful expression before. There's no sign of suffering, and she's not sweating at all!"

"It was really... possible after all."

"This is truly wonderful! Your Highness...!"

The maid rejoiced, even shedding tears.

Perhaps her emotions were also rising, as Charlotte couldn't speak for a while.

Finally, as if regaining her composure, she posed a question.

"How did you... do it?"

Beyond her clear pupils, only my figure was reflected.

As if answering the girl's mirror, I merely left a playful remark.

"Hehe."

The answering words were.

"It's a secret."

Just as always.

        
            Faint breaths continued quietly.
Rose was deeply asleep, unaware of her surroundings.
Leaving the girl to rest, we were lightly sharing tea in the next room.

A platinum-blonde girl was visible in front of the plush sofa where she sat.
"......."
Charlotte remained silent.
She seemed to be deep in thought.
The hot teacup was merely held between her fingers, cooling down without a stir since earlier.
Beyond her clear pupils, a complicated mind was evident.

'She's still like this.'
I wore a bitter smile.
Hope had suddenly arrived.
The girl seemed to have something to say, but she hesitated, unable to voice it.
Her occasionally meeting gaze held wavering emotions.

'Is she truly shocked?'
I lightly put down the teacup I was holding.
It seemed we would stay up all night at this rate, so I decided to speak first.
I asked in a perfectly calm tone.
"How was it?"

A lightly tossed phrase.
Though short, its meaning clearly referred to Rose.
It must have been a long time since Elize looked so comfortable.
As I quietly waited for an answer, a subdued voice soon emerged.

Her blue eyes, deep in thought.
".......Can she really be cured?"
The question broke off pathetically.
Even at a casual listen, it sounded more like a wish than a question.
I didn't nod immediately.
I merely smiled, as if deliberately drawing out the suspense.

"Will it be difficult...?"
Charlotte's nervousness increased.
As it concerned her beloved younger sister's lifespan, the girl watched for subtle cues, even at the mere twitch of my lips.
Her agitated gaze had forgotten her usual bluntness.
Currently, Charlotte was mentally vulnerable.
Hope, and despair.
Two intense emotions swirled within her.
She simultaneously hoped that a way to save her sister had been found, and was tormented by the anxiety that even this might fail.
The endlessly mixed ups and downs of her feelings were enough to shake the girl.

"It's not difficult."
I thought.
Now was the time.
It was time to tame the young prince.
Cracks had appeared in her firm mind, and a brief opening had formed, which I considered an opportunity to slip through.
I subtly let my words drift and rose from my seat.

"Didn't I tell you? It's perfectly possible."
I was targeting a moment of confusion.
Humans are helpless before despair, and in moments of weakness, they unconsciously seek hope to lean on.
Even a girl belonging to the '4D' [quirky/eccentric] type would be no different.
While portraying myself as a wall to lean on, I also intended to become a deep swamp, swallowing the princesses whole.
To do this, I needed to instill trust.

"You must trust me."
Trust that I was someone they could rely on.
"Your Highness."
"......."
Her clear pupils stared blankly in my direction.
I slowly moved.
To the sofa opposite where the princess was sitting.
I subtly moved behind it, then placed my hand on the girl's shoulder.
I brought my lips close to her white ear and spoke.

"The treatment won't be easy."
"......."
"But if Your Highness follows my instructions carefully, it's not impossible."
".......What do I do?"
"It's nothing much. Simply follow my directions absolutely when it comes to the treatment."
"If I do that, can Elize be saved?"
"I give you my word of honor. If I lie, you may bury my neck in the ground."
"Okay... I'll trust you. I'll do anything you tell me to."

The girl nodded as if possessed.
Even as she stepped into the swamp, her blue eyes shone transparently.
I smiled faintly, a tender feeling in my heart.
"That's a good attitude."
It was merely the stage of dangling bait, but it wasn't a bad start.
I whispered in a low voice.
"Please remember."
In this despair.
The only person who can pull you out.
"Is me and no one else in this world."
This was the true beginning of the princess gaslighting.

***

Elize Rose von Staufen.
She was the Second Princess of the Empire and Charlotte's younger sister, but her treatment within the imperial family was poor.
This was due to the illness she suffered from.
Mana Petrification Disease.
Despite 'disease' being in its name, it was widely perceived as a curse among people.
To the extent that a superstition even followed it, claiming it was due to incurring divine displeasure.
The problem was that even the academic community accepted this superstition as fact.
Medicine, magic, divine power... centuries of repeated research had failed to find even a clue for a cure, meaning even experts had practically given up.
Given the situation, Mana Petrification Disease had become a symbol of ill omen.

'It's not that I don't understand.'
I thought it was understandable.
It erupted without any warning, its cause unknown, no solution found, and with few cases, there was no information about it whatsoever; ultimately, it led to an unavoidable death.
There was simply no other way to explain it than to say it was forsaken by the gods.

'Moreover.'
Those afflicted found their mana channels hardening.
As a result, the flow within the body reversed, and sharp, broken fragments circulated, tearing apart internal organs.
Since the process leading to death was so horrific, the perception of it could only be the worst.
Indeed, examining cases from past centuries, there were even records of sufferers being burned at the stake for purification, on the grounds that they were cursed by the gods.
That curse, remembered like a nightmare.
Had afflicted none other than the Imperial Princess of the Empire.

'Naturally, the imperial family was thrown into chaos.'
The Rose, who had been the flower of the people until the day before, suddenly became a sinner who had incurred divine wrath overnight.
This phenomenon had significant potential to be interpreted as an ill omen for the Empire.
It was clear that it would stir up not only internal imperial politics but also the imperial citizens.
Therefore, the Emperor took swift action.
The matter was covered up as an imperial secret.
All involved parties were silenced, and no one knew about it except for a minimal number of close associates.
Furthermore, Rose was confined to a detached palace to prevent news from leaking out.
Outwardly, all social activities were refused, citing the princess's frail health.

'Poor thing.'
She was not yet ten years old.
While the Emperor's actions were truly wise when considering the subsequent political turmoil and the girl's safety, Rose ultimately had to stand alone from a young age.
Living a life of confinement for nearly ten years.
"-For an imperial princess of a nation to reside here, it is excessively modest."
"-.......Yes."
Her dwelling being particularly modest was also for that reason.
Entry was extremely restricted.
The First Princess was virtually the only one to periodically visit the detached palace.
Rose, receiving care from a few maids, spent her days simply waiting for the day of her death.
This much was what I learned while playing the original story.

[EP???. For Elize]
-Lonely Abode, A Rose Wilting in Winter-
This was the backstory revealed as a side story.
I had even uploaded a separate video about it, but the ending wasn't particularly good, leaving a bitter taste.
Rose was a character who met her demise in every route.

"It's truly regrettable."
A murmur, as if in lament.
As I brought my hands together, a cold gaze was felt directly in front of me.

"......."
Long, flowing red hair.
Lifeless green eyes, devoid of any vitality.
A pale complexion that emphasized her frailty.
It was Elize.
The girl was sitting on the bed, glaring at me.
Her fiercely wide eyes seemed to directly ask, 'Why are you here?'
I smiled calmly.

"Good morning. I am Juda Snakers, who will be taking over as Your Highness's physician starting today."
"......."
"I apologize for my rudeness yesterday."
"Ha."
Perhaps she recalled the intense memory of yesterday.
Rose let out a hollow laugh.
Her reaction contained undisguised contempt.
The girl clenched her fists tightly, as if ready to lunge at me.
A venomous light still lingered in her pupils.

"You... shut up. Because I want to kill you right now."
"Are you still holding a grudge?"
"Shut up."
"Didn't I tell you it was merely part of the treatment? Furthermore, it was Her Highness Charlotte who entrusted me with such a request."
"Your shamelessness pierces the heavens. To dare lay a hand on an imperial body."
"I merely fulfilled my duty as a subject."
"While raping a princess of the nation."
"That is absolutely untrue. I made no contact other than for treatment."
"If it weren't for the First Princess, you would have been executed on the spot."

Elize muttered, grinding her teeth.
Her pupils were full of murderous intent, but she couldn't retaliate against me.
Getting out of bed was difficult enough for her.
"Ugh, haa..."
The frail princess gasped for breath just from a brief outburst of anger.
It seemed her seizure cycle was returning.
I subtly added.

"I came because I believe you'll need treatment today as well."
"Get lost."
"It is Her Highness Charlotte's command."
"I don't need it... just go away. I never asked for a physician in the first place."
"Aren't you in pain?"
"I've lived my whole life like this already."

Rose stubbornly refused treatment.
Was she not even afraid of the seizures?
It was obvious she would vomit blood and writhe on the floor, so why was she so unyielding?
The girl merely fumbled for the desk beside her bed.

Scrape.
The drawer opened roughly.
Her hand, rummaging inside for a moment, finally succeeded in grasping something.
It was a pocket knife, about the size of a palm.
The girl unwrapped the numerous bandages around her wrist, then brought the sharply glinting silver blade to her skin.
I, who had been watching blankly, belatedly realized her action.

"No."
I grabbed her slender wrist.
Inside the bandages, countless straight scars were densely packed.
It was clearly the result of her own doing.
The girl tensed her grasped hand, as if trying to hide them.
"Let go."

It was a type of folk remedy.
A method to calm seizures caused by mana reflux.
By making cuts on areas far from the danjeon and bleeding, one forcibly tried to restore balance.
While it offered temporary pain relief, it was not a fundamental solution and was self-destructive, making it a deprecated method.
Upon closer inspection, both her arms and even her neck area were bandaged.
Could it be.

".......Your condition is more severe than I imagined."
I had thought she was merely uncomfortable, fiddling with the bandages earlier.
Was it withdrawal?
Once a habit forms, it's highly addictive.
Especially when mana flow is unstable, the sense of stability gained from such acts would be extraordinary.
Judging by the scars, it must have been going on for at least three years.
The original story hinted at it, but I hadn't realized it was this severe.

"Are you saying you won't receive treatment in this state?"
"......."
"This won't do."
I had intended to be as gentle as possible today, thinking I had been too rough yesterday.
But seeing this, I couldn't concede.

Snap!
I snapped my fingers without delay.
Shadows shot out next.
They intertwined like ropes once more, binding the girl's stiff body to the bed.
It was a scene replicating what I had seen yesterday.

"Wait...?!"
The red-haired girl stumbled onto the duvet in surprise.
I gathered thick lies at my fingertips and lifted Rose's thinly worn nightgown.
Then, I slowly stroked her stomach.

"Today will be rougher than yesterday. Please bear with it for a long time."
I said to the struggling Rose.

        
            As I pressed my palm against that body heat as if coveting it, strained breaths then burst forth from her pale red lips.

The red-haired girl lay on the bed, utterly disheveled.

"Pant, pant..."

Her wavering gaze glared this way.

The full-fledged treatment hadn't even begun, but she looked exhausted from her own rough resistance.

Murderous intent dripped from her leaf-like eyes.

"You... again, how dare you do such a thing...!"

Her clenched fists seemed ready to unleash violence at any moment.

Behind her chillingly seething voice, shame and horror at her current situation were hidden.

Had she realized, belatedly, that resistance was futile?

Elize had relaxed her limbs, merely keeping her eyes wide open.

I smiled in response.

"It's the same as last time. Please be at ease, it won't hurt."

"I, clearly... told you to get lost!"

"I didn't intend to go this far either, but seeing Her Highness's condition, I decided to be a little harsher."

"Don't... *gasp*, don't touch my body...!"

"It seems difficult to grant that particular request."

I firmly shook my head.

Because it was obvious that Rose wouldn't listen to anything I said right now.

My thought was that even if it meant adopting a somewhat coercive method, her broken state needed to be reverted.

I spoke, holding a soft sensation.

"Then... I will begin the treatment."

At the same time, shadows shimmered at my fingertips.

It thinly coated my finger joints, then slowly dyed the skin it touched.

A squirming sensation.

Startled by it, Rose's pupils trembled.

She let out the breath she'd been holding, followed by a faint moan.

Her breathing was extremely agitated.

"*Gasp*...?!"

A sound that echoed with peculiar clarity.

Her pitiful body trembled as if terrified, but the snake that had already coiled had no intention of letting go of its prey.

It merely flicked its tongue along her nape.

"You'll be comfortable soon."

It could be called the beginning of the full-scale treatment.

If yesterday was a light preview stage, today was the time to resolve the fundamental cause.

I expended a small amount of power.

*Swish*.

The thinly spreading darkness permeated her abdomen.

Before long, it caused an invisible change beyond it.

"......?!"

Elize's shoulders flinched.

Was it because of an unfamiliar sensation?

Currently, her body's sensitivity was almost doubled.

By fixing the stimulation received by the patient at its maximum, the flow of mana spreading throughout the entire body could be easily detected.

Thanks to this, the girl was more sensitive than ever.

"Wai-wait, *cough*, what... what are you doing to my body...?"

Perhaps the perceived sensitivity was even greater than that.

Because the stimulation entering her body suddenly increased from 100 to 200.

Sensations like pain, which could be dangerous, had been adjusted, but other nerves were still alive, making it overwhelming.

For example, smell, hearing, touch... or even pleasure.

Therefore, the patient's intense reaction was not unusual.

"*Gasp*, *gasp*... it's strange, why suddenly...!"

I stroked the girl's head as if to soothe her.

Did even that feel alien?

She sharply turned her head, forcing me to withdraw my hand.

'She seems to be having a harder time than I expected.'

It seemed I should put other thoughts aside for later.

I stopped hesitating.

I concentrated power at my touching fingertips.

Then, as if coveting her warm flesh, I firmly pressed her pale white belly with my palm.

It was precisely the area forming her dantian.

"Agh?!"

A breath burst forth in response.

Was it due to the intense stimulation?

Her waist lightly arched, but even that was blocked by the pressing hand.

Her pitiful body merely trembled.

"You mustn't move."

As expected, the first time is difficult.

Since I had anticipated this level of reaction, I calmly waited for the girl to calm down.

With my other hand, I stroked Rose's head.

"Ah, *gasp*... what, are you... trying to do?"

"As I said, it's treatment. As it's precise work, please refrain from drastic movements."

The treatment method was simple.

Restoring each of the heavily contaminated mana lines, one by one.

It was a method of injecting mana into the central dantian, allowing it to flow into tiny conduits, and pushing out the reversed energy with purified energy.

It sounds easy to say, but in reality, it's a method close to impossible.

First, mana had to be manipulated individually.

While handling it in granular units, the path also had to be adjusted to prevent deviation.

Since this work had to be applied sequentially to countless conduits, not only was the difficulty of the procedure high, but the time to complete the treatment also took a very long time.

A task impossible for ordinary doctors to even attempt.

'Of course.'

For me, it was the best method.

I could draw out the treatment slowly, allowing for a steady recovery, and the burden on the patient was also considerably low.

I just had to leisurely 'devour' the princesses during the given period.

The difficulty of manipulation was no problem for me.

If I couldn't even do this much, when I could reverse even a chimera with a single gesture, the name "Worst" would cry out.

I continued the treatment with a faint smile.

"You're enduring well."

*Press*.

I pressed her abdomen once more.

Her shoulders flinched.

Her disheveled breaths were now simmering like a low fever.

Her weak hands tightly gripped the bedsheet, and her lips bit down as if suppressing a sound.

She was desperately enduring.

"*Cough*... St-stop, treatment, I don't need it, *huff*."

*Press*.

"*Gasp*...!"

Elize squeezed her eyes shut.

Her sprawling breaths simmered like a low fever.

Perhaps frightened by the alien sensations, there was even a slight dampness at the corners of her eyes.

Nevertheless, the murderous intent in her eyes did not wane.

With her shabby thorns raised to the very end, she truly seemed like a single Rose.

Perhaps it was because her resolute appearance was particularly endearing.

I stroked Elize's head several more times.

"Good. You're getting used to it."

"You... I'll kill you, *gasp*, you piece of trash...!"

"Such an end wouldn't be bad. Of course, that's after Her Highness's treatment is complete."

"*Hmph*, *gasp*...!"

*Press*.

The girl swayed pitifully.

She seemed to be looking for someone to help her in the middle, but unfortunately, there was no one in the dark room.

Only a frail Rose and a golden serpent existed.

Since Charlotte had said she would follow my words entirely from now on, she was waiting in the next room with a maid.

Even if she screamed from this side, it wouldn't reach the other side.

Because I had soundproofed it, just like yesterday.

"You can just continue like this."

*Press, press*.

That repeated gesture.

The first treatment was only completed after approximately 3 hours.

Perhaps it was because I had expended power for quite a long time.

As I withdrew my cramping hand, Rose's exhausted breath reached my ear.

Elize lay weakly.

"Pant, pant..."

The girl was drenched in flowing sweat.

Thanks to this, her wet nightgown revealed her interior, and the sticky scent of her skin permeated the air in the room.

Her pupils, seeming both unfocused and not, were uniquely beautiful.

"You've worked hard."

I lightly conveyed my appreciation.

Elize, in her disheveled state.

Her nightgown, revealing her lower chest, barely covered the peaks that had formed above.

A slight handprint remained on her pale white belly.

"Your body should feel much more comfortable. You can recover if you continue to receive treatment steadily from now on."

I flicked my fingers.

*Snap*!

Immediately after a light popping sound.

The disheveled girl returned to a tidy appearance.

She might feel sticky from sweating, so it was a thoughtful consideration I extended.

To tidy up the messy surroundings as well.

"Then, I'll take my leave."

"......"

"Let's meet again tomorrow."

"......Die."

Rose mumbled, as if scraping up her words.

Beyond her upward-gazing eyes, venom was clear.

Had she not been broken yet?

I smiled in response and caressed the girl's cheek, which still retained warmth.

At the end of the soft sensation, a thorn was hidden.

"You will realize."

I whispered with a treacherous tongue.

"That even such resistance is meaningless."

My sweet breath tickled her ear.

Elize merely trembled, her body close to exhaustion, her fists clenched.

Although she resisted now.

A touch she would be unable to defy in the future.

"Because I can do as I please with Her Highness at any time."

Her pale complexion was especially delicate.

As I felt the warmth at my fingertips, a voice suddenly brushed past my ear.

One of the now-shattered fragments of the past.

"-Oppa... I hurt."

"-I cried because I missed Oppa, but I still stopped after listening to Nurse Unnie."

"-Hehe! So hurry and pet me!"

I vowed, feeling her frail body heat.

To prevent future tragedies, to save Charlotte from despair, and for everyone to reach a happy ending.

So that your fairy tale would be different from mine.

"I will definitely save Her Highness."

Definitely.

I will save you.

        
            The next day.

We were spending time in the same dark room.

The Snake, Rose, the Little Prince, and even the exclusive maid.

Although it was originally a scene filled only with melancholy, as they gathered one by one, it became quite lively.

The children sat in their respective spots and chatted.

"......I can't believe it."

A voice suddenly murmured.

It was none other than the maid.

Her appearance suggested she was only around middle school age.

The young girl's eyes sparkled brightly, and she gazed at Elize, who was lying in bed.

It seemed she was surprised by her master's improved complexion.

'Her name was... Tanya, wasn't it?'

I heard Charlotte herself assigned her as the exclusive maid.

Though younger than the other maids, she was as skilled as a veteran and had a bright personality, so it felt like she was chosen without hesitation.

They also said her personality was obedient, making her the perfect talent.

For now, she was practically the only maid in charge of Elize.

"It-it's a relief... sniffle, I was worried because her seizures have been frequent lately."

It was a reaction of relief.

She couldn't bring herself to approach, but stood on the opposite side, wiping away tears.

Just as I'd heard, she seemed mature for her age.

Enduring Rose's temper, in a way, one might say she was more amazing than the adults.

Her brave protection of her master was quite admirable.

"It's such a relief that Doctor-nim came."

Tanya smiled as if pleased.

Normally, if she were a typical maid, she would have been severely scolded for interrupting the conversation of high-ranking individuals, but it seemed all the princesses tolerated and overlooked it.

It's like they treated her like a younger sibling.

She was truly young, and practically the only family member in the detached palace.

They merely gave her a light warning.

"Tanya."

"So-sorry. I just, Your, Your Royal Highness, it's been so long since I've seen you lying comfortably, so I was happy......"

She only chose such pretty words; how could anyone scold this little angel?

In the end, Charlotte closed the mouth she had opened.

She subtly took out a handkerchief and wiped her cheek.

"Wipe your tears. Stop crying now."

"Yes, yes... Your Royal Highness Charlotte."

A picture of undeniable sisters.

The two stood side by side.

Following my words that she needed rest, she couldn't approach the bed, but merely gazed from a distance.

Of course, since it was the same room, their voices were clearly heard.

They had to be wary of others' mana, but merely talking was fine.

So we conversed, divided into two sides.

"Your, Your Royal Highness... are you really alright?"

"Is there any part that's uncomfortable?"

Most of the questions came from Tanya and Charlotte.

Every word was full of concern.

The two were already surprised by Rose's improved condition.

Just a few days ago, she was clearly on the brink of death, but today, there was no sign of distress, the cold sweat that flowed like rain had dried, and even the periodic seizures were quiet.

It was a happy reaction to her condition improving after only deteriorating.

However.

On the other hand, there seemed to be some worry.

She was recovering her strength so suddenly that they wondered if she was truly alright.

Since it was still the beginning, I decided to let it be.

"Elize."

"What."

"You always said your head throbbed. How is it today?"

"It's nothing to worry about."

A voice that brushed like a cold wind.

As if unaware of her older sister's anxious heart, Elize only gave uncooperative answers.

The sharply raised thorns rejected others' approach.

"......Elize."

Charlotte hesitated but eventually stepped back.

Her expression was as blunt as ever, but a unique bitterness seemed to show through it.

I didn't like that.

Of course, I knew her twisted attitude wasn't genuine, but she couldn't even say one kind word to such a devoted sister.

I, who was sitting next to her, secretly put my hand under the blanket.

I intended to tease the naughty child.

"Oh dear... Your Royal Highness Charlotte might be upset to hear that."

"You shut up."

"Hehe."

A gently approaching hand.

Inside, it was saturated with the girl's body heat.

It burrowed under her neat top, stopping at her abdomen where soft skin resided.

Then, without hesitation, I pressed her dantian with my palm.

Press.

"......?!"

Her shoulders flinched momentarily.

Elize, who turned her head next, glared at me with an incredulous look.

Her green pupils wavered like grass swaying in the wind.

"You, now, what are you...?"

"It's treatment."

"So, why are you doing that here...!"

"Didn't I tell you? That I could do it whenever I wanted."

I whispered explicit words into the ear of the subtly resisting girl.

Without waiting for a continuous reaction, I pressed her abdomen.

Press.

"Wai-wait...!"

Rose couldn't bring herself to utter a groan.

Because she was being controlled by a lie.

If this situation were exposed, it would be difficult in many ways.

Since the treatment required explicit contact, it was easily misunderstood by others.

Therefore, I had imposed a restriction preventing any mention of it.

Elize was stuck, unable to do anything.

She could only grit her teeth, holding her heated breath, until the punishment passed.

I repeated it as a way to make her reflect.

Press.

"......Ugh, huff."

A precarious situation continued.

Perhaps because the room was dark and covered by the blanket, the other two didn't seem to notice.

The distance also played a part.

Meanwhile, questions kept coming.

"Elize."

"......"

"How's the treatment? Do you feel your body improving?"

"......Yes. I feel it."

Perhaps realizing she'd be pressed whenever she ignored it, the girl belatedly added an answer to her older sister's question.

Was it because of the obedient answer she hadn't expected at all?

Charlotte blinked blankly.

Her blue eyes soon formed an arc, curving into a faint smile.

It was the Little Prince's smile, seen after a long time.

"What a relief... Yes. It's truly a relief."

The girl seemed pleased by just one word from her younger sister.

It would have been better if she had done this earlier; I don't know why she hurt the heart of someone so precious.

From now on, we can correct things one by one, right?

I planned to keep her for at least another year.

I hoped it would be resolved by then.

Press.

"Why this time...!"

Ah.

This time, it was by mistake.

"You will definitely, ugh, kill you..."

Leaving behind the usual murder threat, I subtly withdrew the hand I had inserted.

Now she'll come to her senses and answer well, right?

When I feigned innocence as if nothing had happened, Elize was there, glaring at me with eyes that had somehow become moist.

Charlotte and Tanya, knowing nothing, merely tilted their heads.

"Her complexion seems to have worsened."

"That's right. Her face is flushed, and her breathing has become ragged."

"Elize... are you really okay?"

"You're not overexerting yourself because of us, are you?"

"......There's no problem, so stop making such a fuss."

Rose, trying hard to dismiss the pouring concerns.

I smiled in praise, then stroked her abdomen and whispered.

So softly it couldn't be heard.

"Such a good girl."

A few curses came back, but I continued with a sly response.

A few more words of conversation continued without stopping.

We spent time in that dark room.

***

A somewhat noisy visit.

Elize fell asleep early to recover her strength.

Although she was receiving treatment.

As it was only the initial stage, her body remained in a terrible state.

Because of this, she tired faster than others, and the children, noticing this, made way for her to rest.

As Rose lay under the glass cover.

The Snake and the Little Prince were having a private audience in the next room.

"I believe you've gained a bit of certainty."

"......"

A voice reverberated through the cool air.

Charlotte sat idly.

Beyond the sofa, the boy was seated.

His dull blond hair stood behind the girl, then he bowed his head and whispered into her ear.

His close lips maintained a dizzying proximity.

"May I ask, Your Royal Highness."

"......"

"Has there ever been anyone capable of something like this until now?"

The Snake asked.

About the value of the miracle he had shown.

A solution for a nightmare-like curse that seemed utterly impossible to resolve, one that no one had actually been able to fix.

The girl's younger sister embraced vitality for the first time.

"Do you think there will be in the future?"

A voice that cunningly melted in.

Charlotte, who had been lost in thought, then shook her head blankly.

"......No."

Her pale red lips murmured a denial.

At the same time, that sentence was the first step to opening her heart and accepting the value of his existence.

Knowing that fact, the boy twisted his lips.

"Remember this."

He continued.

"That only I can help you."

It was a process.

A process of digging into weary gaps, licking the weakest wounds, and dyeing the opponent's world with oneself.

So that they could no longer live without relying on him.

"You must not listen to others' words."

"......"

"Only I can help you, and only I will not betray your hopes."

"So you can rely on me."

"If you wish to save Your Royal Highness."

A voice sweetly ravaging her ears.

As if captivated by the provocative words, the Little Prince nodded her stiff head.

Perhaps a single gesture that entirely devoted her future.

"Yes... I'll trust you."

"Only I can help you."

"Only you... can help me."

"Good."

The Snake wore a satisfied smile.

The girl carefully raised her hand, then gently stroked his platinum-blond hair.

The boy accepted it without any particular resistance.

His characteristic narrowed eyes glinted for a fleeting moment.

Beyond his slightly open eyelids, dangerous white pupils gleamed.

An ominousness flowed around his mouth.

"Just like that, slowly... you can entrust everything to me."

It was a single phrase that implied the future.

        
            I was staying at the palace, continuing my role as the attending physician.

I wondered if it was too long to keep missing academy classes, but I had already asked Selena about this, so there was no need to worry. After all, I had received the position of head assistant precisely for situations like this.

"Are you saying you'll be away for a while?"
"I don't intend to say no, but... it's worrying how often this has been happening recently."
"You mustn't neglect your duties as a student."
"I won't press for the reason for your absence. Our relationship was established under such conditions from the beginning."
"However, I will add the advice to always take care of yourself."

I received permission without much difficulty. My master might have been curious with her disciple wandering around like this, but she didn't ask a single question. She simply let me do as I pleased. Indeed, choosing Selena as my backer was an excellent decision. If it had been the other professors at Gallimard, they would have been desperate to control my actions as they pleased. I chewed on my relief anew.

'Thanks to this, I have time.'

Thanks to this, I could focus solely on the matters at hand.

Over the past week, I worked on two main things. The first was, of course, treating Rose, and the second was gradually taming the young princess. It was also a necessary process when considering subsequent episodes. Both were tasks that required patience, so I approached them slowly and with endurance.

Of course, you can't expect immediate results.

"I told you to get lost."
"I have no intention of receiving treatment, so don't touch my body."
"Just let me die."

This was especially true for Elize. The older sister was slowly opening her heart, but the younger sister consistently maintained a cold attitude. No... it felt like she was getting sharper and sharper. Even though her physical condition was clearly improving, as if she couldn't accept that fact, the girl never stopped fiercely resisting every moment she received treatment. Because of this, I had to deal with her for several hours every day.

"Ugh... you piece of trash."
"Treating a princess of a nation like this, hmph, do you think you'll be safe...?"
"I'm definitely going to kill you."

Whenever a gentle touch landed on her pale skin, her hazy eyes glared this way. Beyond her empty pupils, even her killing intent shattered hollowly. As her sweet breath became ragged, her red hair soaked with sweat, and a sticky scent of skin permeated the surroundings, the girl lay exhausted. Her shabby eyes always reflected resentment.

"Die."

It seemed I was hated unintentionally, but even so, I had no intention of letting go easily. The moment I gave up, not even a shred of salvation would remain. Because Rose's death would soon lead to the tragedy of the young princess. That's why, even as I was pricked by sharp thorns, I gently caressed the red petals. Always with a smile.

"You will get used to it soon."
"I hope you can focus solely on recovery, without any worries, and without giving up on life."
"I will help you by your side."
"Even if Your Highness does not wish it."

Taming is not achieved overnight. Only by watching for a long time and putting in steady effort can one make a beautiful flower bloom. This was such a stage. A stage of implanting meaning in each other, rather than finding meaning in each other. I needed to have a little patience.

'Of course.'

That's not to say there was no progress. While Rose was certainly raising her thorns, the young princess, on the other hand, was steadily coming over. Charlotte expressed her gratitude every day.

"The frequency of her seizures has noticeably decreased."
"Her complexion seems to be getting better too."
"Yes... it's all thanks to you."
"Because you helped us. Only you can save us."

The effect of repeated learning seemed to be showing. Every time Elize fell asleep after treatment, we would have a private meeting in the next room for about two hours. Ostensibly, it was to report on her progress. In reality, it was closer to a process of building trust with the girl by increasing the time we spent together. I whispered whenever I had a chance.

"Your Highness has no need to worry about anything."
"You simply need to entrust everything to me and wait patiently."
"Because I will take care of everything."

Words offering myself as a complete reliance. Charlotte, who had seemed hesitant at first, now nodded blankly. Perhaps it was because I was the only hope she saw. Seeing her sister's complexion improve day by day, the older sister had no choice but to follow the voice that reached her ears. Perhaps she didn't want to miss this opportunity.

"I'll follow your words."

Her unfocused blue eyes. Whenever the girl's eyes held a wavering gaze, I stroked her head as a sign of reassurance. A princess of a nation did not push away the touch of a mere snake. Instead, she gradually melted into its coolness, merely accepting the narrowing distance. I often wore a satisfied smile.

'It's going smoothly.'

This too was done with the future in mind. The more Charlotte came to rely on me, the easier it would be for me to use her. A high status is always useful. As the disease showed progress, trust steadily built up.

'Charlotte... and Elize.'

Before long, I had become a part of their daily lives.

***

Late in the evening.

At a time when even the bright scenery outside the window was dyed in darkness, I finished the consultation, which had continued for a long time, and was tidying up the messy surroundings. The bed where Rose lay was a mess again today.

"Haa, haa..."

Hot breaths exhaled. Her red hair, soaked with sweat, was scattered everywhere. Perhaps because of her unusually fierce resistance, her top, which normally only became dishevelled, was completely stripped off today, revealing all her pale skin. She wasn't even wearing underwear, so she was practically naked. Only a precariously draped blanket covered her body, concealing the protuberance at the end of her soft flesh. Perhaps because of her exposed skin, a sticky body odor brushed past my nose.

"Haaa... Ugh."

"You've endured much."

I said to the exhausted girl. A single word announcing the end of the treatment. As I removed my hand from her abdomen, a moan escaped from between her pale red lips. It was a sorrowful echo that she couldn't quite utter.

"Ugh."

The treatment had lasted for a staggering five hours. Perhaps because she had been pressed down so many times, clear handprints remained on her stomach. Elize lay twitching.

"......"

Her limbs, bound by shadows, did not move. It seemed she had no more strength left. Her bloodless lips were the same. Only her green pupils stared this way. There was a glistening moisture in her eyes, but that didn't erase the feeling that she was glaring.

I responded with a refreshing smile.

'How long will she react like that?'

She should be getting used to it by now. I lightly flicked my fingers.

*Click!*

Immediately after the short popping sound, the chaotic scene neatly organized itself. The sweat-soaked blanket also returned, and the girl's explicitly revealed silhouette was covered. I quietly looked down at the bed.

"I will check again today."

I then extended my hand. Rose's arm was still bound. As I rolled up the thinly covering sleeve, a thick bandage could be seen beneath it. With a cautious gesture, I peeled away the fabric.

*Rustle.*

The bandage came undone limply. Only then did the scars on her wrist become visible. They were lines haphazardly drawn like slashes. Had she used a knife again when I wasn't looking? New wounds, not present yesterday, had appeared. Thinking, "Just as I expected," I let out a low sigh.

"Your Highness."
"Why."
"Didn't I tell you? That it's not a very good habit."
"What do you care?"

Intentionally inflicting wounds on her body. By releasing the mana that flowed backward, it had the temporary effect of alleviating pain, but it was an act that provided no help to her treatment whatsoever. Despite being warned, she couldn't stop herself.

"...Because it hurt so much in the early morning."
"Excuses won't work. If you were in such pain, you should have called me."

I took out an ointment from the shelf. As I applied the medicine to her bleeding wrist, Rose turned her head away with an indifferent gaze. A demeanor as if her wounds were of no concern to her.

"It doesn't even sting much."

There was no will to recover. Pushing aside my bitter feelings, I posed a question I had kept to myself until now.

"Does Your Highness truly not believe in hope?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."

From what I had observed over the past week, she was like a single flower broken by wind and rain. A misfortune so trampled that she could not rise again. Elize had given up on life. Having continued to battle illness in a dark room for over 10 years, her heart must already be filled with an insurmountable despair. The girl's haggard, faded eyes proved that time. Rose no longer seemed to believe in hope.

"You seem to be mistaken about something... whether you can truly cure this illness or not, that's none of my business."

        
            "It seems you're misunderstanding something... Whether you can truly cure this illness or not, it's none of my concern."

Her eyes were hollow.
The girl, who had been silent for a moment, then poured out her bitter feelings.
It was a terribly painful sentence.

"I told you from the beginning. I have no intention of getting treated."

In other words.

"I have no desire to live."

Was it because of a life filled with despair?
She suffered from a terrible curse.

The Imperial Family, which should have been her family's embrace, mercilessly abandoned the girl.
She was confined to a palace no different from a cage, completely isolated from the outside world, forced to spend lonely days.

Only endless torment remained by her side.
In the agony of her insides being torn to shreds, the girl spent ten years unable to live or die.
It was enough time to break her.

'Because she lived like that her whole life.'

The girl didn't know about peace.
Because she had never experienced it.

Although I had somewhat guessed, Rose's inner self was festering even more than that.
My heart ached at her pitiful words.

But at the same time.
I also knew that her words were a lie.

-Ah, ahh...?
-How... it doesn't hurt, but why, suddenly, me...?

I remembered.
Our first meeting.
The moment her seizure miraculously stopped.
Even though it passed by like a mirage, her eyes shone transparently during that brief moment.

Her green pupils were sparkling.
Those were clearly the eyes of someone who wanted to live.

"You are afraid."

The words "I don't want to live" were merely a lie.
Elize was simply afraid of hope.
After suffering countless dawns with nightmares and being betrayed by shallow expectations, even a glimmer of hope had now worn away and disappeared.

I silently confronted the girl's despair.

"Shut up."

"Will that truly be enough for you?"

"Don't talk as if you know me. Just let me die peacefully."

"Charlotte Princess-nim will be saddened."

"......"
Rose suddenly fell silent.
It was as if she had been caught off guard.
She probably hadn't expected me to bring up her sister's name here.

I added more words without giving her a chance.

"Because Princess-nim cherishes you."

Although she had been confined in a lonely cage her entire life, Elize was not completely alone.
Because the young prince had never once given up on Rose.
Even though there was an imperial decree forbidding entry to the detached palace, his affection for his younger sibling was so strong that he disregarded it outright.
Later, he even went as far as to search for a cure for the illness himself.
Knowing about such dedicated actions, Elize couldn't help but feel a pang of conscience regarding her older sister.

Even if she usually maintained a cold demeanor.

'Because she's her only ally for now.'

She didn't truly dislike her either.
There was a separate mention that before her personality became twisted as it was now, she used to follow her older sister well, so it was difficult to see Rose as truly hating her.
She was probably refusing to accept it for some reason.

"......Why are you suddenly bringing up that person?"

Elize spoke with her brows furrowed.
She mumbled as if indifferent, but there was an unwitting sharpness in her tone.

"I merely voiced my concern."

Rose, her thorns fully raised.
To break down her solid wall, it was necessary to provoke her in this way.

I subtly pushed into the opening that had appeared.

"What will you do if she truly leaves?"

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about Charlotte Princess-nim. Hasn't she already sacrificed so much for you? Yet, despite all her efforts, you say you've even given up the will to live, so I'm simply worried that her heart might become exhausted and she might leave."

"That's what I want. I don't need troublesome people like that."

"Are you serious?"

I smiled lightly.
That smile, mixed with a hint of bitterness, was a blatant form of mockery.

"If that happens, truly no one will be left by your side."

Just as I said.
If even the young prince leaves, nothing will remain on this star.
Only a humble rose will be left.

Even Tanya, who was currently in charge of Elize, was someone Charlotte herself had assigned, so if she left this place, it was highly likely Tanya would leave with her.
In that case, no one would set foot in this place anymore.

"Are you truly saying you wish for such an outcome?"

"......Yes."

The answer came back unusually late.
Ultimately, the girl did not back down from her stance, but her green eyes were trembling.

I spoke as if pouring oil on that agitation.

"Understood. I will report this matter directly to Charlotte Princess-nim. Respecting your wishes, I will try my best to persuade her."

"Persuade...?"

"To ensure she no longer seeks you out. She will probably comply if I say it's for your treatment."

I wasn't joking.
She had said she would completely follow my opinion, so if I brought up treatment, she would grant the request without hesitation.
Thus, I had the means to isolate Rose.

"Think about it for a moment."

Of course, I had no intention of tormenting her like that, but I spoke as if deliberately pushing her hard.
Because otherwise, she wouldn't bat an eye.

I smiled faintly and raised my head.
Bandages were already rewrapped around her delicate wrist.

"I've applied all the ointment. If you touch it carelessly, the wound might worsen, so you must endure it for at least one night."

"......"

"I'll take my leave now."

The red-haired girl lay motionless.
Leaving behind the heavy silence, I exited the room entangled with thoughts.

Even until that moment.
Elize did not open her mouth.

***

When I finished the examination and left the room, the view outside the window was already completely steeped in night.

I walked for a moment down the dark corridor.
The unusually cool air brushed past me like a gentle breeze.

As I walked, lost in various thoughts, a captivating scene soon appeared in my sight.
It was the detached palace garden, which extended to the end of the corridor.

Thump, thump—.
I proceeded with familiar steps.
For the past few days, after my schedule was finished, I would enjoy a light stroll like this.
It was perfect for clearing my complex thoughts.

'Has another day passed?'

I slowly crossed over the bushes.
It felt somewhat modest for a princess to reside in, but precisely because it wasn't extravagant, there was a beauty to it.

A faint rustling sound echoed whenever the blades of grass brushed against my legs.
The haven of life, where various plants were intertwined haphazardly, seemed alive in the tranquil moonlight.

Rustle, rustle—.
"Haa... I hope it turns out well."

I lamented with a complicated sigh.
Naturally, the thoughts replaying in my mind were about Rose, whom I had left alone in the room.

I took a step, recalling the plan I would proceed with.
As I was once again deeply engrossed in thoughts of work, a sudden gust of wind ruffled my hair.

I unconsciously looked up at the sky.

"......"

A background painted in jet black.
Tiny, sparkling specks were tightly embedded across that vast expanse.
As I gazed at a star that shone particularly brightly today, a voice hidden in the depths of my memory seeped into my ears.

It was a memory now rusted.

-Oppa! I want to make a wish to the stars too!

Should I call myself foolish?
To still cherish a memory from at least five years ago, never forgetting it.

Old memories burned like a cigarette.
It was then, as I was exhaling a sigh instead of smoke from between my lips.

Thump—.
"......?"
I sensed an unfamiliar presence.
Reacting to it, I turned around and saw a man walking into the garden.
He looked around for a moment, then approached me.

Our gazes, which had already crossed, were now scrutinizing each other.

'Entry to the detached palace should be strictly controlled.'

A secret personally covered by the Emperor.
As it was the space where Princess Rose resided, it was difficult for anyone of ordinary status to even set foot in it.
Nevertheless, the man was walking with a confident stride.

As I examined his moderately wrinkled face, discernible features appeared here and there.
He appeared to be middle-aged or older.

'That person... surely not.'

His blue eyes shimmered with light.
Platinum blonde hair that immediately brought someone to mind.
The dignity that accompanied every step, and an unshakeable aura even in the darkness.
Lastly, clothes embroidered with the imperial crest.

Combining these clues one by one, I had no choice but to kneel down on the spot immediately.
It was, above all, a most respectful movement.

Thud—.
The man's footsteps stopped before me.
I bowed my head as I was, paying my respects in an upright posture and offering my greeting.
My parting lips held solemnity.

"I greet the Supreme Sun of the Empire."

The Supreme Sun.
The man, thus addressed, nodded.

"Mm."

Valkaros Rantana von Staufen.
The princesses' biological father.
The master of this empire stood before my eyes.

'What.'
Why did he pop out here?

        
            A polite gesture expressing respect.
Between the clearly articulated sentences were words describing the man before him.
Hair of a familiar color fluttered in the wind.
Green eyes, like leaves, quietly looked down this way.

'Valkaros Lantana von Staufen.'

Would many modifiers be necessary?
The Emperor.
The sole sun of the Staufen Empire.
The birth father of the unfortunate princesses, and the one who imprisoned the cursed Rose on a distant planet.
I was standing before a cold heart.

'Why is this person here?'
Why was he here?
A sudden appearance.
Even as I chewed on the question at the end of the sentence, I waited for a response to my greeting.
Soon, the Emperor parted his lips with a calm resonance.

"Is that you? The new attending physician assigned to the Second Princess."

A voice devoid of any vitality.
Only a cold breeze brushed his neck.
Was it due to his significant tone?
Even though little content had been exchanged yet, I intuitively knew that he knew everything.
Otherwise, he wouldn't be this composed.

'He knew... from the start.'
I murmured softly to myself.

Originally, I shouldn't have been here.
The matters concerning Rose were a secret directly covered by the Emperor, so it was not a place where outsiders could freely set foot.
Therefore, access to the detached palace had been strictly controlled until now.
Although I had managed to get in with Charlotte's help.
Even that felt more like sneaking in than following proper procedures.

In short.
If I were caught, I'd be in all sorts of trouble.
That's why I had been careful, but it seemed I couldn't deceive the eye of the Sun.
Valkaros was already aware of my presence.

As I racked my brain in silence, a middle-aged voice echoed in my ear.
"That's enough, you may rise."
It was permission to straighten my knelt knees.
I bowed once, then slowly raised my lowered body.

Our gazes briefly met.
"Young Master Snakers."
"Your Majesty."
"It seems this is the first time I've seen your face like this."
"I didn't expect Your Majesty to recognize me. I will consider it an everlasting honor for my family."
"A guest has come to my home, so as the host, is it not proper to receive him? Even if it's an uninvited guest."

"...You knew, after all."
"Yes. I knew from the start."

As expected.
The Emperor seemed to have already assessed the situation.
Even though I had followed the princess, I had, after all, intruded into a forbidden area, so I belatedly added an apology.
My lips were serious, without even a hint of a smile.

"I am ashamed."
"There's no need to bow. You merely responded to the First Princess's request, did you not? She often sought out physicians to care for the Second Princess."

Princess, or 'she'.
Even though he was clearly referring to his child, the titles were incredibly stiff.
His excessively cold tone added to the wintery atmosphere.
As I keenly felt the icy air.
The Emperor's appearance from the original work briefly came to mind.

'Well.'
He wasn't a character whose story was particularly detailed.
Rather, his character was mostly inferred through episodes involving the princesses.
It was also a part that had once been a main plot point.

Valkaros.
A cold-blooded man who gave affection to nothing in the world.
In his mind, only the scales of practicality existed, and he was a person who utterly abhorred being swayed by personal emotions.
It was no wonder that his moniker in the original work was 'Cold Heart'.

[Category: Free Forum]
[Title: No matter how I look at it, the Emperor is the root of all evil in the Rose arc]
Seriously, there's no character whose maliciousness rivals this guy.
He neglected his only blood relatives, his daughters, from a young age.
He barely ever showed them his face.
As if that wasn't enough, when the Second Princess fell ill, he immediately abandoned and confined the 8-year-old child.
Ultimately, the family was broken.
The good relationship between the sisters was ruined.
Elize fought her illness alone for over 10 years, fell into various mental illnesses and self-harm addiction, and eventually died by extreme choice before her lifespan was over.
Charlotte was traumatized by it, leading to reduced social skills.
In the story,
If the Dean is the peak of incompetence,
This Emperor bastard is the peak of maliciousness.

[He really is a complete bastard.]
-> Even animals cherish their offspring, they say.
-> Reading the side stories makes my hatred for the Emperor boil.

[There's a reason Yuda destroyed the Empire.]
-> Now people are even defending Karyl.
-> Destruction? No, it's 'normalization,' isn't it?
-> Great Yuda.
-> GOAT... I don't particularly miss him.

[Dean vs. Emperor]
-> An unpopularity battle where superiority cannot be judged.
-> Incompetent Prophet vs. Malicious Betrayer, wow.
-> Isn't incompetence better, at least?
-> No, the Emperor is better. In the later stages, he provides troop support and various aid.
-> On the other hand, our esteemed Prophet does nothing.

[The Emperor became cute after meeting Yuda.]
-> Yeah, right.
-> Why are the arrows coming at me again?
-> F*ck... What's with the cool factor... haha.
-> There he goes again, bringing up weird memes.

I remember his evaluation among players wasn't very good.
He wasn't explicitly an antagonist, but he was so neglectful towards his blood relatives, the princesses, to the point of indifference, and he even personally imprisoned the cursed Elize in a detached palace.
Since this served as a pillar of the tragic storyline, public opinion couldn't have been favorable.
He even proudly ranked in the lower tiers in a popularity poll once conducted.

'I disliked him too.'
Even I didn't like him.
When I was producing videos for the Rose episode, I often inserted curses about him.
The term 'malicious Emperor' was deeply ingrained.

But now.
'What...?'
I couldn't hide my bewilderment.
The part that had been bothering me since earlier. I belatedly found the reason for that unfamiliar feeling.
My gaze fixed on Valkaros, who stood opposite me.

"I've heard the news. That there are signs of recovery, which is unusual?"
"Yes... that's right."
"I just dropped by to check briefly."
"......"

No.
This person couldn't possibly be like this?
Considering how he was depicted in the original work, it was impossible.
Valkaros was utterly indifferent to the princesses.
It wasn't that he hated them, or lacked interest; it was more like he genuinely treated them as if they didn't exist in his life.
To the point where it seemed he might have even forgotten he had children.

As I mentioned earlier, it wasn't explicitly stated, but it was inferred from fragmentary parts throughout the story.
Especially in Elize's recollections, similar mentions were frequently scattered.

'What whim is this?'
Question marks filled my mind.
As I wore a doubtful expression for a moment, the middle-aged voice added a reply.
The unchanging, wintery resonance seemed to be tinged with frost.

"There's no need to be so tense. This is truly a visit with no hidden meaning."
"I apologize. I was just surprised for a moment."

What had surprised me so much?
I didn't commit the discourtesy of speaking the reason aloud.
It was a question that involved mentioning the Second Princess, a disgrace that the imperial family had to hide, and a being no different from discarded kin.
Instead, I merely swallowed my thoughts in tight-lipped silence.

Perhaps vaguely sensing the atmosphere, Valkaros subtly turned his head.
A moment of silence followed.
Whoosh-.
Only the night wind blowing erased the emptiness.
The Emperor, whose eyes had been fixed with a dead gaze, soon let out words as if casually, yet they were sharp as an awl.

"Recovery... I heard that curse is incurable."
"That's true by conventional methods."
"So, it's possible by unconventional methods?"
"It's difficult to assert definitively. However, I can say that we are in the experimental stage."
"Should I call it audacious? To use a princess of the realm as an experimental subject."

Well, it's true, but.
Shouldn't you, of all people, be saying that...?
Is he deliberately trying to pick a fight? Otherwise, he wouldn't mention Rose himself.
I tried my best to keep my furrowed brow in check.

"I apologize."
"Well... it doesn't matter."

He was a difficult person to understand.
If I were to compare him to someone... yes, perhaps similar to Charlotte.
He subtly gave off the feeling of being in a world of his own.

"So."
Green eyes, glancing this way.
They resembled the leaves of a rose, but unlike hers, their color was withered.

"Can you really do it? The treatment."
A question.
My answer was fixed.

"I believe there's a strong possibility."
"Huh... overflowing confidence."
"An incurable disease doesn't mean it can never be cured. It simply means the solution for treatment hasn't been discovered yet."
"It sounds as if you hold the solution in your hands."
"You may interpret it as you wish. Only time, not far from now, will provide the answer."

"An interesting proposition."
Valkaros nodded.
Perhaps intrigued by my audacious demeanor, a light flickered in his characteristically empty pupils.
It was an adult, frozen and frozen again, shattered into pieces.

"Isn't that truly a dream-like claim?"
Was he still half in doubt?
Normally, he would have dismissed it as nonsense, but hearing the news of actual recovery seemed to confuse him.
His expression was as if he were contemplating where to begin dismissing it as absurd.

"...I truly hope that bravado of yours is real."
"Pardon?"
"If so, I might even hand over this entire Empire to you."
"That's quite an excessive remark for a joke."
"Do you think it's a joke?"
"......"

I ultimately had no choice but to remain silent.
The Emperor's actual appearance differed from the image and impression I had known since my previous life.
While the overall atmosphere was exactly as I remembered,
There were subtle discrepancies in his reactions, attitude, and gaze.

'He hopes my bravado is real.'
Doesn't it sound like a sentence that wishes for a miracle to cure Elize's illness?
Like he hopes the Rose's curse will be lifted?
The person I know is certainly not someone who would feel that way.

As I mulled over my complex thoughts, Valkaros, who had been standing still, turned his back.
It seemed he intended to leave.

"I should be going soon."
"Weren't you here to see Princess Elize?"
"I've changed my mind."
"I will see you when the next opportunity arises."
"Well... I hope I don't have to see you again, if possible."
"Pardon?"
"I'm leaving."

Before the conversation could be fully concluded.
The Emperor departed first.
Watching his back as he exited the garden, various thoughts completely filled a section of my mind.
I murmured to myself, as if unwinding those thoughts.

'I didn't expect this.'
Could there be a backstory I don't know?
Content recorded beyond the Emperor, not revealed in the original work.
I found myself smiling unwittingly.

"Ha."
It truly was an interesting world.
I thought I knew everything, but when I actually approached it, something entirely different awaited.
Unknown things lay hidden everywhere, waiting for me.
Ignorance held such vibrancy; how could I possibly consider this world a lie?
Every scent that brushed my nose was genuine.

'But.'
On the other hand, precisely because of that.
I couldn't treat everything carelessly.
When the moment of departure inevitably arrived, I would have to fade without leaving scars on the things I had loved.
Only retaining the scars from thorns that had cut my fingertips.

After briefly savoring the lingering feelings, I took a step.
It was the path leading to bed.

'Before I sleep... should I go check on her condition?'
Elize, whose condition hadn't been good for the past few days.
Remembering that her pain worsened every night, I quietly made my way to the room where Rose stayed.

As I freely traversed the cool air.
Before long, my feet reached the door at the end of the hallway.

"......"
A slight gap.
Through it, a faint light leaked out.
A brightness that only two or three candles could produce.
Even though it was already past dawn, perhaps the Rose in the greenhouse couldn't fall asleep?

I slowly opened the closed door and entered the room.

"Pant, pant..."
Just as I stepped onto the soft carpet.
What I heard was breathing.
Breathing mixed with desperate groans, as if suffering from pain.

"Ugh... Ugh."
Rose was not lying in bed.
Instead, she was crouched in the middle of the room, her body curled tightly.
Her shoulders twitched with her ragged breaths.
The red-haired girl seemed engrossed in something.

'This is.'
I couldn't help but harden my expression.
As a metallic scent brushed my nose, red traces on the floor appeared in my sight.
The faint scent filling the room was none other than the smell of blood.

"...Hah."
Tears streamed down.
As if following the transparent drops, red marks originating from her wrist stained the carpet.
Between the cleanly cut wounds, countless roses bloomed.
Even though she was already smeared with red petals, the girl moved her hand as if she wasn't satisfied.
A pocketknife, wet with flower sap, hung from her fingertips.

Slip-.
The haphazardly loosened bandage stretched long.
The fabric, which had been pure white just hours ago, had now forgotten the concept of regeneration and was dirtied by saturation in violence.
At its end, only a thirst for self-destruction remained.

"Hauck... Ugh."
Scratch, scratch-.
Rose, adding wound upon wound as if lost in a daze.
The girl didn't even perceive the presence of others, blankly spewing out only blood and tears.
There was no vitality in her blinking eyelids.
Her green pupils, like leaves, seemed to be withering to black.

"Your Highness."
Even though I called out softly, Rose continued to self-harm while weeping.
It seemed she couldn't hear any other words.
I approached the girl.
And then.

Grab-!
I embraced her slender body from behind.
At the same time, I silently held her wrist, which was becoming a mess.

"Ugh...! Ugh!"
Sudden restraint.
She struggled as if startled by it, but the arms restraining the girl didn't tremble even slightly.
I held her in a warm embrace and calmed her.
I brought my lips close, as if to touch her pale ear, and whispered words of comfort several times in a calm voice.
I didn't forget to stroke her head with my hand.

"Shh... It's okay."
"Hiccup, ugh."
"Everything's okay. Because I'm here by your side..."

And so.
Until the intense atmosphere subsided, the two of them rested for a while.
Melting into the lukewarm warmth.

        
            A chilly temperature.
Only pitch-blackness remained in the room.
Though it had been a vibrant, bustling space just a short while ago, dawn had somehow arrived, plunging it into complete stillness.
Through the faint darkness, only a candle flickered precariously.
Perhaps it was autumn outside the window.
A landscape resembling a dying season.
On the ground, where even the slightest starlight did not penetrate, a single rose bloomed forlornly.
Its petals looked as if they would wither at any moment.

"......"
After the treatment ended.
The girl, left alone, had been tossing and turning in her blanket.
Although a long time had passed since her surroundings fell silent, the voice still lingered in Rose's ears.
It was a few words spilled by the snake.
-You are afraid.
The chilly voice dug into her wounds.
Her heart churned loudly.
She slowly raised her body from the bed.
As she stood on her weak legs, a sudden dizziness struck her head hard.
The girl seemed to stumble without any resistance.

-Will that be enough for you?
Words that pierced unusually deep.
The words, embedded like thorns, wouldn't leave, constantly causing an annoying pain.
Yet, the auditory hallucinations stuck in her consciousness only grew worse.
-Princess Charlotte will be saddened.
-Because she cherishes you.
-What will you do if she truly leaves?
The treacherous tongue spoke.
Of the lonely fate of being left all alone.
-If that happens, truly no one will be left by your side.

When she heard those words.
Elize felt her breath catch for a moment.
'My sister... is leaving?'
The only person who sought her out on this lonely star.
Someone who hid tenderness behind sleepy eyes.
A foolish person who, despite being wounded by sharp thorns every time, never gave up on her ailing younger sister.
Such a person leaving.
'......That's what I wanted.'
She mumbled to herself with effort.
As if it wasn't a problem.
Because she had wanted this outcome from the beginning.

Elize knew.
How devoted her sister was to her.
Though she wanted to act spoiled, she knew it was simply not allowed.
For reality was cruel.

-At most, one year from now.
Five years ago.
The terminal diagnosis she received at a young age.
Despite the Little Prince's every effort, Rose's premature death was as good as a predetermined end.
That day, the younger sister saw her older sister's tears for the first time.
-My sister... is struggling because of me.
The girl realized belatedly.
How much of a burdensome weight her existence, always only receiving, was to her sister.
Her sister's suppressed sobs were especially distressing.
As if she had ruined the sister who had always shone so brightly.
Feeling guilty over her sister's tears, Rose could no longer stay by the Little Prince's side.
She had run away.

-I have to distance myself from my sister.
So that her sister wouldn't hurt.
So that she might even hate her.
So that even if she closed her eyes tomorrow, no ugly mark would be left on her sister's kind heart.
Rose decided to push the Little Prince away.
-It's all... because I'm bad.
It was foolish.
Because she was young.
She chose to sever their relationship to avoid causing pain.
Rose's thorns had such a reason.
However, what she overlooked was that her sister's devotion could not be stopped by something so trivial.
The Little Prince kept approaching, even as her fingertips were cut repeatedly.

-Please, just leave me alone.
The younger sister trying to push away.
The older sister trying to hold on.
Their terrible relationship worsened over time, eventually leading to the present.
The one year she had heard from the doctor had long since passed.
But.
It didn't sound like hope.
Rather, it was merely an extension of hell.
Rose was like a slowly wilting petal.
Her condition, once it began to worsen, never improved, and with each passing day, the pain of the curse tormented her cruelly.
She was just barely surviving each day, clinging to life.

-Cough, cough...!
The curse made everyone suffer.
The younger sister screamed daily in horrific pain.
The older sister's eyes welled up with tears at the fact that there was nothing she could do.
Even amidst this, neither of their stubborn wills showed any sign of breaking.
The girl, chewing over old memories, soon mumbled to herself with self-derision.
"I... I did everything to push her away."
It should have been a relief.
Just as the snake had said.
If he persuaded her sister to turn her back on her, Rose would certainly feel much more at ease.
Yes.
That's certainly how it should have been.
"Why then?"
Is she so tormented now?
Though it was the person she had pushed away for several years, thinking that she would truly disappear made her head ache.
Her throbbing chest made it difficult to breathe.
"Haa... Urgh."
The reason was simple.
Just as the rose in the fairy tale, what she hid behind her thorns was love.
Just as not everything pointed is hatred.
Not everything round is love, and sometimes even hatred can be round.
In the girl's case, it was thorny love.
So how could she be happy?
The current situation must have been far from the true feelings she had hidden between her petals.
She merely bit her lip in alienation.

'My head hurts.'
She felt choked.
Clasping her constricted chest, her thoughts now drifted in a deeper direction.
It was a fundamental question.
'Why.'
Why did it have to be her, of all people?
A curse from God.
An incurable disease that afflicts only two or three people in a century.
What sin had she harbored at birth to bear such a heavy punishment on her back?
The deep shadow asked.
'Did it have to be me...?'
Simultaneously, memories of her unfortunate life and a sense of revulsion began to creep up.
It was sharply-honed hatred.
Ten years spent neither living nor dying.
The time she was abandoned by her father, lost her place in the world, and continued a horrific struggle with illness.
She was terribly lonely.
'An outcast.'
She had no intention of denying it.
No.
Rather, she agreed.
Because it had been such a life from the beginning.
Looking back on the past years, no one had stood by her side.
The girl often thought.
Rather.
Shouldn't she have never been born?

"Cough...!"
A sudden cough erupted.
Her vision blurred.
She thought it had been quiet for a while, but a seizure was clearly flaring up again.
Elize fumbled through a nearby shelf.
*Thud.*
What her fingertips grasped was none other than a pocketknife.
The girl unwrapped the bandage around her wrist, then immediately pressed the blade against the exposed skin.
Immediately after, her flesh was cut.
*Slice.*
A new mark was carved over countless scars.
A stinging pain colored her entire arm, and soon after, the pain of the seizure subsided.
It was a temporary measure.
*Drip, drip.*
Life dripping red.
Dark crimson roses bloomed on the floor.

"......"
The girl was silent for a moment, then began to move the knife again.
She calmly traced lines on her soft skin.
An indescribable sense of liberation.
The wounds stung and burned, but the pain-relieving effect was sweet enough to warrant it.
She carved line after line, as if possessed.
-Do you truly wish for such an end?
Just then, the auditory hallucination resumed.
She bit her lip tightly.
Soon, Rose unwrapped the bandage from her other arm as well.
As she fearlessly painted with the 'flower sap', transparent droplets fell onto it.
They were tears.

'When will it end?'
When will this miserable breath finally cease?
With such thoughts, she recklessly applied the knife.
Drawing long lines on the white canvas, and as droplets of blood beaded in the crevices, she felt as if the seizure subsided for a moment.
Because of this, she couldn't escape this addictive pain.
As if it affirmed a brief respite even in her trash-like life.
*Thud.*
Her legs gave out.
Elize, slumping where she stood, numbly repeated the same action.
Petals falling in a steady rhythm.
Soon, the surrounding floor was filled with beautiful roses.
The girl looked at the garden she had created, and then, as if overcome with even more emotion, she sobbed out tears.
Even amidst that, her eyes were dead.
"H-hic... Urgh."
Drowning in a distant fragrance.
Her vision blurred.

-I don't have any desire to live.
In truth.
She didn't want to die.
She hated the agony of her insides being torn apart, the seizures that came every dawn, and the hemoptysis that stained her sleeves red.
She wished the pain would stop.
But she knew it was impossible.
Because as long as she bore this curse, she couldn't escape it until she died.
Droplets of dew fell one by one.
*Slice, slice.*
The sound continued for a while.
Her appearance was a mess.
Perhaps thinking her arms were sufficiently damaged, she now reached for the bandage wrapped around her neck.
Just as she was about to touch her neck, covered in blood.

"Your Highness."
*Wrap!*
Arms embraced her from behind.
She struggled in her bewilderment, but the firm body held Elize tightly.
A gentle voice whispered in her ear.
"Shh... It's alright."
Familiar hands.
The boy who had been teasing and taunting her for the past few days.
When she turned her head, dull blonde hair came into view.
"It's all alright. Because I'm here......"
The warmth enveloping her shoulders.
Rose, who had been filled with coldness, slowly lost her strength as if melting into the embrace.
*Clatter!*
In the end, she dropped the knife.
"Good. Just like this."
The snake continued to stroke her hair.
It seemed to be waiting for her to calm down.
As if accepting that intention, Elize soon stopped resisting.
Only then did the boy draw a smile on his lips.
"Rest comfortably."
The two of them sat there for a while.
Leaning on each other's warmth, slowly dispelling the chilly air.

***

After a short while, when the agitated atmosphere had settled.
We sat facing each other.
It was a distance so close their breaths mingled, but no awkward atmosphere flowed between them.
It was merely physical contact for treatment.
I was applying bandages to her scarred arm.

"......"
Elize extended her arm silently.
Her wrist was truly a mess.
It was impossible to tell how many years she had been doing this, but countless marks remained besides those freshly carved today.
The parts where scars were concentrated had even changed the texture of her skin.
I swallowed a bitter taste.
I carefully wiped away the spreading red blood, then spread disinfectant over the countless lacerations.
Rose didn't even blink, despite it surely stinging quite a bit.
Having lived with the curse for nearly her entire life, perhaps ordinary pain no longer evoked any reaction in her.
She seemed like a broken doll.

"Your Highness."
"......"
Her green eyes gazed this way.
Although her focus seemed to have drifted, I didn't mind and persisted in speaking to her.
Because she was surely listening.

"As your primary physician, I will speak."
There was much to discuss, one way or another.
"Didn't I tell you not to hurt yourself?"
"......"
"I understand your reliance on the pain-relieving effect. However, it's not good for your mental health and negatively impacts your body's recovery."
Words delivered like an earnest warning.
As she took in every word of the nagging, it wasn't long before I brought up the main point I had postponed.
Their gazes met appropriately in the air.
Her blinking green eyes.
Perhaps due to exhaustion, her usual venomous gaze was gone, leaving only a deeply submerged look.
I was seeing through the longing beyond those pupils.

"Your Highness."
I needed an opportunity like this.
A moment when she was mentally shaken, when her sharp thorns had lowered.
"I will ask you one last time."
My face moved closer.
After sharing a brief gaze, I took the girl's chin and lifted her head.
A distance where I could feel her breath directly.
Unspoken breaths mingled between our lips.
As I positioned myself almost touching, a smile suddenly bloomed on my lips.
I asked directly.
"Do you not wish to live?"
This time, a proposal she couldn't refuse.

        
            "Do you not wish to live?"

A lightly posed question.

Immediately after, a heavy silence settled in the room.

Watching her blankly blinking eyes, I pulled up the corners of my mouth as gently as possible.

It was a kind smile.

'A chance... Can I think of it that way?'

I muttered inwardly.

Wiping away her gathered tears was an act mixed with a bit of calculation.

Elize.

The girl was particularly thorny.

Her unfortunate background was enough to drag her down, and Rose gradually devolved into a pessimism that left no hope for life.

This was the reason for her subtly twisted personality.

Thanks to that, I was often ignored as well.

I had offered goodwill several times, but the girl showed not the slightest interest.

She had blocked her ears so that the world's voice could not be heard.

That was the most troublesome part.

Because will was crucial for treatment.

'But.'

Now was different.

Although her heart was armored with resignation, small cracks were appearing even in that iron wall.

The more she wavered mentally, the weaker she became.

A rupture slowly opening.

I instinctively knew.

That it was possible now.

'I can persuade her.'

It was a chance to convey my voice.

The withered Rose didn't even seem to intend to raise her thorns, so I would use this opening to take a step closer to the truth she hid.

Leaves that have lost their thorns have no choice but to weakly yield their petals.

"Your Highness."

I had no intention of letting this opportunity slip away.

As I held her cheek in my palm, I could feel the tears flowing from her cheek.

"I wish to hear your true feelings."

I whispered softly.

So that the stars asleep in the night sky wouldn't wake.

"Your Highness said you had no lingering attachment to life."

"......"

"But I didn't believe those words. Although it's only a part, I also understand your life."

"......You understand me?"

"Yes. Though you might find it arrogant."

Terminal illness.

How could one not know the pain inherent in such a life?

"I haven't experienced it directly. But I have experienced loss."

"What?"

"The most precious person in my life."

"......"

"She was a child who shone like a star. At the same time, she was everything that made up my life."

I briefly reminisced.

Of old memories that remained as pain above all else.

-Oppa!

A young voice echoing in my ears.

After a moment of silence, I simply smiled at the girl in front of me.

"That child was the same. She suffered from an illness for several years before finally leaving my side."

Perhaps.

Had God been jealous of that brilliant light?

The starlight that had completely formed my life vanished beyond the night sky at too young an age.

I said.

"A life lived day by day, facing death."

"......"

"That child told me. About how painful it was."

The end shimmering before one's eyes is terrifying.

A cruel fate is unfair.

Struggling with illness is lonely.

Struggling is agonizing.

The approaching farewell is sorrowful.

Recalling each of the words she had choked out, I gently caressed Rose's petals.

The girl now seemed to be listening intently.

"That is why I understand you."

Though not entirely.

Because there was pain from that part that I remembered vividly.

I savored the memories buried deep in my heart, articulating each successive sentence clearly.

It was a calm tone.

"I know what Your Highness desires."

"What I... desire?"

"Are you not wishing for a miracle? While endlessly despairing in this life, you are also, in a way, waiting for salvation."

"I'm sorry, but you're mistaken."

"Oh."

"Because I resigned myself to it a long time ago. The word 'miracle' just feels like an illusion."

"Your words are based on the premise I presented."

What Rose spoke of was resignation.

Not a fundamental absence.

"Resignation."

Resignation is giving up hope.

To phrase this differently.

It means that at one time, she had hope.

Because if one never had hope to begin with, the word "resignation" itself couldn't exist.

The girl before me was the same.

"How could there be no lingering attachment?"

She was merely crushed by continuous despair; it doesn't mean she became free of desire for hope.

On the contrary, abandoned hope becomes even more vivid.

It remains a strong lingering attachment precisely because it was unfulfilled.

She had been blocked by the wall of reality and had sunk down, but if a hand was extended to help her up, she would surely grasp it.

Hope already grasped.

Doesn't easily let go.

"Your Highness must be the same."

"......"

Rose fell silent.

It was a silence tantamount to affirmation.

Normally, she would have forced out a rebuttal, but perhaps due to her wavering heart, she seemed to have no such composure.

She was merely looking this way with trembling eyes.

"Your Highness."

Her fall was imminent.

I filled myself within her lightless pupils, and with careful hands, peeled away the despair entangled with the flower.

It was a single word of hope she had long forgotten to live with.

"I will give you a miracle."

A hazy, resonating voice.

As if enchanted by a dream, as if submerged in waves, Rose slowly seeped into the sentences.

"I can promise all of it. I can fulfill the hope you were forced to abandon."

I pulled out.

The sentence "I want to die" that she had repeated countless times. Beyond that, I found the girl's true feelings she had hidden.

In the dust-laden void, only a short monologue remained.

I want to live.

A single line of monologue that said.

"You merely need to take my hand."

A hand gently extended.

As I quietly waited for an answer, I saw the red-haired girl, frozen blankly.

Her green eyes were trembling wildly.

Water seemed to gather little by little, then soon became thick tears that began to fall with soft thuds.

Elize dropped her head to the floor as if her strength had given out.

"Why, exactly?"

A brief, stray murmur.

It seemed to be asking for a reason.

What was the reason for clinging so persistently?

She thought she had let go of everything, yet what was the reason for constantly giving her hope?

It was a question that wasn't a question.

"Because."

I answered without hesitation.

I.

You all.

The world.

The ending of this story.

"I want you all to be happy."

That single phrase resonated clearly.

It contained only sincerity.

I drew a faint smile on my lips.

Rose, who couldn't continue her reply for a while, then leaned her head against me as if collapsing.

The warmth that touched my chest with a soft thud, was imbued with belated warmth.

"......Until the very end, you're strange."

"Am I?"

"Yes."

The quiet reply that came back.

I lightly stroked the head leaning against me.

Unlike before, it wasn't pushed away.

On the hand that had extended hope, a bandaged hand was now resting.

I smiled gently.

"You don't need to worry."

Because I will take care of everything.

Behind the words whispered in her ear, the disheveled Rose simply closed her eyes.

***

Elize.

The girl knew her misfortune.

Because she was a child who had swallowed a curse.

An illness known to be incurable by anything: magic, medicine, divine power...

Because she had keenly faced reality since childhood, Rose didn't dare to harbor hopes for miracles.

Instead, she let go of everything in her hands.

That was natural in the girl's world.

-Starting today, I am Juda Snakers, appointed as Your Highness's attending physician.

A strange person.

Elize didn't like the boy.

The way his hands fiddled with her while she was restrained.

Putting aside the first impression, which was nothing short of terrible, the fact that he kept smiling bothered her.

His mouth, spouting words about not giving up on life, was annoying.

-I will help you.

He knew nothing.

He didn't even understand.

She didn't want him to arbitrarily give her hope.

Because her heart was already trampled and torn.

She had suffered for so long, stopped all her struggles, and was preparing for everything to meaningless fade away.

Now, she didn't want to be swayed by pointless hope.

However.

-I wish to hear your true feelings.

She wavered.

Listening to those words made her chest stir.

-I understand you.

The body temperature that melted her coldness.

The hand wiping away her tears.

The kindness of bandaging her wounds.

The feeling of peace every time she leaned back, and the curse's pain that vanished for a brief moment from the world.

She had been turning away from it, calling it fleeting hope, but.

-I will give you a miracle.

Yes.

She had no choice but to admit it.

About hope.

She thought she had clearly let go, but shattered fragments remained at her fingertips.

It was a lingering attachment she hadn't even noticed herself.

-You merely need to take my hand.

-Because I want you all... to be happy.

Elize ultimately grasped the hand before her.

As if enchanted by something.

Who could possibly not crumble before such desperately yearned-for hope?

Rose had prepared for death every day, but deep down, she was still a girl who hadn't even reached adulthood.

Ultimately, she resolved.

That she would truly believe in hope one last time.

"I lost."

Elize, lying in bed, suddenly said so.

A snake sat nearby.

He sat, ostensibly for treatment, watching Rose buried in the covers.

Was it because of the subtly almost-touching body heat?

Realizing the presence beside her, the girl spoke in a much more relaxed tone.

"I told you. I lost."

"What do you mean?"

"Do as you please. From now on, even if you touch me roughly, or stick to me clingily, or rummage roughly, I won't resist at all."

"Those are deeply concerning words."

"Because you said you would fulfill my hope."

"So anything for treatment... is that the feeling?"

"Just do what you want."

Rose, saying she would refrain from resisting from now on.

Perhaps inwardly pleased by such a reaction, the boy gently stroked her red hair.

Immediately after, he smiled at the lifeless petals.

"I have no intention of treating you carelessly. If someone enters my domain, I take care of them with all my heart."

"Well... we'll see as time passes."

"You are absolutely right."

The two exchanged light conversation.

As they were passing the time like that, Rose suddenly posed a question.

"Is there anything I can help with?"

"Help... Now that you mention it, there was one thing I needed your cooperation for."

"What is it?"

Elize slowly raised her head.

She showed interest.

Perhaps because her will to recover had revived, the girl was oddly proactive.

Rose had no idea what the future held.

"You'll need to prepare to leave."

"Leave?"

"Because I intend to escape this prison-like place."

"Huh...?"

Elize was flustered by the sudden words.

In contrast, the snake showed no wavering at all.

The boy added the next words with a bright smile.

"We're going to the academy. All of us together."

The cage that had imprisoned Rose.

It was a single phrase that shattered the loneliness of the past ten years.

        
            “We’re going to the Academy. All of us.”

A bombshell dropped with a serene expression.

Elize looked blankly at first, then turned her wavering gaze towards him.

It seemed she had grasped the meaning belatedly.

Her voice, when it came, was clearly tinged with panic.

“Wait… What do you mean?”

“Just as you heard.”

“But the Academy… putting aside the suddenness of the issue, it’s impossible.”

“Why do you state that so definitively?”

I deliberately asked back brazenly.

Rose’s expression was confused.

As I gently stroked her red hair, splayed across the bed, her perplexed gaze prodded at my cheek.

I smiled calmly.

My whispered voice scattered softly.

“You don’t need to worry about anything. Everything is already part of the plan.”

“……”

A sly, flicking tongue.

I leaned my head closer.

As the distance between us narrowed, our intertwining breaths, impossible to erase, mingled in the air.

At that moment, I lightly stroked Rose’s stomach.

“Your Highness.”

*Slide.*

As my hand subtly slipped beneath her nightgown, the sensation of her pure white skin spread to my fingertips.

Feeling her subtle warmth, I pressed down on it.

*Press.*

“Ngh…”

Her rose-tinted lips added a pained moan.

Her breathing momentarily became unsteady.

Perhaps it was due to the treatment over the past few days, but now, merely placing my hand on her elicited a reflexive response.

The blatant contact intimately kneaded a certain area.

“W-wait…”

*Press.*

*Press.*

The red petals beautifully crumbled.

Lips bitten to stifle a sound.

Above them, the illicit gleam of her pistil, which she couldn’t hide, shone.

The cool air melted away with her hot breath, and the focus slowly blurred in her previously clear eyes.

The subtle heat created a fatal scene.

“Haa… Hah, ah…”

Her breathing had grown ragged.

Confirming that the girl was lost in a daze, I whispered to her, as if placing a suggestion in her ear.

It was a single phrase that would define the relationship to come.

“Your Highness simply needs to trust me.”

The serpent’s tail wrapped around her slender neck.

The petals endlessly scattered, eventually stepping into a shadow from which they could not escape.

Unaware that they themselves were being devoured.

“…Alright.”

Elize nodded.

I stroked her head, signifying my approval.

Her eyes, which had been filled with murderous intent just a few days ago, now held a gentle brightness, perhaps due to being considerably subdued.

Of course, her characteristic fierce demeanor remained.

“Heh.”

This was enough.

The distance I desired with Rose was a gap sufficient to fully intervene in her life.

It was enough if I could prevent her suicide.

I smiled with a slight sense of relief.

It felt as though I had finally taken the first step in changing the tragedy.

“Everything will be fine.”

“I said I get it… Don’t make me say it again.”

Elize pouted her lips unnecessarily.

We exchanged a few words and spent the coldest autumn night.

On the cusp of upheaval.

***

The next day.

As soon as morning broke, I discussed the matter with Charlotte.

Unlike Elize’s case, which had been closer to a notification, I had given Charlotte prior notice, so the conversation progressed quickly.

Of course, she didn’t immediately nod in agreement.

Just as her younger sister had, her older sister also reacted skeptically to my proposal.

Her blue eyes held a slight question.

“Is it really possible?”

“Your Highness only needs to follow the instructions I give you. It’s all for Princess Elize.”

“Then… Alright.”

Her characteristic sleepy demeanor.

The girl answered.

She seemed to hesitate right after hearing the story, but upon hearing that it was for her younger sister, she nodded.

She left the room, saying she would personally request it from the Emperor.

However.

Valkaros did not meet us.

A single word, ‘busy,’ was his reason.

Instead, he sent one of his secretaries.

He was a close aide who assisted the Emperor and one of the few who knew the secret about Rose.

The man conveyed his master’s will in a stiff tone.

“His Majesty stated that he has no particular interest and left only the words, ‘Do as you wish.’”

As expected.

Valkaros did not stop us.

It seemed he had no lingering attachment whatsoever.

Upon mentioning Elize’s recovery and her need to go outside for continued treatment, permission was granted in less than half a day.

It even seemed they would assist with her transfer to the academy.

Though his attitude seemed like he was discarding trash, in a way, it also resembled a father letting his daughter go.

I gradually revised my mixed evaluation of him.

*‘Indeed.’*

Valkaros, the cold-hearted.

The fact that he was the worst father remained unchanged.

He was trash who had pushed his daughters into hell.

However, if my hypothesis was correct… perhaps there was still some room for extenuating circumstances.

I pushed the thought aside with a fleeting bitterness.

“Well… If this is the case, the plan can proceed without a hitch.”

I said with a bright smile.

“……”

Perhaps it was because of the completely unexpected permission.

Charlotte wore a somewhat complicated expression.

The girl hesitated, her lips parting as if to speak, then threw a few questions at me, almost inaudibly.

Beyond her transparent pupils, only a slight tremor shone.

“…Will it really be alright?”

“Hmm?”

“I’m a little worried.”

She was speaking of Elize.

Although she had recovered physically over the past two weeks, she still had to spend the entire day in bed.

It was as if she was asking if it was too early to go outside.

It wasn’t entirely wrong.

Given that she couldn’t even take a light stroll without a wheelchair, venturing outside the cage without a plan was not a good option.

The indefinite postponement of Rose’s admission in the original story was for this very reason.

*‘But.’*

This time was different.

Because I was here.

To be safe in the coming maelstrom, it was wiser to stay by the serpent’s side than anywhere else.

Being trapped like this would only worsen her depression.

“My, Your Highness.”

I understood her sister’s feelings, but at this point, I needed to be a little firmer.

To firmly nail down her reliance on me.

So that she wouldn’t waver again when facing numerous hardships in the future.

I erased the smile from my lips.

Then, I looked down with cool eyes.

“It will be troublesome if you keep harboring such doubts.”

“……”

“I am doing my best to help you, but if Your Highness truly has no intention of following me, it saps my strength.”

“I’m not like that…”

“If it continues this way, I’ll have no choice but to withdraw my hand.”

“Please… I don’t want that.”

Charlotte grabbed my sleeve.

Her transparent pupils shook as if an earthquake had struck.

Her eyes trembled with peculiar urgency.

It was an opportunity she had barely grasped after repeated despair, and her desperation not to lose it seemed to shine brightly.

I indifferently stroked her platinum blonde hair with an outstretched hand.

“I don’t ask for much. You merely need to obey my words.”

“Sorry…”

“Do you remember what I told you last time?”

“You said only Yuda could help me.”

“Exactly. Ignore the voices of others. Only my voice will not betray your hope.”

“Yuda won’t betray me… Only Yuda.”

Charlotte repeated, mumbling the words with her lips.

Only then did she erase her cold expression.

Afterward, a refreshing smile appeared on her lips, as if nothing had happened.

I said,

“It’s good that your vision seems to have cleared. In any case, I will proceed with the matter concerning the cage as I see fit.”

“Okay… I don’t know much, so Yuda, you handle it…”

“Gladly.”

The conversation deepened and concluded.

Even as shadows choked her, the girl, held in my arms, received my strokes.

As if slowly melting into sweet whispers.

“I am by your side.”

The plan proceeded as scheduled.

***

Two days later.

Having completed the minimal procedures, we were now preparing to head outside the cage.

Outside, a carriage awaited us.

It seemed to be the same vehicle we had taken when we arrived.

“It’s time to depart.”

A brief, informing voice.

Rose, seated in the wheelchair, came to her senses.

“Ah.”

“The others have already boarded.”

“Then we should get going too.”

“Heh heh… I shall courteously escort you.”

I gently began pushing the wheelchair that had been leaning against the window.

Such means of transport were essential when going outside.

She wasn’t unable to stand on her own, but standing for long periods would still put a strain on her body.

Being sickly, she required the care of a primary physician.

As the wheels quietly rolled, the girl’s mumbling voice suddenly reached my ears.

It was a faint soliloquy.

“I never thought… I’d leave this place in my life.”

It was true.

Originally, Rose’s fate was never to leave this lonely cage throughout her entire life.

Right up until the moment she hanged herself.

A CG cut of her final breath flashed before my eyes.

Realizing how much things had changed, I responded to her low voice as if it were a gentle wave.

“From now on, only good things will fill your life.”

“If only that were true.”

“The world will be full of things you’ve never experienced. Full of things to see, hear, smell, feel, and touch… You might as well harbor expectations rather than fear in life.”

“…I was never really afraid, you know?”

A slight retorting reaction.

However, seeing her eyes sparkle, it seemed she wasn’t entirely displeased.

It was like her first flap of wings in life.

Having lived confined in a cage all this time.

How much she must have longed for the blue sky.

It was something I couldn’t know.

All I could do was.

To let the bird with broken wings fly again in the sky.

To add freshness to the withered petals, to once again spread the scent of their crimson beauty to the world.

We walked through a garden of fluttering flowers.

“I don’t know.”

“Yes?”

“You, I mean. You’re too good to me and my sister. No matter how I think about it, I don’t know why.”

“Didn’t I tell you last time?”

I offered a serene smile.

My lips spoke.

That you.

I hope you are happy.

“That is all.”

A melancholic story.

I wanted to overturn all its endings and present a new world.

Perhaps a proof of myself.

A realization of a long-lost self.

A regret that lingered but a desire I wished to fulfill.

Various expressions swirled in my mouth, but what came out was, as expected, the simplest words.

I swallowed the remaining words and let out a soft laugh.

“Heh… I think your expression might be a little too moved.”

“N-no, it’s not…?!”

The girl turned her head.

The fleeting weather.

If emotions were a Polaroid, it would be a single photo dropped into a distinct season.

The wheelchair moved forward, cutting through the autumn wind.

And so.

Out of the cage.

Towards the world.

        
            Breaking free from what she thought was an eternal cage, she took clumsy steps towards a new story.
The autumn wind fluttered, carrying hopes within it.
Leaves shattered into pieces.
As the disarrayed season colored the streets, the hooves of a running horse left their tracks on the autumn leaves.

We were crossing a long, winding road.

The carriage rolled smoothly. Was it because it was luxurious? There wasn't even a trace of noise from the rolling wheels. It simply glided forward smoothly.

"......"
I watched the scenery passing by outside the window.
Colors that added a touch of peace.
It was a scene where red and yellow naturally blended together.
But regardless of the tranquil atmosphere outside, only an awkward silence lingered inside the carriage.

I quietly surveyed my surroundings.
"Hmm."
All the children were quiet.
Rose, averting her gaze.
The Young Princess, seemingly watching for reactions.
And even the maid, sweating profusely between the two princesses.
The air was heavy.

'Should I say it's difficult?'
I chewed on the low murmur.
An invisible wall existed between the children. Realizing this made me feel stifled.
I sat there, idly tapping my knee.

'Well.'
Perhaps it was due to the long hiatus in their relationship.
A strong sense of awkwardness permeated the air.
They had grown accustomed to barbs rather than conversations, so perhaps they found this quietness unfamiliar.
The reflections they saw in each other after nearly five years were utterly strange.
Especially in Elize's case.
Normally, she would have spouted sarcastic remarks she didn't mean, just to push her older sister away, but seeing her quietly sitting there, her mood seemed strange.
It was a sense of disconnect stemming from an unfamiliar peace.
Though she tried to maintain an indifferent expression, her wavering green eyes betrayed her agitation.

I silently watched the confrontation.

"......Um."
Suddenly, the silence broke.
The first to speak was none other than Charlotte.
The girl still seemed to hesitate, yet her eyes didn't miss her sickly younger sister's appearance.
She began briefly.

"Are you feeling a bit better? Are you recovering well...?"
It was, as always, a question born of concern for her sister.
She was timid, as if watching for reactions.
The usual unpredictable, quirky girl had vanished, leaving only the Young Princess who cared deeply for Rose.
It also meant her affection was exceptionally special.

"Once we arrive at the academy, attention will be on you. If you feel burdened, tell me. I can handle it."
"......"
Her will to be helpful.
Her voice sank.
She held her breath, expecting a cold response.
However, contrary to her ice-cold resolve, the answer she heard was not sharp at all.

It was a single word from Rose.
"I get it... just stop it, Unnie."
Her tone was still annoyed, but it wasn't laced with thorns like before.
Normally, she would have started swearing.
That alone was a noticeable change, but what truly surprised the other two was something else.
It was the honorific the girl attached to the end of her sentence.

"Un...nie...?"
Charlotte mumbled the word blankly.
A full five years.
It was an honorific she hadn't heard since Rose had become twisted.
She had always been called 'you', so a lingering regret remained in a corner of her heart, like a scar.
Perhaps she had missed her sister.
Because they had once shared kind memories with each other.

"Ah."
Plink.
A single tear fell.
Was it joy?
I couldn't tell.
I simply watched the scene unfold, a faint smile on my lips.
The girl seemed to gradually soak in the hope she had dreamed of.

"Your... Your Highness... Don't, don't cry."
Tanya wiped her cheek with a handkerchief.
Yet, she herself couldn't hide her tearful voice.
Having witnessed their pain up close, the girl had every right to shed tears at that single honorific.

The carriage was instantly filled with moisture.

I observed each of their different reactions.
From Rose, startled as if she hadn't expected this: "W-wait... why is everyone crying so much?"
To the maid, finally bursting into tears: "Wahhh...! Your Highness has changed!"
And even the Young Princess, silently wiping her eyes.

As I felt the cozy atmosphere, suddenly, my gaze met a pair of blue eyes.
I smiled lightly.
Charlotte was looking my way with a complicated expression.
Her lips seemed to hesitate for a moment, then she uttered a barely audible word.
"......Thank you."

I replied calmly.
"It's nothing."
A natural retort.
The girl smiled faintly.
Mixed with gratitude.
It was a handful of freshness.

***

After arriving at the academy.
We immediately sought out the homeroom professor of Class A for Rose's transfer procedures.
A woman, exhausted by fatigue, greeted us.

"Master-nim."
Long, flowing purple hair.
Dull red eyes.
Even a bottle of alcohol she seemed to have no intention of letting go of.
She was, as always, full of gaps.

Upon discovering me, she let out a deep sigh and pushed aside the documents she was processing.
It was as if she swallowed words she couldn't utter along with the alcohol.

"Phew... You've really brought a big problem this time, Yuda Student."
Clear dark circles under her eyes.
Traces of an all-nighter.
With the sudden news of the Second Princess's transfer, as the professor in charge of that class, she must have been hit with a bomb of paperwork.
As the one who dropped the bombshell, I felt apologetic.

"I am deeply sorry."
"I wasn't intending to reprimand you. It just seemed to be beyond the scope of what I could cover, so I said it out of a bit of old-lady fussiness."
Of course, Selena didn't show it.
Instead, as if it were nothing, she simply offered a few words of concern my way.

"Yuda Student is truly difficult to understand."
"You say that... yet you haven't asked a single question this time either."
"Because that was the contract in the first place."
"I'm just sorry to always be receiving help."
"You don't need to worry about it. As for the transfer procedures, I've finished them. I'll get you the relevant documents, so you may return now."
"Thank you."

I received a lot of help this time too.
Even with the title of Head Teaching Assistant, it was rare for a professor to offer this much convenience.
Even though she seemed bothered by everything, she was still someone who took good care of others.

I offered a brief thanks to Master-nim, then walked out towards where the children were waiting.
Until then.

"......"
A strange gaze followed me from behind.

***

Even though it had been decided only four days prior, news of the transfer had spread throughout the academy.
The Second Princess had engaged in no external activities until now.
Perhaps it was because she was a veiled figure.
It was only natural that attention would be drawn to the news of her appearance.

Thanks to this, we had to walk around with subtle gazes following us.

"......I don't like it."
On the way to the assigned dormitory.
Suddenly, Rose, who was in the wheelchair, voiced her displeasure.
It was because of the eyes that followed them every time they passed.
It was already her first time experiencing the outside world in ten years, and with so much attention from all directions, she seemed to be getting dizzy.

Sensing the suddenly sharp atmosphere, I tried to soothe her.

"Please try to overlook it."
"I feel suffocated... I want to rest in a quiet place quickly."
"As you wish."

Elize would also know.
The attention pouring in now wasn't necessarily born of bad intentions.
The students were merely curious about the unprecedented news, and simply interested in a fellow student with whom they would share academy life.
There wasn't any rude behavior either.
The children didn't even dare to approach, let alone make eye contact.
It was due to the chilling atmosphere she exuded.

'Is it because of her gloomy impression?'
Adding to that.
She was glaring with eyes wide open as if annoyed, so it was only natural for the children who saw her for the first time to be intimidated.
After all, if they made a bad impression, there was no telling what might happen.

"We'll be at the dormitory soon."
I gently pushed the wheelchair.
As we were crossing the distance, suddenly voices reached my ears.

"Young... Young Master-nim...?"
"You!"
Familiar calls.
Where I turned, a girl with pink hair and a girl with blue hair stood side by side.
It was the protagonist and the villainess, who had now become best friends.

I greeted them, realizing it had been a while.

"It's been a long time for both of you."
"You're back...!"
"Where have you been, and why are you only here now?"
Regia, showing a bright smile.
Emilia, slightly furrowing her brow.
Both were expressing their welcome in their own ways.
It seemed they had heard the news of my return, as they were waiting at the path leading to the dormitory.

I spoke softly.
"I didn't expect you to come all the way out to greet me. For me, I'm just happy for your consideration."
"We were waiting!"
"Can you not drag me into this? I merely indulged the commoner's fussing."
"But, Y-young Lady-nim, you were the one who first brought up the greeting..."
"Don't add unnecessary words!"
"Hmph... I'm, I'm sorry."

After a brief moment of sharing the joy of reunion.
The girls soon turned their attention elsewhere.
To the wheelchair I was pushing.
More precisely, to Rose, who was sitting in it.

"Then, this person must be..."
The end of the sentence trailed off vaguely.
It seemed both of them had roughly caught wind of the news, knowing that the person before them was a princess.
The girls bowed politely and greeted her.

"We greet the Second Star of the Empire."
"We, we greet... the S-second Star of the Empire."
An awkward current flowed.
Elize replied.
"Alright, stand up. This kind of thing is burdensome, so please don't do it."

The Princess reluctantly accepted the greeting.
As I watched from a step behind, amused, Emilia, who had risen to her feet, then asked me a question.
It was a whisper, barely audible.

"What exactly happened all this time...?"
"Hmm?"
"Don't pretend you don't know."
The girl was asking about Rose.
In a way, it was a natural question.
The Second Princess had never appeared until now.
They must have heard the sudden news that she had declared her intention to transfer, and that I was unexpectedly with her.
It was only natural for them to be curious.

What had happened.
Why I was pushing the Princess's wheelchair.
What kind of connection existed between the two of us.

I wore a sly smile, and slowly parted my lips.
"Hehe... You're asking about the relationship between Your Highness and me, aren't you?"
I had a little prank in mind.
If I implied a close relationship with the Princess here, wouldn't I get a rather interesting reaction?
Just as I was gleefully preparing to stir up some trouble.

"As for Your Highness and me...!"
"I'll tell them."
"Eh."
Elize, who had been listening quietly, cut in.

"Your Highness...?"
"Be quiet."
The unexpected intervention of the party involved.
The girl stepped forward, taking over my words.

"He said it."
Rose took my hand, which was resting on the wheelchair.
Then she pulled it towards herself.
The guided hand settled on the girl's stomach.
The contact, which felt somewhat explicit, allowed me to feel her warm body temperature through the thin fabric.

The eyes of the two watching girls widened.

"That he would make me happy."
A single phrase, laden with ample room for misunderstanding.
At the sudden bombshell, I couldn't help but react blankly.
"Ex...cuse me?"
No.
How could you say that like that?

        
            A sudden bomb dropped.

Elize held onto my arm, refusing to let go.

I could feel her warm body temperature through my fingertips.

Even though it was a highly misleading statement, there wasn't a trace of wavering in the girl's expression.

Instead, she merely blinked as if asking what the problem was.

"Excuse... me?"

As I was briefly flustered, our clasped hands intertwined.

The distance between us narrowed.

Rose maintained that position and asked, "What's wrong? Is there a problem?"

A calm question.

At that, I, who had lost my words, had to seriously contemplate.

"......"

Where should I even begin to tackle this?

She hadn't said anything untrue.

Whenever she asked for the reason behind my help, I had always replied that it was for her happiness.

In a simple sense, it was the truth, without any embellishment.

However, the problem was...

"Wh-wh-what do you mean by that...?!"

"Yes...?"

...in the way she spoke, which invited misunderstanding.

The Villainess and the Protagonist.

The two standing in front were also looking at us with startled expressions.

Soon, their reactions came.

"Make you happy... Did the Young Master truly say such a thing?"

"Your, Your Highness's hand is on his stomach..."

At that point, I couldn't help but pinch the bridge of my nose.

It was a mischievous prank filled with malice.

At first, I thought she had made a mistake, but the corners of Elize's eyes, curved in a smile, made me realize.

Was she trying to get revenge for all the times I had teased her?

'That's right.'

A rose covered in thorns.

Though she had become docile recently, I had overlooked the fact that she was inherently outspoken.

It was due to the lingering scars from her long illness.

Her intention to create a misunderstanding in front of those close to her and get one over on me was clear.

I offered a polite protest with an embarrassed smile.

"Your Highness... This seems like a rather poor prank. If you sow such misunderstandings, won't these two, who know nothing, merely become pitiable scapegoats?"

"I only spoke the truth, though?"

"Of course, but..."

"Or are you going to say you've already forgotten...?"

"......"

Rose stared at me with downcast eyes.

I lost my words.

I almost got swept up in that atmosphere.

Had she perhaps taught herself acting during her illness, because her skill in drawing sad eyes was truly exquisite.

I looked down at her with an expression of disbelief.

"Your expression is quite something."

Elize chuckled softly.

Her face was covered in a deep melancholy, yet, like a lie, a single petal bloomed.

It was a beautiful scene, stirred by a gentle breeze.

"......"

I gazed blankly at Rose.

My intention to scold her vanished.

Just a few days ago, she wasn't even joking, but suffering in sadness and preparing for death.

Elize certainly had a changed face.

'This is.'

Isn't this a good sign?

It must mean she has gained some emotional composure.

A pleased smile slowly spread across my lips.

I let out a faint laugh and gently stroked the red hair in front of me.

Rose seemed flustered by my unexpected reaction.

"Pfft... I suppose it doesn't matter."

"What?"

"Why are you asking?"

"You should be more agitated."

"Why should I fear the truth? There was not an ounce of deceit in your words about wishing for my happiness, so I merely realized there was nothing to point out."

"......"

"Your joy will soon be my blessing."

"......Again with that."

Her sharp thorns gradually softened, and she soon returned to her docile self.

A pouty annoyance lingered on her lips.

A warm flush sat on her pale cheeks.

Her voice, a small mumble.

"Annoying..."

Oh, please.

It would take another ten years for you to cause enough trouble to fluster me.

"Still, please be careful in front of others. This directly affects Your Highness's reputation."

I wished she would understand that her status was the third highest in the empire.

It meant that even the same prank carried different weight.

I had no idea what she would do if a really bad misunderstanding started circulating because of this.

I added, with a hint of worry.

'And.'

This kind of prank was my specialty.

I hoped she wouldn't snatch away one of the few joys in my life.

"Huhu."

Meanwhile.

The two who had been watching from the side were still lost in confusion.

Their delicate questions trembled, one after another.

"Y-you... Is everything Your Highness said true?"

"I didn't know..."

"I can't believe it. Last time, you touched a personal maid, and this time, even the hidden star of the empire..."

"The ring you gave me back then... I-I treasured it."

Emilia sent a look of scorn.

Regia was inexplicably on the verge of tears.

It seemed I had to clear up the misunderstanding before it deepened.

"Oh dear... First, I'd like to say it's a misunderstanding."

I calmly explained the relevant details.

It was a concise summary.

As my explanation continued, the girls regained their composure, and I succeeded in clearing the unjust accusations.

The Villainess and the Protagonist finally seemed to understand the situation.

"You became her primary physician... So that's why you were protecting Your Highness's side."

"I-I-I'm so sorry! I didn't know that and got such strange misunderstandings...!"

"It's alright, Miss Regia. It was a situation anyone hearing it would misunderstand. Rather, you should be seen as a victim caught in a mischievous prank."

"......Are you saying that for my benefit?"

"Of course not."

The atmosphere naturally relaxed.

Only then did I feel relieved.

Regarding the treatment, I couldn't mention the specific illness, so I vaguely described it as an incurable disease of unknown origin.

Of course, the news that I was solely in charge of such a disease was enough to raise suspicions.

By what fate.

And with what ability.

Did I become the princess's primary physician, no less?

Such questions might have been asked, but...

"Right... It's not surprising coming from you."

Emilia, who already knew my power, seemed to roughly accept it.

"Young Master... You are amazing...!"

Regia was nodding her head unconditionally.

Perhaps it was because they saw me as something great.

Even the questionable parts seemed to be passed over with the mindset of 'It must be possible because he's the Young Master!'

Thanks to that, I could subtly avoid tedious explanations.

The girls stood side by side.

I smiled faintly at them.

"Those were the circumstances. It seems we'll be spending time together from now on, so it would be wonderful if you could all get along."

A humble request conveyed.

The girls responded, each in their own way.

"Do you think I'm a child? I already know that much without you telling me."

"If... if it's okay for me to be here, I'll tr-try my best."

"......I'm uncomfortable with strangers."

The Vain One.

The Pilot.

Rose.

Though there were complaints, there was no refusal.

Thus, the children stored away the first scene of getting acquainted with each other in their memories.

***

Approximately 30 minutes later.

Rose and I were finally able to enter the dormitory.

The girl's dormitory was located close to mine. It seemed they had considered my situation, requiring frequent visits for treatment.

I suspected Selena might have had a hand in this as well.

"......Tired."

Elize was particularly exhausted.

Since she had difficulty moving her body, I had to transfer her from the wheelchair to the bed.

Her slender body lay on the soft blanket.

Perhaps feeling a bit bothered, the girl unnecessarily added a remark.

"Sorry."

"Not at all. You must have had a tough day today."

She had been out all day.

It must have been unfamiliar to her.

Having lived caged for the past ten years, every surrounding sight must have come as a new stimulus.

Even though she was in a wheelchair, it must have been an exhausting day.

"What about Tanya and unnie...?"

"They will arrive a little later. Since the three of you will be using the same building from now on, they said they would move their belongings from their original dormitories."

"I see... From now on, I..."

Elize mumbled as if she still couldn't believe it.

Her pupils shone differently than usual.

It was as if she were dreaming.

I quietly smiled at her appearance.

To avoid disturbing her thoughts, I stifled my presence and quietly stepped away.

I planned to return now.

"I'll be going."

She must be tired.

Lingering beside her would only be a hindrance to her rest.

And so.

Just as I was about to leave her side.

"......Are you leaving?"

Suddenly, a hand grabbed my sleeve.

The fabric wrinkled slightly.

In response, I turned around to see a pair of green eyes looking up at me.

The inner turmoil reflected in them was wavering.

"Your Highness?"

Was there something she wanted to tell me?

I tilted my head.

What followed was an unexpected sentence.

Rose savored the fading resonance, then asked a question with a lost articulation.

It was a particularly desolate darkness.

"Can't you... stay with me?"

A quiet question.

Perhaps she was uneasy?

Indeed.

She had been caged for a long time, and suddenly her environment had changed, so it was understandable that she would be scared.

I realized I had lacked consideration.

She wanted someone to stay by her side.

If I disappeared like this, she would truly be left alone in this world.

She disliked that loneliness.

"Of course."

I didn't leave.

Instead, I sat down on the edge of the bed.

"I'll stay for a while."

"Really...?"

"Until Your Highness falls asleep... No, even if you fall asleep, I will continue to stay by your side. So please close your eyes with peace of mind."

"......Okay."

"This is a good opportunity to do the treatment we couldn't do today."

I gently placed my hand on her stomach.

Her skin felt warm.

The girl instinctively let out a gasp, but then gradually subsided, returning to a comfortable breathing pattern.

I gently caressed her warm body.

"Huhu."

My touch was not rough or greedy as usual.

It was only benevolent.

As if singing a lullaby.

"You're... really weird."

"Am I?"

"Normally you're like trash, and a pervert... so why are you so gentle at times like this?"

"That's part of my charm, isn't it?"

"If you couldn't talk, you wouldn't be so annoying."

"Am I annoying?"

"Yes."

"Seriously?"

"......No."

The girl eventually averted her gaze.

I smiled in response.

I drew circles on her abdomen with my fingertips.

It was a compliment for her correct answer.

This stimulation seemed to be ticklish, as a slight, pained breath escaped her lips.

"Uh...!"

Her eyes glared.

I placed a finger on her pouty lips.

As if to silence her.

"Shhh."

A soft sensation touched my finger.

It was a truly explicit moisture.

I slid my fingertip along the melancholic curve of her lips, feeling the warmth breathing beyond that soft flesh.

It was as if lips were pressing against lips.

A delicate crimson opening.

Through that opening.

I gently inserted my thumb, which had been hovering nearby.

A stiff tongue came out to meet it, and at the same time, warm, moist saliva dampened my finger.

Her mouth, containing sticky moisture, slowly accepted the foreign object.

"Chup..."

The girl looked up at me with dazed eyes.

I smiled in response.

I slowly pulled back my finger, which had been precariously close to the line.

As the thread of warmth that had touched her tongue disappeared, the girl blinked several times as if coming to her senses.

Of course, I didn't wait for her consciousness to fully return.

"It's time to sleep."

I covered the girl's eyes with my other hand.

Her eyelids naturally closed.

The girl accepted my touch without resistance and slowly began to release the tension in her body.

The warmth on her cheeks also subsided.

"It was a difficult day."

"......"

Her breathing softened.

And so.

I waited.

Until her unstable breathing became regular, and finally, until she fell into complete slumber.

I continued to convey my warmth to the girl late into the night.

"Sleep well."

With a gentle whisper.

***

The next day.

It had only been two days since I returned to the academy, but I couldn't wait and headed out of the academy once again.

It was because there was someone I had to pick up myself.

After several hours of travel in a rattling carriage, I arrived at 'The City That Doesn't Weep'.

'Rukia.'

It was the city where Astro's headquarters was located.

It had been quite a while since I returned to this place.

I found the hidden location and went down the stairs.

And as I opened the tightly closed door and stepped into the headquarters.

A figure suddenly attacked me as if waiting.

I embraced the charging form and, with the recoil, fell backward.

We landed softly.

"Oh dear."

Even then, two hands tightly embraced my waist.

As I lay on the floor, as if being pounced upon, I saw a girl on top of me burying her face in my neck.

Her characteristic appearance immediately revealed who she was.

A gently swaying orange tail.

Ears perked up on top of her head.

I calmly called her name.

"Miss Irene."

It was a fox.

The girl buried her nose in me, taking a few breaths, then whispered into my ear.

"......I've been waiting."

It was a single phrase, carrying the weight of a long wait.

        
            Perhaps it was because I had been away for quite a long time.

The girl showed an intense reaction.

“Haa... Haaa...”

Rough breaths pounded against my ears.

The fox buried her face in my neck, continuing to breathe with a heat that felt like it would burst.

The desperate warmth spread all the way down to my chin.

“Irene-nim?”

Perhaps she had been anxious.

I had suddenly disappeared without a word, so she might have worried I wouldn’t return at all.

For her, there might have been no one else reliable around except me.

She seemed as glad to see me as she had been away.

With a feeling of commendation, I gently hugged the girl’s body.

“Haa, haa...”

The fox clung to me, her breath ragged.

Her sticky body heat embraced me.

As our chests pressed together, soft flesh was crushed, conveying an overt sensation.

Perhaps because our navels were pressed against each other.

I could feel her firm body shape through her clothes.

A precarious posture in many ways.

“Oh dear.”

A subtle scent of her skin tinged the tip of my nose.

Just before being devoured by a beast.

As I lay there for a while, as if enjoying that scenario, the girl, who had been silently pressing down on me, raised her head.

Irene, whose eyes met mine, had a somewhat disheveled expression.

“...You’re late.”

Her trembling black pupils.

Beyond them lay joy, longing, and gladness.

And relief.

“You were so late... I thought I’d been abandoned. I was anxious.”

So she had worried about that after all.

I offered a bitter smile.

First, I intended to alleviate her worries.

“I told you, didn’t I?”

“...”

“I will never abandon you. Even if everything in the world turns its back on you.”

“I know... but I was still scared.”

“You’re such a coward.”

“Maybe.”

“Then I suppose I’ll have to comfort you until you’re no longer afraid.”

I stroked her head as if to reassure her.

The fox meekly accepted my touch.

The snake leisurely explored her flowing hair, then reached out to her perked-up orange ears.

The caressing touch seemed to wickedly tease her.

“...Hmph.”

The girl bit her lip as if to suppress a sound, then slowly let out low, hot moans.

The breaths she couldn’t quite swallow gradually permeated the surroundings.

“Haa... Ugh, hmph.”

“A good child deserves a reward, don’t they? Thank you for waiting so patiently.”

It was something I’d learned by touching various parts of her.

Irene especially liked it when her ears were touched.

It was somewhat similar to how puppies expose their bellies to their owners, I suppose.

It seemed like a sign of loyalty, and she seemed to enjoy it herself, so I would touch them whenever I had time before leaving.

I played with her soft ears, moving them back and forth.

“Ah, ugh...”

All the fox could do in response to her owner’s uninhibited touch was to twitch her shoulders and suppress her reactions.

As if enduring the tingling sensations that welled up.

The girl hugged my body even tighter.

A single breath, which had grown as hot as a furnace, touched my neck and melted like ice.

Our body temperatures entwined in between.

We remained on the floor for a while, lying down.

***

After the intense reunion ended, we got up from where we had been lying.

The girl’s cheeks still had a trace of heat.

Her complexion was worryingly red, but I complied with her request not to mind it.

I informed the other guild members that I had returned.

“You’ve returned, Master-nim.”

Neria welcomed me as if she had been waiting.

Perhaps because I had contacted them in advance, she didn’t seem as surprised as before.

“Hahaha! I heard the news of your return! Commander-nim!”

The Red Sword Saint, Kyle, then rushed over.

“I should have come to escort you... I apologize.”

Lena saluted with stiff precision.

They were the three core combatants of Astro.

I conversed with those who had come to the Commander’s office.

The Vice-Commander asked first.

“Have you finished all your business?”

“Ah... should I say it was successful? It’s not complete yet, but I’m steadily progressing through the stages.”

“I see.”

“Today, I came to pick up Irene-nim. She started living at the Academy again yesterday.”

“Yeah. I’m going.”

The fox nodded beside me.

Her expression was indifferent, but the tail behind her bottom was wagging, making a swishing sound.

I chuckled softly and stroked the girl’s head.

Meanwhile.

Kyle looked at us with satisfaction, then began to speak with a hearty laugh.

It was words praising Irene.

“Hahaha! You’ll probably be surprised! She’s gotten ridiculously strong over the past three weeks!”

“Ohh.”

“I merely reviewed the fundamentals with her... but as expected, since she’s reached a new level, even a simple inspiration creates enormous waves.”

“For the highest star to give such high praise.”

“It just reminds me of my own youth, doesn’t it!”

“Is she really that good...?”

“Of course, I’m talking about when I was 12!”

“...”

That’s more like it.

It’s not even the latter half of the original work, so there shouldn’t be signs of a ‘star’ already.

I chuckled, as if in exasperation.

“Hahaha! But the evaluation that she’s gotten stronger is undeniably true!”

“Of course, I believe you.”

I could tell immediately.

Because the atmosphere was different.

If before, immediately after her awakening with flames, it felt like an uncontrollable energy overflowed, now she possessed a distinctly refined sharpness.

It was a stillness that seemed capable of cutting through even the falling silence.

I had entrusted her with expectations from the start, but her level had risen far more significantly than anticipated.

I praised her, feeling proud.

“You’ve worked very hard. As expected of Irene-nim.”

“...It’s just. You could say the teacher was good. It was nothing special.”

The fox, feeling unnecessarily shy at times like these.

I didn’t intend to point it out.

Instead, I poked her flushed cheek, letting that speak for itself.

Turning away from Irene, who had turned her head, I shifted my gaze toward the silver-haired girl standing beside her.

It was the Vice-Commander, who had been silently holding her spot all this time.

“Neria-nim.”

I introduced a new topic.

“I have a request.”

“If Master-nim commands it. Anything, gladly.”

The girl replied affirmatively without hesitation.

It was her usual straightforward loyalty.

Perhaps because she was the organization’s first member and oldest connection, she had always followed me well.

With a faint smile, I began the main point.

“I’d like you to collect some data.”

“Data... what kind?”

“Mana Stone Disease. I need data on that.”

“Understood.”

“Most publicly known information will probably be useless... so it would be best to look into banned books or the cultists.”

“I will prepare it within a week.”

There were no questions to the command.

Only a short answer and a firm will to surely carry it out.

I lightly patted the girl’s shoulder.

“Then I’ll be counting on you.”

Mana Stone Disease.

It felt unsatisfactory in many ways.

The Emperor’s subtle reaction, and the fact that its exact details haven’t been revealed, suggested that additional investigation was needed.

The original work also left this part as a kind of MacGuffin.

If I wanted to know the hidden story behind it, I would have to make a move myself.

The Vice-Commander flinched when my hand touched her shoulder, but replied in a stiff tone to avoid showing it.

Her expression was rigid.

“Yes, Master-nim.”

Of course, even if she tried to maintain that composure, she couldn’t erase her trembling pupils.

I massaged her slender shoulders a few times, as if teasing her.

At that.

“Ah... ugh... hmm...?”

The Vice-Commander simply malfunctioned.

It was an amusing reaction, as expected.

I wanted to enjoy it a bit longer, but knowing she might cry if I continued, I subtly pulled my hand away.

Her eyes were sparkling, as if it had indeed been precarious.

I pretended not to notice and moved on.

“Hehehe... it’s about time I returned.”

I had seen the guild members’ faces after a long time, finished giving separate instructions, and seen that the children were doing well, so it was truly time to return.

I gestured to Lena, who was waiting.

The black-haired woman extended her hand at my signal, then tore open a faintly glowing rift in the air.

It was none other than a portal back to the Academy.

I held out my hand to the fox, who had been listening to the conversation from behind.

“Shall we... go now? To the home we shared before.”

Irene looked my way.

As if there was no need to hesitate, the girl grasped my hand with her warm body heat.

“I’ve been waiting.”

And so, we stepped through the portal.

***

A week passed like that.

It had been a busy month in many ways.

It was a season where many landscapes changed from time to time.

Rose, with the help of the Princess and the snake, was gradually adapting to the outside world.

Their strained sisterly relationship also seemed to be slowly recovering.

I heard from the exclusive maid that they were both trying, even if there was still some awkwardness.

Though there was still a long way to go in many respects.

-Now the two of them sometimes even smile!

-Every time that happens, I just tear up... It’s all thanks to you, Young Master-nim!

Tanya, who was excitedly bouncing as she spoke.

I stroked her small head.

Even though it had been busy, it was a schedule that left a sense of reward.

After that, peaceful days continued.

The issue with Rose had been temporarily resolved, the troublesome cultists were quiet, and there was no other news.

It seemed as if a peaceful daily life was finally continuing.

Of course.

That is, until I heard the news.

“The exam, you say?”

“You mean you didn’t know? The final exams are starting tomorrow!”

“Oh dear... I had completely forgotten.”

“I knew you would. You made a promise to study together, and then you suddenly disappeared for three weeks, so it’s understandable you’d forget.”

“I have nothing to say about that. I apologize.”

“Hmph. It’s fine.”

Apparently, the exams start tomorrow.

And it’s the notoriously difficult written exam, a long-standing tradition of Galimar Academy.

For most students, it would be the moment they realize a major disaster.

“Y-Young Master-nim... are you alright?”

“Of course not! He couldn’t have studied outside, and this time his grades are going to drop significantly!”

Different reactions came back from each of them.

The protagonist, worrying about me.

The villainess, boasting loudly.

I covered my mouth with a serious expression and replied.

“Ah... I’m fine.”

“I-I’ll tell you the exam scope separately. There are a few subjects not on the first day, so...”

“Thank you, Regia-nim.”

Regia was full of concern.

On the other hand.

“That’s a shame. It seems I’ll have to take the top score in the written exam this time, won’t I?”

Emilia’s nose was subtly raised.

Perhaps because she still harbored regrets about the top written score, her blue eyes were particularly sparkling.

She seemed certain of her victory.

“What a crisis...”

I muttered briefly and meticulously covered the exposed part of my mouth.

So that no expression might leak out.

‘I’m sorry, but.’

I was grinning darkly behind my hand.

Because I was imagining how amusingly warped the villainess’s expression would be, as she confidently puffed out her chest.

A thrilling rush of dopamine surged.

‘She probably can’t even imagine.’

For this exam.

She couldn’t have known there’d be a madman who studied while living as a live-in physician for the past three weeks.

The thought of never letting her take the top score made my whole body squirm.

I wasn’t particularly greedy about grades, but somehow, the thought of Emilia taking the title made me feel spiteful.

In the end, I persistently prepared for the exam every day, carving out time in the early mornings.

Solely to crush my opponent.

I completely carved out my own life.

It was truly the mindset of a chaotic troublemaker high on dopamine.

“Just you wait! Now my name will be higher up!”

I thought to myself.

Fat chance.

Your fate is ‘bean’ again this time. [A reference to a Korean internet meme signifying always coming in second place.]
Your fate is ‘bean’ again this time. [A reference to a Korean internet meme signifying always coming in second place.]

        
            "Just you wait! My name will be above yours now!"

The villainess declared her intention to snatch the top spot, brimming with confidence.
Her blue pupils shone brightly.
Having suffered terribly in the last exam, her desire for revenge seemed to shimmer.
A uniquely arrogant smile graced her delicate lips.
She was certain of her victory.

"It was only natural for me to take the top spot from the beginning. I was born with the noble Vanity bloodline."
Despite being put in her place multiple times, her vanity showed no signs of diminishing.
The girl provoked him with a brazen scoff.
Her gaze was as if looking down on a loser.
Although the girl was walking a different path from the original story, her inherent personality seemed unchanged.
She was truly flaunting herself, proving the name of a vain person.

'Ah.'
I hid the corner of my lips, which kept twitching.
Indeed, every reaction from her was dopamine.
Although I had initially met her with a rather negative impression, I now knew that behind that mask lay a plethora of clumsy aspects.
Even if she laughed like a villain, she only looked like a dopamine charger.

'This is fun.'
Thinking about breaking that confident expression, even my cold heart felt like it was gently melting.
I maintained a troubled expression with a deep breath.
It was to deceive my prey more perfectly.
If I continued acting distressed, the girl would become even more convinced of her victory.
Seizing the moment, I cast out a bait.

"How about we make a bet while we're at it?"
"A bet?"
"We'll compete for the top spot. The loser grants one request to the winner."
"Are you sure? This exam's scope was particularly difficult... it's not something you can catch up on by studying for just one night."
"Of course not."
"Besides, you were outside and couldn't even attend classes properly."

Although she had seemed to be teasing me earlier, the villainess actually showed concern when I proposed the bet.
A peculiar goodwill was hidden amidst her vanity.
Unlike her earlier overbearing provocation, she appeared hesitant.
I asked curtly.

"Are you perhaps scared?"
"Scared?"

That was a remark she absolutely could not ignore.
The girl's expression hardened.
"What did you say...?"
Perhaps she was flustered by being provoked in return, after being the one to provoke.
Emilia froze, speechless, then belatedly furrowed her brow and returned the attack.
It seemed she had been stung.

"Who said I was scared?! I was worried you'd lose the bet and burst into tears!"
"So you mean...?"
"Let's do it! I'll absolutely crush you!"
"As expected, you're quite fiery."
"It's a bet I can't possibly lose from the start. You just prepare to pay the price of defeat."
"If you say so, I'll be looking forward to it."

I replied with a sinister smile.
The prey had taken the bait perfectly.
A massive wave of dopamine was washing over me.
In the coming future, all the girl could do was be mocked to her utmost.
I leisurely left the spot.

***

A week later.
The short school trip vacation passed, and the final exam was held exactly one month later.
The results of the written test, which had been conducted earlier, were already out.
Rumors circulated that the difficulty had vastly exceeded the academy's historical levels, to the point of overturning them.
The students were utterly crushed by the malicious difficulty.

But.
Even in such turbulent times, there were always those who stood out like a crane among chickens.
The villainess was also among the few geniuses.
Emilia was brimming with confidence both before and after taking the exam.
She had worked hard not to fall behind.
Even if a perfect score was unrealistic, she believed she had done enough to claim the top spot.
The girl celebrated her efforts and smiled proudly.

'This time, it's truly my victory!'

This exam was quite important.
At the beginning of the semester.
Due to her past record of losing control in front of the entire student body, Emilia's standing had become significantly precarious.
To resolve such an issue, continuous proof was necessary.
The timing was also opportune.
The boy who had taken the top spot with overwhelming scores in the previous exam had been absent for a long time due to personal duties.
Not only had he missed lectures, but he likely didn't even know the proper exam scope.
The villainess felt certain of victory internally.

On one hand, she hesitated, wondering if it wasn't an unfair fight, but his blatant provocative attitude quickly dispelled any soft thoughts.
Only the thought of delivering a decisive blow remained in the girl's mind.

'It's a bet I can't possibly lose from the start. You just prepare to pay the price of defeat.'

After perfectly completing the written exam, the two confirmed the results announced a few days later.
The villainess stood proudly beside the snake.
If things had gone as she originally expected, there would have been no defeat.
However.

"How can this be...?"
There was one fact she had overlooked.
That if there was a crane that stood tall among countless chickens, there was also a peacock that raised its head even among those cranes.
Emilia stared at the rankings with trembling pupils.

[Final Exam]
[Overall Written Test Rank Announcement]
1. Juda Snakers
2. Emilia Vanity
3. Charlotte Little von Staufen
4. Ruska Vanity
...
1145. Yuria Pergynas
1146. Janan Craston

The results of the written test, announced earlier.
The villainess, upon confirming them, could only clutch the back of her neck.
"This is impossible."
Who would have thought?
That he hadn't let go of his studies at all, even while completing his schedule outside the academy.
It was truly an insane obsession.
It was also a result created solely with the determination to mess with and mock the opponent to his heart's content.
The person in question froze at the absurd ranking.

"Lady."
Beside her, the snake was smiling brightly.
"Lady."
"......"
"Second place is also an excellent score."
"Don't do that."
"Sec."
"I clearly warned you. If you do it again, I'll seriously get angry..."
"ond place is also an excellent score."
"......"

The relentless teasing continued without fail.
Emilia had to suppress her anger, biting her lip tightly.
What could she do?
Both in the midterm and the final exams.
The girl's rank was an unchanging second place.

***

On the way back to the dormitory after confirming the announced rankings.
The villainess was unusually silent.
Perhaps because he had teased her all day, she remained completely quiet.
Judging by the tense atmosphere, she seemed more than just angry.
Eventually, walking in uncomfortable silence, I carefully spoke, watching her reaction.
A gesture of reconciliation, wondering if I had gone a little too far.

"I think my teasing went too far."
"......"
"I apologize."
"......It's fine. It's okay."
"I think my teasing went too far. I apologiz—"
"Hey!!!"

No, that was just prolonged teasing.
"Is this fun? Is it fun for you?!"
"Yes, it is."
A groan escaped her.
"Yes, it is."
"Be quiet!"

Emilia huffed and puffed in response.
Her expression showed she was dying of anger.
We had been repeating this conversation since earlier.
Mockery was the privilege granted to the victor. The loser could not defy the harsh world of competition.
I mocked her with all my might.

"You are incredibly childish! Do you think I'll break down over such wordplay?"
"Yes."
"No, I won't?!"
"Yes."
She made an irritated sound, gritting her teeth.

The villainess tried to swallow her rising anger.
Perhaps her reason was clouding from the continuous teasing, as even her elegant speech began to falter.
Of course, it was still too early for her to break.
She hadn't yet paid the most important price.

"I'll stop teasing now."
"......"
"Instead, how about we collect the reward you promised before?"
"Reward...?"
"Didn't we make a bet a week ago? That the person who lost the final exam would grant one request to the winner."
"......I remember. So what's your request?"
He chuckled ominously.

Without needing to hesitate, I recited the content I had already thought of.
"I will touch your body."
"What...?"
"It means exactly what I said. I will knead any part of your body without discretion. My request is that you do not resist and remain still during that time."
"S-s-suddenly such a shameless request...!?"
"Surely, I trust you won't go back on your word."
"I did make a promise, but, still, something like this... Of course, I'm not saying no, but d-do you really want something like that?"
"I have no other requests."
She gasped, a low moan escaping her.

Instantly, the girl's face turned beet red.
Her winter-like pale complexion was nowhere to be seen, as hot flush bloomed on her cheeks like flowers.
Was it because she had received a completely unexpected request?
She was flustered, even forgetting her characteristic arrogance.

"I shouldn't have taken that bet back then..."
Her own foolishness was tripping her up.
The villainess groaned in distress for a while.
Finally, as if resigning herself, she squeezed her eyes shut and spoke.
Her voice was trembling.
"D-do as you please."

        
            “Do, do as you please.”

She didn’t say she couldn’t do it until the very end.
It was bravado, ingrained like a habit.
Even this seemed to reveal her personality, so I couldn’t help but let out a soft chuckle.
I felt a pang of pity, yet also a sense of pride.

“Pfft… then, I won’t hold back.”
I subtly reached out my hand.
Perhaps she lacked the confidence to stand there calmly, for her slender shoulders swayed back and forth, revealing her tension.
A delicate tremor ran through her closed eyelids.
Emilia was fiddling with her innocent sleeve, waiting for the touch that would soon follow.
The presence grew closer.

‘Where will it be?’
The girl thought.
Where would it be?
Where would those greedy fingertips land?
Her chest, full of soft cushion, her waist, drawing a graceful curve, and finally, her beautifully sculpted hips.
The beautifully formed frost hinted at many winters that could be stolen away.
The villainess would surely be focusing all her senses on her entire body.

“Lady.”
Of course.
None of them were the answer.
I bypassed everything previously mentioned and gently placed my hand on her head.
Then, I began stroking her deep blue hair.
*Smoothly.*
“……?”
Was it because the touch was unexpected?
The girl carefully opened her eyes.
Only my face was clearly reflected on the blue surface.
I met her deep gaze, then, with a kind smile, whispered into her flushed ear.
It was a word of encouragement.

“You’ve worked very hard.”
“Yes…?”
Emilia looked puzzled.
I said, “I heard you prepared very diligently for this exam… Therefore, regardless of winning or losing, I wanted to tell you that you worked hard.”

Although.
She usually didn’t show it due to her bravado, she always put in twice as much effort as other students.
She must be struggling in many ways.
Recognition from others is the driving force that leads one’s life.
For vanity to be satisfied by the recognition of others, sufficient effort worthy of applause must precede it.
The girl lived that cycle every single day.

“Because you’re always working hard.”
I wanted to tell her.
That even if she wasn’t fixated on mere rankings, there were a few people by her side who supported her.
And that I was among them.
I gently withdrew my hand, leaving behind the warmth of our intertwined bodies, and slowly articulated the carefully chosen sentence.
It was a gentle, spreading resonance.

“……You truly are.”
Would such sincerity reach her?
The villainess mumbled.
Perhaps it was shame at having been under a strange delusion all alone.
At the same time, it was satisfaction from being acknowledged by someone close, and fulfillment from the unnoticed empty time finally being filled.
After a complex mix of emotions, her cheeks flushed.
Faint breaths added snowflakes to the season within her.

“One minute it’s this, the next it’s that… I don’t know what rhythm to follow. It’s annoying.”
“I apologize if it was an impertinent remark.”
“That’s not what I meant. You’re really cunning.”
She pouted her lips, feigning annoyance.
Even that awkwardness was transparent.
The villainess hesitated on how to answer, then finally avoided my gaze and mumbled.
It was faint, yet a resonance that colored the world entirely.

“Thank you.”
Her reddish lips pronounced,
“……Yuda.”
Two unfamiliar syllables.
That unfamiliarity sometimes made people smile.

“Hmm? Isn’t this the first time you’ve called me by my name?”
“Be quiet!”
“I’m happy to feel acknowledged. I’d be grateful if you’d continue to call me by my name instead of formal titles.”
“I have no intention of doing that, so don’t get any strange ideas!”
Emilia flatly refused.
Yet, seeing that she didn’t avoid the stroking hand, I could feel that the distance our bond had closed wasn’t entirely far.
We walked side by side, exchanging playful banter.

***

A few days later.

The written exam results were finally announced, and the practical exams were now just ahead.
I was spending time in the library as usual.

“The practical exams start tomorrow.”
“That’s right.”
The children were having a casual conversation.
The Snake, the Pilot, the Vainglorious One.
They were now considered a set.
Rose and the Little Prince would normally have been there too, but they had ventured out today, saying they would take some time to adjust to the academy.
It seemed they were exploring the shopping district located on the outskirts of the academy.

Of course.
We weren’t doing anything special either.
Being the day before the practical exam, we rested from training.
It was important for condition management.
However, after lectures, we instinctively gathered, occupying a corner and simply exchanging everyday conversations.
Of course, given the timing, much of it was about the exams.

“Speaking of practicals… do the Head Assistants also take a separate exam?”
Emilia posed the question.
I replied, “Of course. Even Head Assistants are still students, after all. However, I understand that their exams are conducted in a different format than those for regular students.”

Indeed.
The practicals for Head Assistants felt a little different.
If the practicals for regular students were solely for ‘evaluation,’ the Head Assistants’ practicals felt more like an ‘event match.’
In fact, there was no separate failing grade for the practical exams taken only by Head Assistants.
It meant that since their skills were fundamentally proven, there was no need for meaningless score divisions.
Instead, they had a mandatory exam they had to participate in.

“That would be the Faculty Showdown.”
The Faculty Showdown.
An exam participated in not only by each Head Assistant but also by the professors who oversaw them.
It was a tradition that had been passed down since Gallimard was first established.
Head Assistants, professors, and others—those at the very top of the academy—would compete.
The purpose of the showdown was for students to gain enlightenment by observing these exams, accumulate an understanding of those at the peak, and ultimately seek their own development.
Hidden within this was also a political intention: for professors to showcase their skills and enhance the academy’s reputation.
Of course, there was no need to know all these details.

“You can think of it as an event where the faculty members spar. The Head Assistants are simply included as a bonus.”
“Will they be alright…? The assistants can’t possibly be a match for professors.”
“It’s literally more like an event. There’s also an intention to demonstrate the vast difference in skill between students and professors. Head Assistants, considered the most skilled, would be perfect for such a role. Those who participate in the showdown receive practical scores close to full marks regardless of their ranking, so you don’t need to worry about their grades either.”

I concluded the explanation as concisely as possible.
There were also rules and match-up structures, but for now, I decided to move past them.
It was an event that wouldn’t begin for another week anyway.
In contrast, regular students’ practicals were tomorrow, so it was wiser to focus on those instead.
The villainess listened to my explanation with an indifferent expression, then asked,

“Then… you won’t have a practical exam tomorrow?”
“That’s right.”
“Hmm.”
“I’m directly under Professor Selena. I’ll probably participate in the showdown with her.”
“So being a Head Assistant isn’t something to simply envy.”
“With great positions come great responsibilities, you see.”

For me, it was a light schedule to enjoy, but from the students’ perspective, it seemed like nothing could be more terrifying.
After all, professors were beings who had transcended levels.
Heroes from the Great Subjugation era, former captains of the Imperial Knights, elders of the Magic Tower, cardinals of the Church, and so on.
Only such exalted names gathered, which, in a way, made it understandable why Gallimard was called the best educational institution on the continent.
I casually dismissed such thoughts.

“Well… until then, the practicals are continuously scheduled, so I guess I’ll have to observe the other students’ matches.”
“By the way, mine is tomorrow.”
“Of course, I plan to go cheer you on.”
Thanks to that, it seemed I wouldn’t be bored.
As the conversation shifted back to the general practicals, the girl sitting opposite me suddenly spoke up.
It was Regia, who had been listening blankly until now.

“Um, excuse me… Young Master.”
“Regia?”
Her voice was timid, as always.
However, for some reason, it seemed even more so than usual.
She hesitated, as if she wanted to say something.
When I told her to speak comfortably, she clenched her fists tightly and parted her lips, as if she had made up her mind.
Her stammering sentences gradually formed a clear meaning.

“Regarding the practical exam, I… I have a request for you.”
“A request?”
I grew interested.
Even after spending nearly half a year together, the times she had asked me for anything could be counted on one hand.
She was that uncomfortable relying on others.
For Regia to outright make a request, this was something that couldn’t help but pique my interest.
I leaned in, listening intently to her words.

“Perhaps, during tomorrow’s practical exam…”
The girl hesitated, then finally spoke.
Her eyes were almost tearful.
Upon hearing Regia’s story, I couldn’t help but tilt my head.
It was because the content of her request was so utterly unexpected.

“Huh…?”
What kind of request is this?

        
            Regia Filers.

The protagonist of the original work, 'The World Seen by the Little Prince,' and a girl who held a spot in Class A with top-tier grades.

She was also considered the greatest talent in modern times as a Summoner.

However, just as a good seed does not always blossom, the greatest talent also requires time to mature.

As she was still immature, the protagonist had many problems.

Her recent worries, in particular, were profound.

– What should I do...?

The origin of her worries lay in her ability.

It was the protagonist’s persistent homework, ever since she first began to communicate with her summoned beasts:

She could not freely activate her power.

The miracle of a dragon.

One might say it was a necessary side effect for manifesting such a being.

Indeed, an transcendent being could overturn natural law with a single breath, making it difficult for a fragile girl to fully contain such a miracle.

It was like trying to contain the ocean in a pot.

– I did it… I-It was scary, but I overcame it.

– I wanted to be of help to Young Master-nim, even just once.

Of course.

Regia had already overcome that limit.

She had learned how to blossom without wilting, even amidst the fear of walking on a blade.

It was thanks to a single, deep affection for someone precious.

However, if a new reaction emerged from such learning, it was that her heart had become overly reliant on that moment.

The girl felt her fear disappear only when that person was by her side.

In other words:

– I can't do it when I'm alone...

All her emotions were being swayed by him.

It was difficult to properly control her ability.

The process leading up to a summon was always successful.

But even if a transcendent being was called forth, how long it could be held in the present world depended entirely on the summoner's capability.

Often, they would disappear in less than 10 seconds.

In the girl's case, it was like a dice roll.

Sometimes it would last a long time depending on her condition that day, and other times it would vanish before she could even exhale once.

It was an ability that fluctuated as unstable as the summoner's inner self.

However.

When she was beside the Serpent, it was different.

– I believe without a doubt.

– If it’s you, Regia, you will become a star brighter than anyone.

– Of course, until then, I will protect you.

Was it because that moment remained too vivid a memory?

The Serpent’s side was uniquely comforting.

It felt as if all worries in the world vanished.

When all anxieties scattered into dust, and only the breathing of the person she relied on remained, Regia could activate her ability without any flaw.

It was possible to maintain her summoned beast in peak condition.

‘Because you were there.’

The only person who believed in her, despite her humble self.

And the person who made her forget her weakness.

That was why the protagonist couldn't help but give her heart to the Serpent.

The two characters of 'reliance.'

"Uhm, excuse me... Young Master-nim."

"Regia?"

"Regarding the practical exam, I-I have a request."

"A request?"

This final exam was important to the girl.

As the semester’s conclusion, watched by the entire student body, it was an opportunity to proudly prove herself to those who had scorned her.

For that, she needed to show an overwhelming score.

Although.

Since she had been admitted on the dean's recommendation, she wouldn't be expelled, but she didn't want to remain ambiguously clinging to Class A like this.

She wanted to assert her qualifications proudly in front of those who subtly ignored her.

And by doing so, she wanted to stand by the boy's side.

She wanted to contribute, however little, to that brilliant light.

Therefore, the girl made her request.

"Could you perhaps... come watch my match during tomorrow's practical exam?"

A step forward.

It was a plea for him to watch over her immature self.

***

On the day of the practical exam.

A large crowd gathered at the public arena where the test was held.

Even excluding those merely waiting for their turn, students from other grades and faculty members packed the seats tightly.

The wide stands buzzed with noise.

All of them were people who had come to spectate.

Every single gaze was filled with anticipation.

Everyone watched the circular arena.

Perhaps because it was one of the academy's most notable events, people of all grades seemed to be watching with interest.

Especially the first day's exams had matches that drew attention in many ways.

《The 6th examination will begin shortly.》

《Students taking this examination, please follow the announcement and move to your designated locations.》

It was the 6th examination.

The match Regia was participating in.

[6th Examination]

[Regia Filers vs. Britton Bladers]

As always.

Tests conducted as duels clearly illustrate the disparity between those who compete.

They show who is stronger and who is weaker.

Especially this matchup, where Regia, the last-ranked student in Class A, was pitted against Britton, the first-ranked in Class B, was bound to draw the audience's attention.

The results of this exam could even change the class assignments for the second semester.

– If Britton does well this time, he might advance a grade, huh?

– And the other one drops to Class B?

– It’s not that simple, but... there’s still a possibility, isn’t there? If she absolutely crushes him, maybe.

– It’s definitely possible, isn’t it? Her opponent is so weak.

Regia Filers.

There was much talk about her.

Although she had proven her abilities by commanding a dragon, that had only happened in the desert, a different world.

Most of the academy still didn't know about the girl.

The Regia students remembered was only the pitiful sight of her being trampled horribly by the villainess during the class placement exam at the beginning of the semester.

She remained regarded as a fraud who couldn't even properly handle her own abilities.

– What about this time? Who are you betting on to win?

– Britton, without a doubt.

– The other one hasn't shown anything at all. On the other hand, Britton hasn't lost his top spot in Class B all semester.

– She doesn't have that overwhelming feeling like other Class A students...

– I really can't figure it out, no matter how much I think about it. How did she even pass the entrance exam?

– How would we know?

Perhaps it was only natural.

Gallimard Academy, filled with fierce competition.

She was simply too easy a target.

There were also many rumors that she didn't know her place and tried to associate with nobles.

Despite being a commoner whose origins weren't even known, the opinion was that she tried to cling to the children of prestigious families like Yuda and Emilia.

Naturally, those perceived as easy prey were mercilessly torn apart by those in higher positions.

– I heard she summons something incredible?

– A Wyvern? Wasn't that just a rumor?

– Opinions on that vary. Some say it's made-up nonsense, others say she can summon a dragon but her skill is terrible.

– Either way, it seems like a foregone conclusion that Britton will win.

– You're right.

Some students even believed her abilities were fake.

Since there were no training exchanges between different classes as a rule, it was impossible to ascertain the truth of the rumors unless they were in the same class.

At the very least, opportunities to demonstrate her abilities had long since passed.

It wouldn't be strange if some didn't believe her.

– Shall we watch how badly she gets beaten?

– I bet on a 5-minute knockout.

– 5 minutes? Then I’m going for 3 minutes.

– I just hope she doesn’t do anything that lowers the standards.

The students whispered amongst themselves.

Most of them saw the girl as a broken flower on the roadside.

But they didn't know.

That even as the dark dawn cast its shadows between the leaves, the protagonist had ultimately borne beautiful fruit.

It didn't take long for public opinion to turn.

《Contestants, please stand by in your respective positions.》

《The examination will proceed as a duel. The test will conclude when one opponent is incapacitated or rendered unable to fight.》

《Additionally, the test will conclude if one party withdraws.》

It began with the first sentence announcing the start of the match.

Immediately after the announcement rang out.

《Ready... Begin!》

Before her opponent could even attempt anything, the girl’s lips softly recited a faint call.

A silence that echoed as if barely audible.

A voice that, though fleeting, overwhelmed the surrounding air.

"Lend me your strength."

Transcending.

"Efre."

The next moment.

A cry like the collapse of the world was heard from the sky.

Sweeping away the white clouds with a single flap of its wings, a colossal creature landed precisely in the center of the circular arena.

Its presence made the cool autumn air grow warm.

The stands echoed only with startled screams.

But, as if to erase even that noise, it let out a monstrous bellow.

It was a dragon's roar.

A thunderous roar!

A majesty that delivered a shattering terror throughout the entire arena.

Before the dragon, which bowed its head as if in submission, stood a pink-haired girl gently stroking its nose.

Her pupils gleamed, perhaps due to the flickering flames.

The atmosphere, changed in an instant, captivated the audience.

Regia extended her hand.

"All of it."

Then came the command, executed.

Annihilation by fire.

"Burn it all."

A rumbling growl!

Incandescent flames gathered within the massive maw, followed by a blinding white flash that engulfed the entire arena.

It was a dazzling spectacle that fooled the midday sun into thinking it was two.

***

Just 10 seconds.

That was the time it took for the exam to end.

– Burn... it all.

In truth, by the time that incantation was murmured, the opponent had already lost consciousness and collapsed.

It was not a pressure a student could endure.

Even after just a brief eye contact, the boy, who was ranked first in Class B, couldn't help but foam at the mouth and collapse.

The same went for the other students sitting in the stands.

Thanks to the barrier surrounding the arena, they were safe, but children everywhere were complaining of dizziness.

I was enjoying the ensuing wails.

"Stop! Match over!"

It was none other than the supervisor who ended the situation.

Had he realized that it was dangerous to continue?

The professor observing the exam rushed in and blocked the flames spewed by Efre with a massive shield.

Though he had clearly coated it with magic to minimize damage.

The surface of the shield was already molten and warped from the intense heat.

"What is this...?"

The professor was flustered.

It was fortunate that the attacker had adjusted her power belatedly; if it had been a full-power sweep, he couldn't have guaranteed his defense.

A cold sweat seemed to run down his back at the thought that he might have been swallowed.

Even then, the dragon continued to roar.

A thunderous roar!

"Ahem."

I watched silently.

As the head assistant, tasked with assisting the exam, I was closest to Regia's match.

It was to grant the girl's request.

– Could you perhaps... come watch my match during tomorrow's practical exam?

At the time, I was a little surprised.

That a request, made after such long deliberation, was merely for that.

Should I say my inflated expectations deflated into emptiness?

Of course, since I had intended to watch from the start, I readily agreed to the girl's request.

Thanks to that, I could pass the time with an interesting spectacle.

《Britton Bladers’ decision loss. The winner is Regia Filers.》

The urgent announcement rang out.

The rarely agitated voice contained the news of the protagonist's victory.

Behind it followed the astonishment of the supporting characters.

– W-What, what did I just see?

– A Wyvern...?

– She really could summon one?! I thought it was all nonsense until now...!

– I told you it was real!

– Even just hearing its scream, I felt a fear that crushed my whole body...

– ......I think I wet my pants.

– You crazy bastard.

Reactions flipped in an instant.

The words that had mocked the girl moments before vanished, and only expressions of admiration filled the stands.

Derision shattered in an instant when faced with overwhelming power.

Not even bothering to enjoy that thrill, our protagonist rushed toward me as soon as the match ended.

Her green eyes sparkled brightly.

"I did it! Young Master-nim!"

With a forceful embrace!

The girl clung to me with all her might.

It was a rather sudden skinship, but I decided not to point it out.

In this situation, praise should come first.

"Well done. You were truly magnificent."

"Hehe...!"

"I suppose you truly deliver when it matters."

"Th-That's... because Young Master-nim was by my side."

"To think you've even mastered modesty."

I embraced her slender back.

Her body warmth filled my arms.

While that warmth heated the autumn air, my hand gently stroked her soft hair.

It was an affectionate embrace, as if hinting at lovers.

We remained like that for a few minutes.

"......Ah."

The girl stiffened belatedly.

Had she become self-aware?

On the large screen displayed above the arena, the two of us, embracing each other, were being broadcast.

Such a bold display of affection in front of the entire student body.

"Oh, uh, ah...?"

Her pale face instantly flushed crimson.

She had turned into a hot tomato.

Soon after, the protagonist awkwardly tried to pull away.

I deliberately teased her, holding her tightly and trapping her between my arms so she couldn't escape the screen.

Her flustered flapping was quite entertaining to watch.

"Y-Young Master-nim...?!"

"Oh dear... You've expended a lot of energy, so you must rest. Please lean on me and relax."

"No, th-this isn't the situation for that...!"

A slight commotion.

With that warmth behind us, the practical exam concluded.

It was a successfully completed schedule.

***

Meanwhile.

After all the practical exams were finished.

"Hmph... So it's you, then? The person who's supposedly my personal physician's lover."

Rose asked, looking down at the shrunken pilot.

Despite leaning on her wheelchair, her leaf-like eyes shone piercingly.

A cold gaze fixed on Regia.

"G-Gasp..."

The girl flinched, utterly terrified.

She tried hard to shake her head, but all that returned were harsh thorns.

"N-No, it's not like that... I-I just, without realizing it, was happy."

"So what?"

"......"

"I didn't ask for a reason, did I?"

"Sniffle..."

"Why are you trying to cry? I haven't even said anything yet. Do I look like such a shrew?"

"N-No, you don't...!"

"Then?"

"Ah, ugh... Y-Young Master-nim, please help me..."

A desperate cry for help.

The vulnerable protagonist remained suppressed by the princess's aura for some time.

        
            The protagonist received a chilly gaze from the princess.

The unilaterally cold atmosphere seemed to soften only after my belated intervention.

Was it because of the two people who were never supposed to meet in the original story?

Though I truly wanted to keep watching with interest, I stepped forward, thinking that Regia might actually burst into tears if things continued this way.

I spoke lightly.

"Please forgive them at this point. It's not good to trouble others."

My voice resonated calmly.

Despite it clearly being a gentle chiding, the girl only frowned and glared at me.

As if annoyed, she snapped.

"......Are you trying to take their side now?"

Oh.

Would she quickly shift her target?

Her eyes were irritated.

At the same time, a strange sense of disappointment could be felt.

Though her sharp reaction might have stung, I calmly soothed the girl without a hint of agitation.

Because placating a grumpy child had become second nature to me.

"How could I take anyone's side? Both of you are precious to me."

I gently stroked her head.

Her red hair tickled my fingertips.

As I caressed her softly scattered, petal-like hair, slightly softened murmurs escaped her faint lips.

I lightly accepted her continuous grumbling.

"It won't work just by stroking me like this...?"

"Huhu."

Her sulky reaction.

Rose glared with a displeased expression.

"But you said you were on my side before."

"Of course, I am on your side."

"Then speak without that commoner you're hiding behind your back."

"But Your Highness also knows that it was a misunderstanding. In such a situation, I believe it's not right to needlessly torment Lady Regia."

"I wasn't exactly trying to torment her...?"

"Torment isn't necessarily limited to one's intentions. Especially between the two of you, there's an immense social status gap, isn't there? For Your Highness, it might have been mere pressure, but for Lady Regia, it likely felt like a tremendous fear."

"Nagging, nagging... You've always talked too much."

"This, too, is advice for your happiness. You must now learn how to live with others."

"You never lose an argument."

"Because I mean it that much."

I wore a gentle smile.

"......"

Elize looked up at me silently, then sighed as if defeated and grumbled.

Her eyes subtly shifted towards the timid pink.

"......I'm sorry. I got annoyed for a moment and acted arbitrarily."

"Yes? Yes?"

"If it bothered you, I apologize."

"Yo-Your Highness?! I'm perfectly fine, there's no need to bow your head for such a thing...!"

Rose offered a half-hearted apology.

Though she could have been stubborn, given it was an easy opponent, she readily admitted her fault.

Was she projecting her inherent goodness?

Having lived trapped in a cage for over ten years, she was merely awkward with people, not one to harbor malice or arbitrarily torment others.

Even if she put up thorns, her true nature was still a flower.

"Huhu."

I smiled faintly.

As I continued to gently stroke both of their heads, a shadow standing beside me suddenly poked my shoulder.

It was Emilia, who had been observing the situation from the side.

My reflection was visible in her clear pupils.

The pink and red, meekly accepting my touch.

Seeing the girls who had somehow become tamed, the villainess suddenly let out a complex sigh.

Her head shake contained resignation.

"Haa... You really are something."

"Lady-nim?"

"It's nothing. I just... wanted you to know that you're a very sinful person."

"Oh my  I'm quite the sinful person, one of the most notable in the empire, actually."

"......When you say it, it doesn't sound like a joke at all. Please, could you refrain from such foolish pranks?"

"I wonder."

Is it really a joke?

When I wore such an expression, a startled reaction came back.

The boisterous atmosphere continued.

We walked along the academy street, chatting.

The air, growing louder with the increased number of people, made me realize their presence with every step I took.

I savored the enjoyment, even if for a brief moment.

"I watched today's match. Your abilities were unprecedentedly powerful."

"It's an ho-honor...!"

"I can see why the attending physician took notice."

"I'd heard rumors, but... I didn't know you could actually summon a dragon. Why did you just helplessly endure it last time?"

"During the last exam... well, there were, um, some circumstances."

"Surely you weren't holding back, right? I trust you wouldn't dare do that against me."

"Su-surely not...!"

Everyday conversation.

Perhaps because she was stuck among high-ranking individuals, the sole commoner could only stammer and sweat coldly.

The princesses, in particular, still seemed awkward.

They were flustered by a few simple compliments.

Of course, from the outside, it looked like nothing short of a harmonious friendship.

Is this why they say life seen up close is a tragedy, but from afar, it's a comedy?

I appreciated the comedy.

"Now that you mention it."

A voice suddenly spoke.

It was the villainess again.

"Everyone's practical exams are over, aren't they? Class A's dates were all crammed into the first day."

"That's right."

"Now, you're the only one left with a schedule, aren't you?"

Was she asking about the faculty competition?

As it was an event scheduled for just a few days later, it seemed to be gradually becoming a topic of conversation among the students.

In a way, it was also an enjoyable spectacle.

Sparring matches between professors or teaching assistants were rare.

It wasn't strange for expectations to gather.

"I plan to approach it moderately."

"I'm not sure what 'moderately' means by your standards..."

"Huhu."

I gave a vague answer.

As I walked, leaving various topics behind, I suddenly noticed students gathered and murmuring.

They were standing in a circle as if watching something.

Was there something to see?

Even before I could pay attention.

"Th-there... Professor Selena is there?"

The protagonist's words announced the situation first.

I belatedly scanned my surroundings.

My Master was indeed there.

Students watching from a distance, and at the center of the spectators, a woman with purple hair.

As always, she had a tired expression.

'The person in front of her is...'

She was confronting someone.

Her pupils were hazy, as if she was drunk again, but the glare she directed at the opponent before her had not faded.

Recognizing that opponent, I quietly muttered.

"Professor Cadell...?"

The person with the widest influence among the current faculty members, and a candidate for the next head professor.

At the same time, he was in opposition to Selena.

I couldn't help but tilt my head, looking at the two people facing each other.

'What is this?'

Why is she confronting that man?

***

Cadell Evans.

After Selena, who was the head professor, fell from grace, he was the person who wielded the widest influence and received the most support.

He was also the young man mentioned as the next head professor.

A formidable individual capable of becoming a cornerstone of the academy despite his young age.

Currently, he was confronting the drunkard.

"Professor Selena."

"......"

It was well-known that the two had not gotten along for a long time.

Cadell had ostracized her with the faction he gathered among the faculty, and Selena, too, seemed annoyed by him constantly picking fights.

Until last year, the two had endlessly clashed and opposed each other's opinions.

Recently, they hadn't shown any significant conflicts, but that precarious peace was shattered today.

Cadell, who had been silent all along, had declared war.

"You haven't forgotten that the competition is in a few days, have you?"

The approaching date of the competition was the reason.

After the drunkard's downfall.

The young man was seizing an opportunity.

An opportunity, that is, to completely remove his annoying rival.

It was a good timing.

"It just so happens that we two are paired against each other, aren't we? You're truly like a mouse in a trap."

Though.

The first-year top student, who was evaluated as having unprecedented talent. A variable occurred where he entered Selena's direct tutelage, but that alone couldn't overturn the declining standing of a faculty member.

No matter how much he excelled, he was still an unripened student.

It was a fight that would end as soon as the side with stronger authority pressed down.

Cadell spoke with a cynical smile.

"Last time, our side was indebted."

He referred to an incident two months ago.

The incident where the second-year top student received a duel challenge from a snake, and ultimately suffered the humiliation of dancing in front of the entire student body.

He was talking about Ian Ternado, Cadell's head teaching assistant.

"This competition will be a revenge in many ways, won't it?"

"Is that so?"

"Indeed."

"I'm not exactly the type to dwell on such things."

"Your relaxed demeanor is pleasant to see. But I must tell you this: you can never match me in terms of power."

"......"

A provocation laced with strong mockery.

His voice was clearer and louder than when he spoke other sentences, as if he intended it to be heard by the students watching nearby.

Selena couldn't help but frown at his blatant intention.

Of course, it was true.

Cadell was one of the three strongest among the faculty. For Selena, who specialized in illusion magic, it was an infinitely disadvantageous situation.

She was the type who was recognized more when scribbling with a pen than when resorting to violence.

Their compatibility was poor for a direct confrontation of strength.

"What can you possibly do with mere illusion magic?"

It was true.

However, in his intention of stating that truth, there was an impurity of wanting to disparage his opponent.

He intended to humiliate her in front of the students.

"This time, I intend to crush you thoroughly. And the student you recently took under your wing will be no exception."

"How petty."

"Shouldn't the students be informed? About what happens when you meet the wrong teacher?"

"Your vile habit of packaging your narrow-mindedness as education remains unchanged."

The long-standing bad blood between the two.

Now, the flames were spreading to their direct students, and it was gradually burning into an increasingly complicated issue.

Just as the atmosphere intensified.

"Excuse me."

Suddenly, a shadow emerged, cutting through the surrounding crowd, and stepped between the two professors.

He offered a greeting with a meaningful smile.

"A good afternoon to both of you."

Dull golden hair.

Sinisterly narrowed eyes.

Finally, a neat suit.

His distinctive appearance revealed his name.

Juda Snakers. None other than Selena's head teaching assistant, who had just been mentioned.

***

"A good afternoon to both of you."

A leisurely greeting.

Was it because the student who had just been mentioned suddenly appeared?

I gazed at the two hesitant professors.

Normally, I would have just watched quietly, but the words I heard made me quite annoyed, so I stepped forward instinctively.

Professor Cadell, who had been momentarily dumbfounded, then opened his mouth.

"What an unexpected appearance. Good afternoon, Student Yuda."

Should I call him brazen?

Cadell responded to the greeting without the slightest waver.

"What's the matter?"

"I overheard an interesting conversation nearby."

"It's not a matter for a student to interfere with."

"But one cannot remain silent when their Master is being insulted."

"Hmm."

I had received a lot of help recently.

Especially the documents concerning Rose.

I felt like we had somehow become allies, and it pricked my conscience to simply wipe my mouth and withdraw.

I suppose I'll have to get rid of this troublesome extra.

I subtly looked back.

Selena was standing there.

Perhaps due to fatigue, her gaze was annoyed, but she also didn't seem to have any intention of stopping me from intervening.

She was originally set to find such power struggles troublesome.

Realizing that her silence was a form of agreement, I decided to confidently retort to the opponent's provocation.

Just then, Cadell spoke again.

"It's simply regrettable that you rejected my recruitment offer last time."

"I prefer how things are now."

"Your talent is wasted. Going under that woman will remain the biggest mistake of your life. You possess the potential to reach the stars."

"Regardless, that is my concern."

It seems he's trying to mock me indiscriminately, but I'm no slouch in that regard either.

I subtly twisted the corner of my lips.

"Besides, it seems there's nothing for me to learn."

"What did you say?"

"I've already had experience confronting your head teaching assistant. Their level was abysmal. Isn't your potential to reach the stars far too precious to be under such instruction?"

"Ha."

Cadell let out a hollow laugh at the direct retort.

As I had poked a raw nerve of his pride, I could see his expression swiftly hardening into a cold glare.

Coldness seeped into his voice.

"Such insolent remarks."

His gaze turned icy.

"Be aware that you are a student. No matter how outstanding your talent, I can subdue you with a single gesture."

*Thump-!*

Pressure pressed down on the surroundings, accompanied by a faint sound.

It was a powerful surge of killing intent.

To the extent that an ordinary student would have immediately crawled on the floor.

Selena attempted to intervene due to the unusual atmosphere, but I maintained an unwavering demeanor and reassured her.

And then I smiled, as if showing off.

"Huhu."

A confrontation that seemed to split seconds.

A heavy silence descended.

Only autumn winds swept through it.

The ominous atmosphere dominated the surroundings for a while, then scattered into a handful of ashes not long after.

Perhaps he judged that it wouldn't be good for the situation to escalate further.

Cadell was reining in his momentum.

"......There's no need to get heated. We'll be facing each other in the competition anyway."

The young man dusted off his hands as if his interest had waned.

His tone, as if he was specially letting me off, was utterly irritating.

As he turned his back to leave, I threw the final spark onto the spilled oil.

It was exactly what needed to be said to an opponent who was mistaken.

"Do you know something?"

His tone was like that of a champion awaiting challengers.

Even though he had never won a single time until now.

For a perpetual second-place contender, he seemed to be caught in quite an arrogant delusion.

I decided to correct him.

"I'm telling you this because I think you're mistaken."

With a single remark.

"You're the challenger."

"......"

At that point, everyone's mouths couldn't help but gape open.

The students watching nearby.

Cadell, with an astonished expression.

Even Selena, who had been expressionless.

In the frozen time, devoid of any reaction, only I wore a bright smile.

I adjusted the corner of my mouth, which was twisting on its own, and muttered.

'Ah.'

Thrilling.

This is the feeling.

Afterward.

The madman who declared war in the face of a professor.

It didn't take long for news about him to spread throughout the entire academy.

It was truly an unprecedented major incident.

        
            The news spread quickly.

The authority of the professors, which had never wavered since the academy's founding. A student had appeared, boldly challenging that authority, and everyone who heard the news was shocked.

It was a situation unimaginable even in dreams.

Moreover, the opponent was Cadell Evans. Despite his youth, he stood at the heart of the academy, treated as the de facto leader among the faculty. Aside from the dean, he was virtually the number one person at Gallimard.

Towards such a powerful figure.

“Besides, I don’t think there’s anything to learn.”
“Isn’t the possibility of reaching the stars too precious to be under such a teaching?”

In addition to the clear and direct retorts.

“You are the challenger.”

He even uttered a line that would be remembered in the academy’s history, which was no small shock to the students watching. His unique playful tone made it seem as if he was teasing. Of course, there was ample justification to retaliate, given that he had insulted a teacher, but since the declaration of war was directed at a professor, it was inevitable that there would be talk.

Even without it, the academy, already heated by the practical exams, was adding more fuel to the fire. Lively discussions continued for a short period.

“As soon as the practical exams end, we get a good show.”
“The outcome is too obvious… but isn’t that what makes it interesting?”
“Let’s just grab some popcorn.”
“This is a chance to see how high the top student’s peak is, too.”
“Even if he’s the top student, won’t he lose?”
“That’s stating the obvious. How could he possibly fight a professor, logically speaking?”
“Anyway, I’m looking forward to this match.”

The Faculty vs. Student Match.

The attention of the students, whose practical exams were over, was drawn to this. Amidst interest heavier than a summer monsoon, the event date steadily approached day by day.

Before long, the event was upon them the next day. The atmosphere was heightening, but the person involved, meanwhile.

“Huhu… the weather is nice.”

Was just looking up at the clear sky.

***

The past few days.

There were unusually many words of concern from those around me. Was it because of the bold declaration of war I had thrown? While other students watched the situation with excitement, those close to me were restless and anxious.

Of course, those who knew my abilities seemed to take it in stride.

“Young, Young Master… wh-wh-what should we do…?”
“Miss Regia.”

Because our protagonist was not.

The girl, her green eyes tearful. I had to comfort her, who was grieving as if the world was ending. Perhaps the thought of me possibly being disgraced was so unsettling that she was holding my sleeve tightly, tears like dewdrops falling continuously. Even then, as if trying to give me strength, she clung to me.

“Y-You’ll definitely w-win magnificently…!”
“That’s a grateful belief.”
“Because you, Young Master, have always trusted me. Th-That’s why I don’t want to worry, but I-I keep getting anxious…”
“Everything will be fine.”
“Yes, I’ll be cheering you on…!”

Regia sent very fervent cheers. Her gaze was filled with determination.

As I stroked her head with a grateful heart, Rose, sitting in her wheelchair, subtly asked a question. It was more of a direct question than one from the protagonist.

“Are you really okay?”
“Your Highness.”
“I don’t know much about the academy yet, but I roughly know how amazing those professors are. My older sister explained a lot to me.”
“I didn’t expect Your Highness to worry about me.”
“There you go again with pointless talk.”

Her tone was prickly, but she seemed worried deep down. She, too, didn't know about my abilities. She only knew that I wielded mysterious power, but she had never seen me fight using it. In that sense, Elize's worry was natural.

I smiled faintly and pushed the stopped wheelchair again. I replied simultaneously.

“I’m quite strong, even if I don’t look it.”
“How strong?”
“You’ll be able to confirm it with this opportunity.”
“You’re brimming with confidence.”
“Surely a knight who protects the stars must possess fitting skill, don’t you think?”
“You’re not a knight, but a primary physician.”
“Huhu.”
“Anyway, I’ll be looking forward to it.”

Pilot, and Rose. Both showed signs of worry, but there was an atmosphere of trust towards me. Would it be presumptuous to say that I was secretly grateful for that trust?

It wasn't much of an event to worry about in the first place. There were no disadvantages if I lost, and I was going to face them in a match anyway. It would simply receive more attention than other matches.

‘It’s not that I dislike worry.’

I just didn’t want to see the tearful faces of my precious ones. This time, I'll just show them clearly. I thought, and waited for the approaching date.

So, when there was one day left until the event, this time I heard worry from an unexpected person. None other than my teacher.

“About tomorrow’s match.”

While helping with paperwork as part of my assistant duties, the woman sitting opposite me suddenly spoke. Her dead, red pupils were looking at me. As usual, the liquor bottle in her hand showed signs of overflowing intoxication. She said indifferently.

“You don’t necessarily have to overexert yourself.”
“I’ve already made a declaration of war.”
“They won’t care much anyway. Their target isn’t Student Yuda, but me. If I persuade them, they’ll let it go without another word.”
“Persuade them… I don’t think they’ll listen.”
“They will listen. Of course, I might have to kneel… but I don’t particularly value honor anyway.”
“I’ll decline, then.”

Selena, who said she would kneel without a care. Was it because of her naturally indifferent personality? It seemed that she herself was included in that realm of composure. I smiled awkwardly and declined the offer.

“You believe I’ll lose, then.”
“It’s just being realistic.”

She didn't seem to even consider the possibility of victory. The attitude of awaiting a foreseen future. I didn't feel particularly upset.

Although the event set up an assistant and a professor to face each other, in reality, there was an enormous gap between the two. From the start, it would be strange to predict the assistant's victory. The reason they were set up was merely to show the overwhelming difference between students and professors. Every single one of them was a veteran: heroes from the Great Extermination era, former Imperial Knights commanders, church cardinals, and so on... a gathering of people who had once been significant figures. How could mere sprouts of students possibly defeat them?

It was all an event to emphasize the academy's prestige.

“Professor Cadell is strong.”

From what I heard, that man was also a monster. He was selected as the youngest tower master at the tender age of fifteen, then suddenly lost interest in academia and took a faculty position at the academy. The exact reason was never revealed in the game's settings. Although ten years had passed and his career as a mage was short. He was still spoken of among industry professionals as a legendary talent.

Given this, predicting my defeat was inevitable.

‘I must have looked quite insane.’

If you think about it, what would you call this? Yes. It would have looked like a fight between an elephant and a snake. Of course, there are cases where a snake's venom can kill an elephant, but it's a story hard to accept in common understanding.

The scene I'm about to show will be a miracle that breaks that common understanding. I added calmly.

“I’ll be fine.”
“In that case, I won’t interfere further.”

The drunkard readily retreated. A brief silence settled. The woman, who seemed about to close her lips, finally brought up one last lingering question. Her flowing purple hair swayed precariously.

“This is a personal question.”
“Please ask freely.”
“I’m curious why you bothered to make a declaration of war.”

Her blood-red pupils clearly reflected the blond boy. Her dead eyes held not a flicker of life. I hesitated slightly before returning the answer.

“The situation where you were insulted bothered me.”
“For me?”
“Because I’ve received a lot of help from Teacher-nim so far. I think I got angry at the thought of someone I rely on being insulted.”
“Someone you rely on… We just had compatible interests.”

As she said. We might just be a teacher-student relationship formed by a contract.

But.

“Relationships… naturally begin from understanding.”

They can change indefinitely. Taming, after all, cannot be defined by human language, and simultaneously, it is an unpredictable inner throb. I met the woman’s gaze with a faint emotion.

“Aren’t we in a relationship that will last at least three years? Since I bear the title of your disciple, I simply don’t wish to be dishonest with that word.”
“……”

A sentence that took a step closer to the other person. I smiled faintly. As if responding to that smile, the woman froze. In her empty gaze, some past seemed to flicker. She, who seemed lost in thought, soon came to her senses and unnecessarily changed the subject.

Subtly avoiding eye contact.

“Anyway, I wish you good luck.”
“I will do my best with that encouragement.”

Awkward silence lingered. The woman unnecessarily tilted her liquor bottle, filling her mouth with alcohol. As if she saw something superimposed on the boy looking at her, complex emotions were faintly etched on her furrowed brow.

I turned my eyes away, pretending not to notice.

‘It reminds me of the old days.’

A fleeting monologue. With a swallowed wry smile, I finished the paperwork.

***

After several noisy days.

The Faculty vs. Student Match.

It was the day of the event everyone had been looking forward to. The venue, like the previous practical exams, was an open training ground surrounded by numerous spectator stands.

I stood on the wide circular arena.

“It’s been quite a while.”

I muttered, looking around. My vision flickered with the spectator stands packed full of countless onlookers. In addition to being a popular event already, perhaps because the challenge I threw at Professor Cadell had spread by word of mouth, seats that would normally have been sparsely empty were completely filled.

Having experienced similar situations a few times before, I remained calm.

Cheers erupted!

As the cheers erupted behind me, my gaze met the person standing opposite. It was the partner who would join me in the show we would put on today. The young man, with his arms crossed, spoke as if surprised.

“I really didn’t think you’d show up.”
“Didn’t I tell you?”
“I don’t know what you’re thinking, coming into this match. Surely you don’t seriously believe you can defeat a professor, do you?”
“What you’re saying is exactly what I heard from Ian Sunbae-nim.”

So, they are indeed teacher and student. I recalled the poor senior who became a dance machine in front of the entire student body.

“It was a pleasant memory.”
“Though the person involved seems to consider it a nightmare.”
“That’s sad.”
“Since we’re having this match, I have no intention of going easy on you. While I don’t hold the previous provocation against you, as a professor, I can’t afford to be half-hearted.”
“The same goes for me. I’m not one to avoid a challenge.”
“Ha! I’ll see how long that arrogance lasts.”

Cadell scoffed overtly. He pulled out a palm-length wand from his waist, gathered mana at its tip, and took a stance. In response, I gathered shadows around me. Then, drawing a sword, I precisely aimed its jet-black, sharpened blade at my opponent.

Amidst the cool, sweeping wind, the announcer’s voice echoed.

《Faculty members, please stand by in your respective positions.》
《The match format will be a duel. The match ends when one opponent is subdued or incapacitated.》
《Additionally, the match also ends if one side forfeits.》

The rules were the same as a typical practical exam. Before long, the central referee tossed a coin into the air. The spinning silhouette landed on the ground.

Clang-!

The signal announcing the duel rang out. Immediately after.

Boom-!

The rapidly fired magic of the two people clashed in mid-air. Shadows launched as sharp thorns, and water condensed into pointed arrows. Their respective destructive powers sprayed sparks and shockwaves in all directions.

The first clash, announcing a tumultuous beginning.

Thus.

A match that would be remembered in the academy's history began.

        
            It was one of the regular events held at the academy, and also one of the most popular spectacles, consistently ranking among the top three each year.
It was an opportunity for everyone to witness the faculty's skills firsthand.
It motivated the internal students and showcased the competence of each faculty member to outsiders.
In short, it was an event that served to prove the academy’s reputation as the best.

Perhaps because it was an event that brought a sense of pride, it became a hotly debated topic among the students.
As members of Gallimard, it made their blood boil.

“Looks like it’ll be fun again this year?”
“The practical exam was definitely tough, but I endured it, thinking about watching this.”
“It’s a chance to see a fight on a completely different level, isn’t it? You can’t find an opportunity like this even if you search the entire continent!”
“Watching it alone will definitely give us new insights.”
“I wish it would start soon!”
“Speaking of which… did you all hear? Some first-year caused trouble this time, didn’t they?”
“Everyone’s buzzing about that guy these days.”

This year, the excitement was particularly intense.
The first-year top student had declared war on a professor. Thanks to this, the intriguing confrontational dynamic drew attention.
Related stories circulated endlessly among the students.

“That side is the challenger.”

The Snake, who had declared it to the professor.
After the previous provocation, the academy’s reaction was largely divided into two.
One side found the audacious act refreshing, while the other expressed displeasure, claiming it was going too far.
Due to the harshness of the remark, facing backlash was unavoidable.

“He seems to be looking down on the professor too much.”
“He’ll get what’s coming to him this time.”
“Still, I like his spirit. Isn’t it better to charge head-on than to back down for no reason?”
“If you like it so much, bet on that idiot in this wager.”
“Of course, that’s out of the question.”

Predictions regarding the outcome were overwhelmingly biased.
Most predicted the Snake’s defeat.
Perhaps it was an obvious result.
If the previous opponents had been students, this time it was a faculty member, someone not on the same level.
Moreover, this was a gathering of those considered the best in the entire continent.
No matter how talented a student, it was logically impossible to defeat professors who walked above them.
It was natural to be inferior in all aspects, including skill and experience.

“Besides, his opponent is Professor Cadell.”

Cadell Evans.
A legend who reached the pinnacle of magic at the youngest age in history, and a person who suddenly resigned his position due to boredom and took on the role of professor.
He was currently a core figure among the faculty members.

“Not just any professor… how could he even think of challenging that person?”
“He might be able to scratch him, I guess.”
“Does the title of professor look easy? He’ll be slammed to the ground with a single gesture!”
“So his undefeated streak is finally over… I expected it ever since he started picking fights everywhere.”
“Might as well let him feel the wall this time.”
“I didn’t like him from the start, always surrounded by girls.”
“Isn’t that just jealousy?”

Students who seized this opportunity to express their envy.
As he had accumulated a brilliant record over the past few months, there were also many students within the academy who were jealous of the Snake.
Their voices mingled, and the atmosphere seemed to overheat.
Of course.
It wasn't just negative opinions.
Those who slandered him were actually a minority.
Most simply watched with interest.
Indeed, outstanding talent often garners the admiration of others. Students who were captivated by his past achievements had also begun to support him.
The children’s eyes sparkled as they anticipated an exciting match.

“At least he won’t be unilaterally pushed back, I think.”
“He crushed the second-year top student with just a gesture last time, didn’t he? Of course, winning might be hard, but don’t you think he could at least hold his own?”
“He’s already far beyond student level.”
“He might be a bit unhinged, but he’s an interesting guy.”
“I’ve decided to cheer for the top student this time. I bet all my living expenses for this month on him.”
“You crazy underdog-backer.”

Students chattering about the topic everywhere.
There was no doubt that immediately after the practical exam, he had captivated all the academy’s attention, which had been floating aimlessly.
And then.
《The match will now begin!》
Amidst such fervent interest, the tournament began.
From the very start, their respective magics clashed fiercely.
One was a sword sharply drawn from shadows, and the other was an arrow fired from water compressed to its limit.
A brutal roar echoed as shockwaves spread to the surrounding barrier.
Boom!
A clash that far transcended their ranks.
The barrier surrounding the spectator stands vibrated precariously.
The dizzying spectacle was enough to make the students cheer.

The match continued with an unstoppable flow.
Contrary to many predictions, the match maintained a taut, swirling tension.
Every time they clashed, a harsh sound rang out.
Clang! Crunch…!

“He’s holding up quite well?”
“How is that ‘just holding up’? He’s not being pushed back at all against the professor!”
“They’re both so fast, our eyes can’t even follow…!”

Exclamations spilled out from everywhere.
The students were engrossed in the match.
On a stage that swallowed even the fervent heat, the golden boa constrictor swung his shadow, smiling.
Before him, the Elephant displayed obvious signs of surprise.

***

Swish—!
Following that, an arrow rushed in.
It was a straight shot.
It was an attack that aimed for the moment my posture was disrupted, but I calmly rotated my wrist without flinching.
The tip of my sword, drawing a circle, precisely deflected the sharp projectile.
Scrape—!
Immediately after, the arrow scraped roughly across the sword’s surface.
A heavy recoil remained in my palm.
As I shook off the stinging impact, thorns poured down as if to give me no respite.
I spread a shadow above my head, defending myself.
Patter-patter!
The sound hitting the canopy resembled a summer downpour.
However, the water now was neither cool nor gentle.
It merely drew sharp lines, seemingly ready to cut through everything it touched.

“Well now… this is annoying.”
Already 10 minutes had passed since the match began.
It was a fierce battle.
It was a downpour embroidering the sky with monstrous force, but I was calmly navigating the situation.
I subtly spoke while adjusting my chipped sword.

“Aren’t you attacking a bit too fiercely, Professor?”

My gaze looked up.
Between the shimmering streaks of rain, Professor Cadell was visible.
He was hovering as if floating in the air.
A platform created by thinly compressed water. By stepping on it, he could fly in the sky.
The professor frowned, as if something bothered him.

“……This is unexpected. I didn’t realize I’d lose 10 minutes.”

“May I take that as a compliment?”

“Of course.”

So replied Cadell, all while still pouring down arrows.
I evaded the attacks flying from all directions, moving with elegant steps as if dancing.
I swung my sword amidst the dangerously narrowly missing lines.
Clang—!
The shadow violently collided, creating a gap.
A hole appeared in the sky, which had been adorned with arrows. Not missing the opportunity, I fired a bullet woven from pure blackness.
The sudden surprise attack directly struck the opponent’s forehead.
Thwack—!

“Khh…?!”
The professor’s head snapped back sharply.
Was it due to carelessness?
He hastily deployed a defensive barrier, but it seemed he was too late to block it perfectly.
Only a large red mark remained on the young man’s forehead.

“Heh heh… doesn’t that wake you up, Professor?”

I sneered nonchalantly.
My tone was subtly grating.
The opponent reacted with a frown.
It seemed his pride had been scratched.

"Just hoping to break your boredom."

"Ha."

Cadell let out a hollow laugh.
Struggling against a student was annoying enough, but with trivial provocations flying his way, it was understandable that his composure would waver.
His uniquely arrogant personality couldn't tolerate being mocked.
Eventually, the young man, who had been gathering mana, unleashed a burst of energy from both hands.

“You mere brat…!”

Roooaar—!!
The clamorous roar of magic echoed.
It seemed he was finally getting serious.
I felt the distinctly changed power and blocked the falling barrage of magic with the flat of my sword.
Cracks slowly began to appear in the precarious situation.

‘He’s strong, as expected.’
I thought to myself.
Perhaps a professor, considered the best in the academy, truly was different.
He was the most formidable opponent I had faced recently.
‘He’s probably on par with Lena.’
A considerable powerhouse, even when considering the entire continent.
An ordinary student would have been knocked out in less than 3 seconds.
I even considered trying to recruit him into the organization, just for fun.
His arrogant personality seemed to have some basis.
The professor swatted away the shadows flying towards him, then brushed off his blackened sleeve and spoke.
His eyes were filled with annoyance.

“Quite… no, remarkably excellent.”

“Thank you.”

“Let’s see if you can block this too!”

Cadell waved his hand grandly.
Immediately after, water surged up from the arena floor, and a sharp wave rushed towards me.
I created a thin board from shadow and stepped onto it.
I surfed the wave, evading the attack.
At the same time, I murmured.

“This time, I’ll come to you.”

Thud—!
I kicked off the board and leaped.
I quickly closed the distance.
If it was difficult to hit him because he was floating in the sky, then I simply needed to rise to the same height.
I aimed the tip of my jet-black sword and shot towards my opponent.
Swish—!
A trajectory as straight as an arrow.
The wind brushed past me.
Before I knew it, the gap between us was less than five hand-spans.
And then, as I swung my sword.

“Your trajectory is simple.”

Cadell, who had been motionless, murmured.
A slight flick of his finger.
At the same time, a jet of water erupted from the side, striking my body.
Thump—!

“Cough…?!”

The Snake flew backward with a powerful impact sound.
He was slammed straight into the arena floor.
Looking down at the rising dust, the professor smiled disdainfully.
Mana surged from his hand, which had struck out emotionally.

“I would never allow such a one-dimensional attack…”

“Is that so?”

However.
That was a clone woven from illusion.

“Then, how about this?”

“……?!”

The real one was behind him.
His eyes wavered.
My palm was pressed against Cadell’s back.
He belatedly realized he had been tricked and turned to look, but the game was already over the moment he gave up distance.
I gathered mana at my fingertips.

“Shatter.”

A single, soft murmur.
The magic that had filled the surroundings was reversed in the blink of an eye.
He wasn’t even given a chance to resist.
The mana, having lost its meaning, scattered like smoke.
The barrier protecting the surroundings also lost its power, and even the platform he stood on in mid-air crumbled into water.
I pushed the young man’s back.

“It’s time for you to come down.”

“You gen—!”

Cadell fell, unable to finish his sentence.
Looking down at his retreating face, this time I showed him a bright smile.
I lightly greeted him.

“Farewell.”

And then.
Craash—!!
The professor was slammed into the ground with a terrifying sound.
It wasn't just the force of gravity; it seemed the impact was considerable because I had thrown him down with a bit of a 'lie'.
The young man couldn’t easily get up, writhing on the ground.

“Ugh, cough…!”

“Heh heh.”

The Snake landed gracefully.
Adjusting the hem of his coat, which fluttered in the wind, his ominous slit eyes surveyed the professor lying fallen before him.
The boy, completely unblemished, asked a question.

“Do you perhaps intend to continue?”

The watching spectators made no sound.
The atmosphere solidified, stunned by the shocking scene.
The students all stared at the arena with blank expressions.

        
            The match continued with a tense atmosphere.

Magic clashed fiercely.

The two people's speed was so fast it was difficult to follow with the naked eye, and in the empty air, only sparks from their clashes flew wildly.

The only thing visible was faint, fluttering shadows.

And, from time to time, the aftershocks hitting the audience's barrier were all that remained.

The surroundings stirred.

"What is this? What exactly are we watching...?"

"That's not a speed you can follow with your eyes."

"Forget understanding the back-and-forth maneuvers every moment... I can't even tell what movements those two are making."

"Weren't they students like us? Is there such a difference in skill?"

"I can feel the mana density even beyond the barrier..."

It was a match that had already far surpassed their level.

The students could not discuss the scene they were witnessing.

Because for them, even a minimal standard for comparison did not apply.

"What is that power, exactly...?"

It wasn't just the students.

The professors were the same.

Even if the standard was set not for students but for faculty, there was something about this match that sent shivers down their spines.

It was a close battle, remaining at an incredibly high level.

"Is this situation even possible...?"

"It's absurd."

"Even if time has passed since his retirement, he was once called the pinnacle... to not be pushed back at all against such a veteran."

"Tsk tsk... It's truly like witnessing the raw talent of a monster."

Everyone let out dazed exclamations.

It was certainly surprising.

In fact, it would be stranger if they weren't surprised.

Everyone knew he possessed outstanding talent, but no one had ever properly measured the boy's limits until now.

That's because there had rarely been an occasion for him to truly display his skills.

Everyone had a similar reaction.

A settling silence.

Simply.

Awe.

The scene unfolding before their eyes transcended the realm of understanding, so the spectators had no need or desire to comprehend it.

They merely stared blankly at the [genius] who had not existed until now.

The chilling air overwhelmed the audience.

"Is that even possible...?"

"What would I know? And you were the one who said he'd put up a decent fight."

"No, that was obviously half a joke... Besides, he's not just putting up a fight, he's clashing almost equally!"

"Isn't the professor holding back?"

"Does that look like he's holding back to you? The other professors are also bewildered and making dazed expressions."

"Is it really a close fight...?"

"Let's go!! The underdog bet is gonna hit!!!"

The children's exclamations were unreserved.

Professor.

Because the name they thought could never be defeated was now showing cracks.

The heat of the arena grew hotter and hotter.

The fierce exchange, intense from the start, reached its peak, and suddenly the snake, catching his opponent from behind, slammed him into the ground.

Against the backdrop of a dull thudding sound, the professors muttered.

"Has a student ever defeated a professor in a challenge match before...?"

"Only once."

There had been.

Exactly once.

A person who, as a student, had surpassed a professor.

"Red Sword Saint."

A name known to have reached the highest star.

Undoubtedly, the greatest hero remaining in the Empire, and a superhuman who no one in history has surpassed.

It was a record set when he was still a sixteen-year-old boy.

"......"

The professors thought simultaneously.

Today.

History might be written once more.

《Hoo hoo.》

Dust swirled across the screen broadcast by the magic tool.

The arena, shrouded in shadows.

The boy, who had just been walking in the air, landed on the ground, his black coat fluttering.

And then, with a wry smile on his lips, he asked.

《Do you perhaps intend to continue?》

His narrowed eyes smiled ominously.

***

Faculty Challenge Match.

Originally, I had intended to pass over it lightly.

Because I knew that causing a commotion in a place like this would only attract unnecessary attention.

I thought there was no need to deliberately create more trouble.

However.

-What can you possibly do with mere illusion magic?

Selena, who was being mocked in front of the students.

That moment did not sit well with me.

She was someone who had helped me in various ways... and I inexplicably felt a surge of anger and a desire to step in.

Though the person herself didn't seem to mind.

She was someone I personally felt fondness for.

Because it was as if I was looking at myself.

More accurately, a version of myself from a time so distant I could no longer remember it clearly.

Perhaps it was a form of reminiscence.

'Whatever the reason.'

I intended to return as much as my opponent had provoked.

Even if it was merely a formal relationship, he had sullied my teacher's name.

As a disciple, it was only right to return the favor with revenge.

Yes.

Just like now.

"Ugh, ugh..."

Professor Cadell writhed, kneeling.

Groans were mixed with his breathing.

With my coat fluttering, I asked.

"Do you perhaps intend to continue?"

"......"

My opponent could not give an answer for a while.

Was it due to the lingering impact on his body?

Or was he wavering at the fact that he was pushed back by a mere student?

I surmised it might be both.

"Haa..."

After a brief moment of regaining his breath.

The professor collected himself.

He suddenly raised his bowed head.

Though the young man was still just as confused, he did not easily lose his composure.

As expected of a veteran, his adaptation to the situation was quick.

The professor brushed dust from his collar.

A demeanor of regained composure.

The relaxed look in his eyes was now replaced by a chilling aura.

It seemed he had recognized the difference in level.

"......I admit it."

Cadell spoke abruptly.

Terrifying masses of mana swirled around him.

His pupils stared squarely at me.

"I never imagined I'd be pushed back this far... I seem to have greatly underestimated you, student."

"I'm merely pleased that you realize it now."

"My reputation as a professor is in shambles. I intended to show an overwhelming difference in skill, but instead, I may have only raised questions about my own qualifications."

The air settled with an unusual stillness.

As if on the eve of a terrible storm.

In the precarious prelude that followed, the professor once again took his stance.

This time, mana erupted from his entire body.

"I have already as good as lost."

"Hmm?"

"From the moment I was pushed back by a student, I, as a professor, have already lost. However, since things have come to this, I will do my best to utterly crush you."

"How truly exciting."

"I will go all out for this last move."

"Anytime."

The professor brought his two hands together neatly.

Following this, the mana began to resonate.

A spell of incomparably higher density than before began to fill the arena.

The adult's pupils gleamed with unparalleled cruelty.

Rumble rumble rumble-!

Soon after, the arena began to tremble.

Unknown rupturing sounds erupted in the air.

A tension that felt as though it could cut consumed the area.

The students, who had been exchanging opinions, fell silent, and the professors, who had been dazed, rose from their seats in alarm.

Truly overwhelming power.

'Is it coming?'

I knew.

This was a premonition.

A premonition of a great disaster.

"I'll try to adjust it so you don't get hurt."

Crack-!

The professor clapped his hands heavily.

Immediately after.

Waves began to rise from the ground he stood upon.

It was a tidal wave large enough to engulf the entire arena.

It filled the circular space formed by the barrier, and the tips of the foam surged up to a height of nearly 50 meters.

It was the ultimate skill of a man whose destructive power was counted among the best even in the original story.

-Cadell Style Ocean Magic Secret Art-

'Red Sea'

Waves so immense that no one dared even look up at them.

Even those watching fell into confusion.

Screams expressing concern for the match echoed from all directions.

Even amidst that, the calm professor's pupils remained serene.

Only his slightly parted lips gleamed amidst the disaster, and the imminent destruction prepared to swallow everything around it.

Only a short incantation remained.

"Oh, sea."

Cadell commanded as if squeezing out his last ounce of strength.

"Wash away the blood."

At the same time, the color of the waves turned crimson.

As if soaked with copious blood.

The crimson tidal wave poured down, following the concluding incantation.

Beyond the barrier, the students' shouts flickered.

-What, what is that! Shouldn't that be stopped...?!

-How are we supposed to stop something like that?!

-If you're swept away, you'll die! You have to declare surrender now!

-It's already too late because of the barrier...!

The situation unfolded urgently.

Everyone seemed flustered.

Indeed, as it was likely their first time witnessing such a potent spell, the children instinctively screamed.

A typical student would have lost consciousness by now.

Because it was literally a situation where they were being crushed by mana.

"Hoo hoo."

However.

I did not retreat.

Instead, I stepped forward.

A deep smile spread across my lips.

Even though dark shadows completely enveloped the wide arena, I advanced with fearless steps towards the crashing foam.

At my fingertips, a lie darker than ever before swirled.

"Oh, sea, hear the call."

I recited the incantation.

"The Lord will fight for you; you need only to be still."

And the Lord said to me, "Why do you cry to Me? Lift up your staff and stretch out your hand over the sea and divide it. The sins shall go into the midst of the sea on dry land."

And when I stretched out my hand over the sea, the Lord caused the sea to go back by a strong east wind all that night and made the sea into dry land, and the waters were divided.

"Thus I proclaim to the false believers."

Lies swirled around me.

In my hand was a staff woven from shadows.

I slammed the staff I had held high down onto the ground.

Slam-!

"Be broken."

The concluding phrase.

Immediately after.

The shadow of the tidal wave that had obscured the sky vanished.

The waves, which had threatened to engulf the arena, lost their power, and the Red Sea, now calmly subsided, parted to both sides, revealing a path.

It was a scene truly close to a miracle, defying the laws of nature.

"......"

Everyone was spellbound.

The sea, parted as if by a lie.

It was an incomprehensible sight, as if they had fallen to the boundary of a dream.

However, the foolish lambs could not tear their eyes away.

Click-clack-.

The distinct sound of shoes clicking, whispering in their ears.

I walked through the gap where the tidal wave had parted.

As I traversed through the obedient disaster, my gaze met that of the young man staggering at its end.

He stood there, utterly exhausted.

"Haa, haa..."

Cadell, unable to even breathe comfortably.

It seemed he had suffered mana exhaustion.

His eyes, which had been full of vigor before the match, now held a bewildered and vacant air, as if he couldn't believe what had happened.

The professor seemed to part his stiff lips, then muttered.

"Th-this... monster, like..."

Thump-.

The young man collapsed, unable to speak further.

His consciousness had already flown away.

"Hmm  I wonder if I won?"

I questioned the device illuminating the arena.

On the giant screen, only the snake's smile was being broadcast.

"How about it?"

A brief silence.

And then, the voice of the announcer, who belatedly grasped the situation and made the declaration.

It was the announcement signaling the end of the match.

《Th-the match has ended...!》

《Professor Cadell Evans has withdrawn. The winner is Head Assistant Juda Snakers!》

The students, all with shocked expressions.

Their reactions gradually changed.

From fear to shock, from shock to amazement, and from amazement to fervent cheers.

Just before such thunderous shouts erupted.

The first sound to echo through the arena was a single cry.

-The underdog bet hit!! 200 times the payout!!!

A student danced, waving their betting slip.

Behind such cheers, applause began to pour forth from the entire audience.

Whoaahhh-!!

"Ahem."

Red Sword Saint.

It was a momentous event, the first time a student had overwhelmed a professor since the achievements set by the hero who represented the Empire.

The snake stood as a part of history, with his characteristic mischievous smile.

        
            The competition ended amidst fervent cheers.

The Serpent, who had shown shocking prowess.
Ultimately, the boy who unanimously seized victory after much deliberation among the faculty became the hottest topic of conversation at the academy for a short week.

Stories about that time were constantly on the students’ lips.
It was natural.
After all, he had achieved a feat that had been considered impossible throughout the academy’s long history.
Children who had witnessed the match firsthand knew.
The miracle they witnessed then transcended the realm of mere talent; it was a [power] with the potential to reach the stars.
It also hinted at a future that would lead the continent.
The hero who reached the highest star.
The Red Sword Saint.
He was a talent of the [Star] that appeared three years after his death.
As such, the outpouring of interest was understandable.

“—I just can’t forget that scene.”
“—I knew he was beyond student level... but who would have thought he’d win against a professor?”
“—Especially the last scene, where he parted the tidal wave, it sent shivers down my spine.”
“—Is this talent destined for history?”
“—Apparently, all sorts of organizations are going crazy right now. Not just the Imperial Family, but also the Magic Tower, the Knight Order, and noble families... they’re all scrambling to get ahead, and letters are pouring into the academy.”
“—I heard the assistants haven’t slept for a week trying to process them all.”

Indeed, overflowing talent often inspires admiration.
Students, each with shining eyes, spoke.
Even the envy and jealousy that had poured forth before were now tinged with admiration.
Proof, as a form of measure, elicits recognition from others.

“—Doesn’t he seem like a pretty good guy?”
“—He’s not arrogant despite his abilities... and the fact that he’s rejected all the recruitment offers makes him quite likable, doesn’t it?”
“—He firmly said he wants to focus on his studies right now.”
“—I heard he even gets along well with that commoner girl.”
“—His impression is strangely ominous, but if you look closely, he has many commendable aspects.”
“—I should try to talk to him later.”

Public opinion was flowing positively.
Of course, not everyone.
On the other hand, there were also those who had questions.

“—There’s no dispute about his talent reaching the stars... but honestly, it feels sudden.”
“—Isn’t that family more famous for alchemy than magic?”
“—While talent doesn’t necessarily follow bloodlines, for a family that has inherited alchemy for generations to suddenly produce a mage...”
“—I heard they were originally known for their academic heritage.”
“—Moreover, with such outstanding talent, it should have been known outside the family by now... why was there no talk about it until now?”
“—It seems they’re hiding something.”

It was a reasonable question.
Why had the [Star], dormant for years, only now revealed itself to the world?
Questions about this often arose.
However, even those slowly subsided.
Because there was no one to provide a suitable answer.
It was simply buried by the ongoing buzz.
Thus, the questions about the Serpent’s family scattered beyond the surface, unknown to anyone.
Forgetting all the answers.

***

A week after the tumultuous event ended.
I spent my days leisurely.
Since the busy schedule, including the practical exams, was over, I was now granted a period of leisure until the break.
Of course, the academy’s attention was focused on me due to the aftermath of the match.
Aside from such minor details, the past few days had been quite peaceful.
I spent time with those around me.

“Congratulations on your victory!”
“Regia.”
“Young Master is amazing! I, I believed you would succeed from the very beginning...!”
“Such excessive faith weighs heavily on my shoulders.”
I also patted the head of the protagonist, who was jumping up and down happily.

“It’s not very surprising... but still, you worked hard.”
“It pleases me to hear you say that.”
I responded with a smile to the villainess who coolly expressed her effort.

“Was it hard?”
“It wasn’t particularly hard.”
“Hm... Yuda really is amazing.”
I conversed with the young prince, who was nodding his head alone.

“You were more amazing than I thought.”
“Haha... I am in a position to assist Your Highness, after all. If I struggled with just this much, I wouldn’t be able to face you.”
“The problem is you’re always so good with words.”
“So, do you dislike it?”
“......No, not that.”
I playfully teased the blunt Rose.

Although the sentences they uttered were different, they all conveyed worry and congratulations in common.
They were words I was secretly grateful for.
The academy’s calm daily life continued.
Additionally.
There was also a conversation with Professor Cadell, my opponent in the competition.
This event had a tradition where the loser would grant one request from the winner, and as the one who achieved victory this time, I was also granted the right to request something from him.

What I requested was as follows:
“—Step down from the lead professor selection next year.”
“—Because I intend to put my teacher in that position.”
“—Instead, I’d like you, Professor, to lend your support so our side can be reappointed.”

It was a somewhat excessive request.
The price to pay was too great for a simple event.
I thought the other side might refuse, but unexpectedly, Professor Cadell scribbled his signature on the contract without another word.
Since he had already suffered a crushing defeat in front of the entire student body.
It seemed he couldn’t refuse, if only for his pride.
Of course, he was clenching his teeth so hard it looked like his jaw would shatter at any moment, but that was none of my concern.
From my perspective, I had merely returned the insult I received.

“—I will remember this.”
The professor exited with a somewhat flag-like line.
I retorted with a meaningful scoff.
Because I had no intention of backing down from the subtle war of nerves he was waging.
Thinking of his decaying expression made me chuckle for no reason.

“Hehe.”
“......I don’t understand.”
Selena looked at me as if I was strange.
Her eyes held deep doubt.
Her carelessly disheveled purple hair hinted at her characteristic fatigue.
The silent woman soon posed a few questions.

“May I ask the reason?”
“Hmm?”
“I’m talking about the last match. You responded to the opponent’s provocation on my behalf, didn’t you? I wondered if there was a need for Student Yuda to do that.”
“Perhaps I overstepped my bounds?”
“No. On the contrary, I am grateful. I am merely asking out of pure curiosity.”
“Haha... As for the reason, it’s as I told you before.”

I smiled faintly.
My gently curving lips held warmth.

“I stepped forward for my Teacher-nim.”
“......”
“You’ve helped me countless times, haven’t you? The insults directed at you, whom I’ve relied on, bothered me, and I thought it was a disciple’s duty not to let them pass.”
“I thought it was a joke you threw out.”
“You speak unkindly.”

I spoke nonchalantly.
I took a few steps and stood beside Selena.
A faint scent of alcohol wafted past my nose.

“It was solely for your sake.”
“As I pointed out before... we are merely a teacher-student relationship based on a contract. I don’t believe Student Yuda has any obligation to be loyal to me.”
“It’s fine. It wasn’t an action swayed by obligation.”
“Then?”
“It’s taming.”

I lingered near the woman.
But I didn’t reach out.
Because it was obvious the drunkard would push me away if I did. Indeed, when taming, the initial distance between each other is important.
One must allow the other party to gradually grow accustomed at a gap that doesn’t intimidate them.
I was maintaining a precarious boundary.
A distance too far to be decisively pushed away, yet too close to be ignored as if nonexistent, constantly catching one’s eye.
Even without conscious awareness, the relationship slowly deepened.

“You don’t need to feel any particular burden. I merely wanted to repay the help I’ve received.”
My bright, cheerful reply.
The woman, who had been silent for a moment, soon nodded.

“......Yes. If that’s the reason, then I will be grateful.”

Her lifeless eyes were slightly wavering.
Ripples spreading across the calm surface of the water.
Even the drunkard’s icy demeanor was showing cracks.
With satisfaction, I retracted the steps I had taken closer.

‘I shouldn’t rush.’
It was the foundation for future developments.
To approach an adult ailing from sadness, it was necessary to be more careful than usual.
I continued the taming process, standing on a precarious boundary.

***

Two days later.
I visited the main building to receive my reward for the competition.
Apart from the tradition where the loser granted the winner’s request, there were separate benefits granted to the final champion.
Since it was considered one of the academy’s most prominent events, they seemed to be putting a lot of effort into it in various ways.

‘A reward.’
If it were something useless, I would have dismissed it lightly... but this time, it was hard for me to be so certain.
Because it was an unpredictable part, even though I knew the original story.
Therefore, confirmation was necessary.

“Excuse me.”
Creak.
I opened the ornate door and entered.
The scene that met my eyes immediately after.
Between bookshelves stretching wide like a library, a single desk stood, and beyond it, an elderly man with white hair sat leaning back in a chair.
His pale, colorless pupils were staring intently in my direction.

“I’ve been waiting.”
The old man gestured for me to enter.
As if he had known in advance that I would visit, two cups of freshly brewed black tea were placed on the table.
I pushed away my complex thoughts and greeted him.

“It’s my first time seeing you up close like this.”
He made appearances at every academy event, yet he was a figure with virtually no interaction with students.
None other than the one serving as the academy’s head.

“Director-nim.”
The Director of Gallimard Academy.
Gaston Gallimard.
I had wanted to meet him ever since I was transmigrated into this world.
Until now, there had been no opportunity to connect, but by winning this competition, I was able to get a private audience with him.
I spoke calmly.

“First, I will ask directly.”
“Proceed.”

Information about the old man flashed through my mind.
An old man with a gentle impression.
In this world, everyone called him ‘Director,’ but in the original story, another name described him.
A sinner who, cursed by the world, saw beyond the ordinary.

“The Prophet.”
The Prophet of the Apocalypse.
(prophète de l’apocalypse)

“How much do you know?”
“......”
A direct question, thrown without delay.
His white eyes, without the slightest tremor, held the lingering image of the Serpent.
The silent old man soon parted his lips.

“......What answer do you seek from me, betrayer?”
The Prophet was seeing right through me.

        
            "I'm sorry."
A voice whispered through the deep silence, entering his ears.
How many times had he witnessed this scene?
A hazy landscape shimmered in the Prophet's vision.
A sky dyed crimson, academy buildings shattered without a trace, and corpses piled like dust among the scattered remnants.
It was a world on the brink of destruction.

"In the end... we couldn't stop the apocalypse."
The boy standing beside him murmured.
His appearance was equally disheveled.
His once neat suit was torn to shreds, and his golden hair, which used to flutter, was drenched in blood.
Only wide-open pupils remained in the boy's typically slit eyes, which were almost his symbol.

"Dean-nim."
A tired voice called the Prophet.
At the same time, his legs faltered.
The boy, swaying for a moment, soon regained his balance, then turned back towards the old man, a bitter smile gracing his lips.
The darkness slowly coloring his complexion hinted at farewell.
Lips, dripping blood, parted.

"Still, there's one last move left."
A weary finger pointed to the sky.
Beyond the crimson backdrop, the last remaining [Calamity] reared its head.
The boy spoke.

"From here on, I'll go alone. That will be the only way to protect this world."
A sentence, inevitably resolving to sacrifice.
The Prophet couldn't stop him.
He merely asked quietly.
How should he explain it to the children who would be left behind?
The boy smiled faintly.

"Well... no matter what the hidden circumstances are, the fact that I am a traitor remains unchanged."
On that note, I don't wish to leave any excuses.
It would only make things complicated.
I've decided to put my worries about them aside now.

"They're strong children, so they'll surely overcome it."
An ending no one would acknowledge.
The boy carried the world on his shoulders.
As he walked past the Prophet, only the sound of cold wind echoed.
The boy recited, as if adding harmony to it.

"Dean-nim... I entrust a different future to you."
Thud thud-.
Leaving behind the incomprehensible request, the boy advanced toward the eye of the raging storm.
The Prophet gazed at his receding back.
A hand reached out unconsciously.
But the boy vanished from a distance he couldn't reach.
In the empty backdrop, only winter remained.
Whoosh-.
The old man stood there for a long time.
It was an unusually vivid dream.

***

In a space filled with oppressive silence.
I held my breath slightly.
Idly fiddling with the teacup in my hand, my gaze drifted to the Dean seated on the opposite sofa.
The white-haired old man remained undisturbed in the calm atmosphere.
Only the sound of his breathing was audible.

"......"
"......"
We didn't dare to speak.
The atmosphere continued precariously.
The Dean, especially, seemed to be lost in thought, his unfocused eyes staring into the void.
His calm gaze held an inexplicable wistfulness.

'It's quiet.'
I murmured inwardly.
We had exchanged meaningful greetings, but after that, there was no sign of further conversation.
Only I and the old man continued our tea ceremony in silence.

Of course.
This silence was within the scope I had anticipated.
After all, I was in a position to be wary of.
Even if the other party showed willingness to converse, the chances of getting answers to the questions I desired were low.
This was precisely because of the [Constraint] the world had placed upon the old man.

I recalled the original story.
Gaston Gallimard.
The Dean who had led the academy for decades, and a transcendent being who, since birth, had been blessed with mystery and could glimpse the future.
The world had bestowed upon the old man the epithet, [Prophet of the End].

However.
Names change their pronunciation depending on who calls them.
Despite possessing a firm true name and epithet, players of the original game called him by another name.
None other than 'The Most Powerless Prophet'.

I recalled a few posts in my mind.
[Category: Q&A Board]
[Title: Dean <- So what kind of character is this guy anyway?]
I'm still a newbie on my 5th playthrough,
but every time I see him, I have no idea what this guy does.
Isn't he just an extra?
First off, he's supposedly the head of the academy but barely appears.
No matter if the academy is attacked or whatever, I never see this guy resolve anything.
He has less screentime than professors like Cadell or Selena.
According to in-game mentions, he's supposedly super strong,
but he needs to show something for it to feel real.
All I've seen is a white-haired grandpa who drinks a ton of black tea.
Frankly, the other professors seemed to have more impact lol.
And
What's up with the Prophet plot hook??

[He's definitely a useless character]
-> How can someone's name be Gaston lololol
-> Is that really all there is, nothing else?
[We don't know what the Prophet plot hook is either]
-> Who are you to assume I don't know and lump me in?
-> So, you know?
-> No
-> Ugh, troublemaker!

+++

[Category: Free Board]
[Title: If the Emperor is the worst personality in the story]
The Dean is the most incompetent character in the story.
He just does nothing.
And yet, he's tied to a huge plot hook.
They say he's the Prophet of the End or something,
anyway, the story keeps emphasizing he's a super important character.
So I thought he'd finally do something later on, but nope.
He's supposedly a prophet but is utterly useless.
They say the world put a constraint on him,
because of that, he can't properly answer anything you ask him.
Even if you bite the bullet and sacrifice a mythic item to talk to him,
all you get back are a few incomprehensible spoilers.
If they were going to make the character unable to speak properly, why even give him the prophet setting?
I have no idea what the developers were thinking when they made this character.
If the Emperor is a garbage person,
this guy is just fundamentally garbage in his design.

[This is truly "future-seeing but useless"]
-> Ah, lol, he just knows the future.
[I'm a newbie so I don't really know, what does being a prophet mean?]
-> He's literally a prophet. He can see the future because he's some kind of transcendent being beyond natural law.
-> ???? For that kind of ability, he doesn't do much.
-> That's because he has a constraint on him.
-> Constraint?
-> Think of it as the price for his ability.
[So what's the Dean's constraint?]
-> He cannot arbitrarily interfere with the future he knows. If he reveals it to others or twists natural law, he bears the karma of the world and his existence is extinguished.
-> What, that's totally trash!
-> That's why he's called a useless character lol.
-> If a character who sees the future can't interfere or speak about it, why does he even exist...?
-> Well, he saw the future. Have a drink.

[That's because not all endings have been revealed yet. Remember the hidden ending the developers mentioned? I think there's a possibility the Dean plays an important role there.]
-> This is the most plausible theory.
-> Speaking of which, has anyone found the hidden ending yet?
-> Nah, not that I know of.
-> Even the guide book guy is clueless.
-> If even that guy can't find it, isn't it just non-existent, damn it?

As you can see.
The old man before me hadn't chosen silence willingly.
He had closed his mouth because there was no other way.
If he were to reveal even a small part of the prophecy, the backlash from the constraint would undoubtedly tear his aged body apart.
It was a situation where they might lose a symbolic figure.
A heavy risk to bear for just a few words.

Of course.
There wasn't absolutely no way.
There's always a loophole.

"Dean-nim."
It was the same in the original story.
The Prophet of the End.
Originally, no matter what question was asked, no answer could be obtained, but a method to temporarily bypass that constraint was known.
It was the method of offering an item equivalent to a myth as a sacrifice.

The principle was simple.
The Constraint.
This was the world's warning not to deviate from natural law, and if one defied it recklessly, a fitting price would be exacted.
In the Dean's case, since his ability was profound, the price was also heavy.
None other than the extinction of his existence.
This was the reason he couldn't reveal prophecies.

But what if it was used in reverse?
"I already know about the constraint."
Divert the price to something else.
More precisely, transfer the penalty for breaking the constraint to another entity.
Entrust that role of a fake sacrifice to a [Divine Artifact].
Items that were often called 'Mythic Items' in the original story.
During the time the continent was born and sustained by the touch of the gods.
They were fragments of the world that existed throughout that history, imbued with holiness, and eventually recognized for their high status.
At the same time, they were also considered the rarest items.

'They're not good for nothing.'
A status capable of bearing the price, even if only for a moment.
If one handed it over when asking the Prophet a question, the Dean could temporarily alleviate part of the constraint.
This loophole could be utilized to exchange short queries.

Of course.
This interaction wasn't particularly favored among players.
There were many opinions that the items were too precious.
A Divine Artifact was something one might only obtain once in a hundred playthroughs, so it didn't make sense to waste such an item for just a few words of conversation.
Naturally, the used Divine Artifacts would vanish immediately, making recovery impossible.
Furthermore, since it didn't reveal any grand future, and only provided a few ambiguous and twisted words, the reactions of players who grudged the resources were understandable.
It was more beneficial to use them elsewhere.

'However.'
My case was different.

        
            My case was different.

My ability didn't require any special items from the start.

Rather than not needing them, they were more likely to have a reverse effect.

Even if I held such high-grade items, they would just rot away as troublesome antiques.

Being dangerous items, it was impossible to carelessly discard or sell them.

If, by chance, a divine artifact fell into the hands of a cultist, it would truly unleash a bloodbath.

Thanks to that, I had many worries.

"Heh heh."

In that sense, the Dean was a good opportunity for me.

Both to dispose of dangerous items.

And to hear prophecies about the future.

Since I, a foreign element, had interfered with the original flow, I needed to check if there were any changes in the prophecies.

After rummaging in my pocket for a moment, I placed something on the table.

Click.

"So, I prepared this."

A palm-sized case.

When I gently lifted the lid of the closed box, a uniquely shimmering stone was nestled within.

A radiant blue aura flowed from the jewel.

I idly tapped the surface with my fingertip.

As if in response, a strange sound echoed, and the surrounding air subtly warped.

Like heat shimmering.

"A divine artifact... the Heart of the Ancient Dragon."

Last time.

It was an item I obtained when rescuing the fox.

A laboratory nestled within a massive canyon.

A stage of madness where only the black mages, considered the worst in Baob, gathered and massacred countless people through chimera experiments.

It was an item retrieved during the process of dismantling that mad facility.

The heart of a dragon that once protected the world.

At the time of its discovery, it was powerful enough to twist the time of the surrounding canyon, so its output was more than sufficient to bear the cost of a prophet.

The Dean silently gazed at the jewel I offered.

"........."

However, there was no particular change in his expression.

A response so calm it felt empty.

At this point, I could guess again.

'So that's how it is.'

Prophets or Regressors.

When characters who foresee the future exist in typical creative works, their reactions to an 'possessed' individual generally divide into two categories.

One is knowing the future based on the original work.

The other is knowing the future based on the existence of the 'possessed' individual.

In my case, it seemed to be the latter.

'Otherwise, such a reaction wouldn't make sense.'

As mentioned earlier, divine artifacts are not easily acquired.

Even officially confirmed items don't exceed five.

If an ordinary student came holding such a rare resource, it would be normal to at least give them a questioning look.

Even more so if that student was the traitor leading the world to ruin.

'It would be normal to be wary, even.'

And it's not like the original Yuda would have given a divine artifact to the Dean.

The future the prophet glimpsed was clearly related to 'me'.

Having grasped the situation, I deliberately threw out a few words, as if jesting.

"A moment ago, I said that. That this was the first time I've met you face-to-face."

"I remember."

"However, it seems that's not the case for you, Dean."

"Heh heh... Indeed, you're quick-witted."

"Please stop with the embarrassing praise. Didn't you even know the situation where I would make such a prediction?"

"I won't deny it."

The Dean smiled calmly.

His wrinkled hand set down the teacup he was holding.

Pushing aside the now-cold black tea, the old man took the case I offered.

Did he not intend to drag this out?

Even without a word, he covered the jewel with his palm.

He seemed to know the role I desired from him.

"Yes... if you yearn for a prophecy within the mist, I shall recite it within the role I am given."

Whoosh-!

Immediately after.

A subtle colored aura flowed from the Dean's fingertips.

The shining jewel gradually shattered.

It was rapidly disintegrating, bearing the cost of violating a restriction.

The old man wasted no time in reciting beyond providence.

"You are curious about the world's ending, aren't you?"

"That's right."

"That end will surely be beautiful enough for everyone to be happy. All of them will be filled with hope, greeting tomorrow. However..."

"However?"

"Only the liar will suffer. You won't be among the blossoming smiles. For the happiness of others will have been forged with foolish lies."

"...I see."

It was a very ambiguous prophecy.

While certain parts suggested a somewhat predictable future, chewing over the other parts made it impossible to understand what they meant.

I felt a temporary sense of relief at the affirmation of a beautiful ending.

But the phrase, 'Only the liar will suffer,' bothered me.

A prophecy that could be interpreted in any direction.

As prophecies are meant to be understood the more one ponders them, it seemed time was needed for now.

I quietly rested my chin in my hand.

'There are still a few things I'm curious about.'

There was one question I always had.

It was related to the original story.

In the original interaction, the Dean only hinted at tragedy, never mentioning Yuda's betrayal at all.

As a prophet, he should have known about the betrayal that would come later.

It was a question that had bothered me ever since I was making summary videos of the story.

'Even if it was due to restrictions... shouldn't there have been at least a hint like now?'

My thoughts continued, one after another.

I considered asking the Dean further but quickly gave up.

The restrictions borne by a prophet are absolute.

It would be difficult for him to answer more, having already answered one...

"I shall answer that question, and only that one."

".........?"

A voice that seemed to pierce through my inner monologue.

I couldn't help but be flustered.

What was this?

This was a pattern I hadn't seen before.

Even after playing through countless iterations, I had never seen a case where two prophecies were given at once.

In short, it was an original event not present in the original story.

The old man added.

"You have never betrayed."

"Excuse me...?"

"I don't know how it looked in the eyes of other children, but at least from what I observed of you, that was the case. And it was the same even in the world you don't know yourself."

White eyes gazed at me.

Beyond the pupils, sunken like winter, only a golden snake resided.

The old lips offered advice.

"Dolls do not shed tears. However, shedding tears does not necessarily mean one is human. I hope you ponder this difference."

"........."

I couldn't answer.

It was due to the surging confusion.

'Dolls do not shed tears'... how could that old man know such a thing?

And what did he mean by 'you have never betrayed'?

"Wait."

I tried to ask, as if belatedly grabbing hold, but the allotted time had already been fully consumed.

The Dean gently set down the jewel he was holding.

Its surface, which had glowed blue, was now dyed a lifeless gray.

Before long, the form that had barely been maintained crumbled.

Scattering into a handful of dust.

"...Ah."

Crumble-.

Was it because he had overstrained himself and violated the restrictions?

The Dean's hand, which had touched the jewel, was also disintegrating. That dissolution did not stop until his left hand had completely vanished.

The old man looked down at the falling dust and briefly added.

"Our conversation must end here."

"........."

"I dragged out the previous discussion for too long. We couldn't even discuss the compensation for the previous competition, which was the original topic. Feel free to tell me if you want anything later."

"I'll think about it and let you know."

"You may leave now."

"Yes."

I obediently rose from my seat.

Thoughts tangled complexly.

Even though I knew there was no more information to receive, I had to force my reluctant steps forward.

Leaving the Dean's office, with the hollow waves of thought crashing behind me.

The snake, once again walking into the unknown.

Behind him, the prophet sat, gazing at his retreating back for a long time.

Until his wavering shadow faded.

***

A beautiful ending where everyone is happy.

Only the suffering liar.

The existence of a traitor who has never betrayed.

A doll that does not shed tears.

Thump-thump-.

Even as I exited the main building, my mind was cluttered with prophecies.

Words that tangled without meaning.

Just thinking about interpreting them in the future made my head ache.

As I walked through the academy's streets with a sigh.

"Young, Young Master...!"

I spotted Regia loitering nearby.

Her pink hair tousled by the wind.

I had clearly told her to go into the library building first, but it seemed our protagonist had waited until the consultation was over.

We exchanged a few words as we walked towards the carriage stop.

Beyond the horizon, the twilight sky was setting.

The evening was dyed by the autumn wind.

When I subtly turned my head, my gaze met a pair of green eyes.

I subtly asked.

"How have you been, Regia?"

"Huh?"

"I was wondering if you're enjoying academy life well."

"Ah... Yes, yes! Lately, more people have been walking with me, my practical scores have risen to the top ranks of Class A, and, and many people acknowledge me now!"

"As expected, you're amazing."

"Heh, heh heh... It's because Young Master has been by my side!"

The girl replied as if it were obvious.

Her eyes naturally curving into a smile.

As I conversed with her bright smile, even the complicated thoughts from just moments ago gradually washed away.

I began to shake off the worries I had been pondering, one by one.

'Right.'

Isn't this enough?

The protagonist's smile.

She was making children who would have only cried and been hurt, laugh.

All the efforts until now had been meaningful.

The death throes uttered in a life with nothing to lose had, somehow, changed many stories.

It would be the same going forward.

'It wouldn't be good to get too caught up in the prophecy.'

Because I'm doing well enough even now.

Of course, I need to try harder.

For now, I decided to set aside my worries for today.

I lightly walked ahead.

"Heh heh... Shall we go to the library now? The others will be waiting."

"Yes!"

The shadows of the boy and girl stretched across the sunset.

We pushed aside the thoughts of today, and thus stepped forward towards tomorrow.

***

Meanwhile.

The empire's underworld.

"Hmm."

The figure who had been seated on the throne broke the silence.

A newspaper was held in their hand.

It was none other than a newspaper containing news from the academy.

On the front page, the headline read: [Appearance of a Student Who Overwhelms Professors!]

It was an article about the previous competition.

"Interesting."

They scanned the contents with interest.

Red eyes gazed at the picture of a snake printed in the center.

Their lips murmured.

"Is he finally starting to move?"

Thump-.

The figure dropped the newspaper to the floor.

Before the throne, a retinue of four guards stood.

They were the Five Corruptions.

"Then... it's time for us to join the fun too."

The voice commanded its subordinates.

To participate in the real game.

"I'm thinking of seeing his face for a short while after a long time."

"Are you referring to that snake?"

"Tsk-tsk... If not him, who else could face me as an equal?"

"We will arrange to have him brought before you as soon as possible."

"Good."

The loyal reply.

The figure nodded, satisfied.

They knew that their guards alone were no match for the snake, but they could at least provoke him to come on his own.

They unconsciously stroked their empty right arm.

Only an empty space existed there instead of an arm.

An ominous laugh escaped their lips.

"Shall we step in?"

The world was like dawn before a storm.

After several wars had ended, in the pitch black where only taut tension lingered.

"Into the heart of chaos."

The monarch began to move.

        
            The final exams, which concluded with spectacular sights, were over. The academy finally welcomed its vacation.

Of course, a vacation didn't mean any special changes to daily life. It only meant that outings outside the academy became a little freer.

Students still lived in the dormitory buildings, moving between classrooms during the day for advanced or supplementary classes, and continuing self-study in the library during other hours. It was only a vacation in name; in reality, it was no different from spending 1.5 semesters.

The only difference was that there were no exams during the vacation.

The overall schedule definitely felt more relaxed than during the semester, but on the other hand, it also felt excessive for a vacation that only happened once a year.

Conversely, it was also understandable. Perhaps it was precisely this intensity that allowed it to be called the continent's best educational institution. I once again realized the true meaning of the name Gallimard.

'Oh well... if it's good, it's good.'

Anyway.

Daily life hadn't strayed far from its general framework. Nothing had changed, except for a bit more free time, but there were always those in the world who made good use of even such faint changes.

Especially me.

With the restrictions on outings lifted, I could move around much more comfortably. Though it wasn't difficult to go out normally, given my title as a head professor, it felt a bit awkward since it was always in the form of borrowing authority from the professor in charge.

Perhaps it was because I had been away frequently recently, which made me conscious of it.

The vacation that arrived amidst all this was a welcome change.

'Just in time, as there were many things I needed to attend to at the headquarters.'

It was around this time that the original story's plot was truly getting underway. The businessman was slowly revealing his dirty desires, and the cultists were also showing suspicious signs, so I couldn't lower my guard even a little.

It seemed the dean's prophecy was subtly bothering me.

I regularly visited the headquarters to refine the system.

To prepare for the approaching danger.

"Master."

It was another day flowing by. Having arrived at Astro's headquarters as usual, I was in the midst of handling tasks with the vice-commander.

Neria handed over the prepared documents, one by one.

"These are the materials regarding the mana stone disease you instructed us to investigate last time."

"You said there was new information, didn't you?"

"We found relevant content in the research materials of black mages that were stored in the remote branch."

"It seems our efforts have paid off."

“However, it seems more time will be needed. It's a book written in an ancient language, so we're having difficulty interpreting it. Members skilled in linguistics are working hard on it, but... since it's an object that has been exposed to sinister energy for a long time, there's a risk of mental erosion upon contact, so the work is slow.”

“Hmm.”

“Fortunately, since last week, we've started gaining speed with the help of the priests. Perhaps because they were involved with the Rite, they showed proficient handling of curses. Currently, they are focused on the work, repeatedly performing translation and purification in sequence. It seems we'll be able to complete the work in about half a month.”

“So the priests we took in back then are proving to be this helpful.”

“I can only admire your foresight, Master.”

“Heh heh... Though I wasn't specifically expecting such a reward.”

“Next, I'll report.”

“Please do.”

The work continued without pause. I moved my pen.

By the way, I didn't bring Irene today. It was due to her voluntary request to stay in the dormitory.

The girl had recently started paying attention to household chores. Last time, she had asked me to teach her how to cook, and it seemed she had fallen for it since that day, as she kept practicing.

Today, she even cleared her schedule, saying she would prepare dinner for my return.

'It's been a long time... since someone prepared a meal for me.'

Normally, I often prepared my own meals.

It felt fresh.

Perhaps it was closer to the feeling of a married couple waiting for each other.

I let out a soft chuckle at the silly thought. I cleared my mind of distractions and continued with the remaining tasks.

Time seemed to fly by particularly quickly.

“I think we can finish here for today. I will report on the remaining matters as soon as they are resolved.”

"You worked hard."

The tedious tasks were largely wrapping up. I stood up, stretching my stiff body.

As I stretched for a moment, my eyes caught the calendar placed on one side of the desk.

The date was already pointing to November, reaching the end of autumn. Winter was suddenly right around the corner.

Perhaps it was due to the nostalgic sentiment that washed over me. My lips, feeling light, uttered a remark towards the vice-commander.

The silver-haired girl happened to be looking this way.

I murmured.

"Looking back... it's almost been three years since I met Neria-yang."

A single photograph captured in the depths of memory.

As I fiddled with the texture at my fingertips, the season when snowflakes fell particularly heavily often came to mind.

For someone, it was a winter like the most painful scar.

"When I first met Neria-yang... how should I put it. She was like a wounded wild beast."

The girl back then was quite different. She was filled only with hatred.

Perhaps it was because of the wound that covered half of her face.

Her eyes were dead, devoid of even a trace of vitality.

Her frail hands were on the verge of letting go of the world herself.

That's when we met.

-So you were here.

The hand I extended. I remember the warmth of her body when I embraced her, soaked in blood.

I don't know how it was for her. But for me, at least, it was one of the few good memories in this world.

I murmured a bit of sentimental nonsense.

"Sometimes, I miss it."

"........."

"How are things these days? Do you still go out of control like before?"

"It is thanks to your embrace, Master."

"I don't think I did much, though."

"If you hadn't taken me in on that cold winter day, I would surely have died before even a year passed."

"Ahem."

"Master, you are the one who saved my life."

"How embarrassing."

"Because it is a precious truth to me."

The girl replied stiffly. Her tone was rigid, as if speaking to someone she was uncomfortable with, but in reality, her cheeks were flushed, and she looked flustered.

It just seemed that an awkwardness remained when dealing with others. Having spent time together, I could tell the difference.

"Heh heh... There was a time when Neria-yang used informal speech with me too."

With a contented feeling, I stroked her silver hair.

The girl froze with a slight gasp.

As the soft touch repeated at my fingertips, a scene from the past suddenly flashed before my eyes.

It was a time when both of us carried the metallic scent of blood.

I remembered.

-I'll ask you one last time.

-Kill me.

-So that I don't become a monster... kill me with your own hands.

-If it's you, I don't think I'll regret it.

A flower miserably broken. It felt like only yesterday that I held the girl who was sobbing.

When did so much time pass?

"If the symptoms return, you must inform me. I took measures back then, but you never know."

"Understood, Master."

"Let's head back around this time today."

"I'll call Lena."

I quietly rose from my seat. The girl saw me off accordingly.

Though we crossed the hallway without a word, we were surely sharing similar recollections.

The winter, filled with tears and blood, faded into memory like a nostalgic recollection.

"........."

"........."

Snow fell upon the silence.

***

Meanwhile.

In the shopping district located near the academy dormitory.

Irene was shopping alone. Judging by the time, she seemed to be preparing ingredients for dinner.

Her fierce gaze meticulously scrutinized the ingredients. She seemed to be quite careful in preparing the meal.

She deliberated briefly.

"I can't do anything too difficult... What would be good?"

Her hand repeatedly picked up and put down items. She hadn't known preparing a meal for someone else could be this difficult.

When trying to choose a fancy and impressive menu, her lacking skills held her back, but on the other hand, choosing a simple menu somehow felt like a blow to her pride.

The fox fell into serious contemplation.

"Haa... Did I really say I'd do it?"

She let out a faint sigh.

It was a momentary regret. Perhaps she had been too hasty. To offer to prepare dinner when she couldn't even chop properly yet, she could only blame her past self, whose enthusiasm had gotten ahead of her.

The girl, with a sulky expression, put a few vegetables into her shopping basket.

At the same time, she muttered.

"It really is difficult."

Irene had a newly set goal.

She wanted to be like that person. A bit annoying, constantly ominous, but also, on the other hand, kind.

Her sudden interest in cooking was also in a similar vein.

Affection or admiration.

The complex, tangled emotions made her body feel warm.

The girl recalled the warm stew.

        
            The complex mix of emotions made her body burn with warmth.

The girl recalled the warm stew.

The kindness of others that had miraculously found her when she had fallen to her lowest point.

It was a scene that now, once again, felt distant.

"Everyone, eat slowly. There's plenty more food coming."

The dining table that had satisfied the hungry foxes.

At the time, she had been wary, suspecting there was a hidden motive, but looking back now, it was the moment all miracles began.

Because now, he had become a part of her life, someone she fully relied on.

She hoped that someday, she too would become just as strong.

She hoped to become someone he needed, someone he could rely on as much as she relied on him.

So she wouldn't be abandoned.

So she would be loved, even just a little.

'......I'm thinking all sorts of things.'

Irene shook off the useless thoughts.

The corners of her lips curved bitterly.

Her hesitant hand finally chose the simplest menu.

The chosen dish was none other than beef stew.

This seemed better.

Rather than trying to handle a dish she couldn't manage and burning it all, it seemed better to offer a simple, safe meal, even if it was humble.

That person would surely praise it as delicious, even with her terrible cooking skills.

She found herself smiling.

The girl moved with lighter steps.

'......'

Shadows shimmering like heat haze.

Unaware that someone was tailing her from there.

***

At the same time.

An alley where people didn't tread.

There, a strange woman peered out. Her yellow eyes followed the retreating figure of the fox.

Mana flared in the air along with her flowing hair.

Her alluring lips parted slightly.

"Hmm  So that's the current target, is it?"

Her tone carried a unique air of leisure.

Though she wore a robe to conceal her identity, it didn't erase the aura of a strong individual.

A tension sharp enough to cut filled the alley.

The woman muttered as if amused.

"Her face is quite to my liking."

Her identity was as follows:

The Unreliant, Fire.

A prominent figure who wielded the Monarch's fourth blade.

Originally, her role was to assist her master as a royal guard, but today she had received a special command to infiltrate the academy.

That command was to bring the recently troublesome serpent to the 'Kingdom'.

Fire quietly licked her lips.

'As expected... directly provoking the serpent is too dangerous. He's not the type to meekly follow just because he's told to.'

The war that had taken place in the Empire's underworld.

The Usurpation War.

Having experienced that incident, Fire knew how cruel the serpent had been at the time.

He still appeared in her nightmares.

He was a part of a myth.

Alone, he had successively crushed the criminal organizations spread throughout the underworld, and in the end, he had even devastated the 'Kingdom' cultivated by the Monarch.

The Monarch, who reigned as the undisputed leader at the time, had to give up his right arm.

A one-sided defeat.

He was truly a figure with a monstrous legacy.

Fire unnecessarily wiped away cold sweat.

'I never wanted to encounter him again...'

She chewed on a short complaint.

She still had nightmares.

Cold, sunken eyes.

If she were to face those eyes again, eyes that seemed inhuman, Fire was confident she would wet her skirt without hesitation.

To that extent, the serpent was an existence deeply imprinted as intense fear in the woman's mind.

However.

Even so, disobeying orders was not an option.

Instead, Fire decided to employ a trick.

'It'll probably be easier to target someone nearby, won't it?'

She scrutinized the target she was tailing.

The opponent was a servant known to live closest to the serpent recently.

Fox ears and a tail were perched on her head and behind, respectively.

She had heard it was a fox beast-person stolen from a businessman's auction house, but the reliability was low, as the information came from Distrust, who was always slacking off.

Fire fiddled with the whip held in her fingertips.

The plan was simple.

Her master had commanded her to bring him in swiftly, but had not placed any restrictions on the method or means.

Even if she resorted to aggressive actions, it was fine because she had an insurance.

The serpent cared for those around him.

If she were to quickly kidnap one person and escape, he would have no choice but to pursue her all the way to the Kingdom to retrieve them.

Even if there was a clash, it was fine because she had her own insurance.

The woman hummed cheerfully.

"And the hostage happens to be to my liking  Should I have some fun while he's chasing?"

Fire was quite strong.

While her abilities weren't aggressive, and thus couldn't compare to the might of other royal guards, she could still twist a student around with a single finger.

She, too, was a member of the Five Negations who protected the Monarch (Roi).

A mere girl who hadn't even outgrown her greenhorn days could be erased from the world without a trace.

Fire calmly continued her tailing.

'Should I ambush her when she enters the dormitory?'

She waited for the hostage to voluntarily become a mouse trapped in a jar.

The fox moved, carrying a shopping basket.

Finally, as the slender footsteps entered the dormitory building, Fire immediately tore through space and leapt, ambushing her opponent.

The shadow appeared in mid-air as if flickering.

Crack-!

"Peek-a-boo!"

The woman smiled brightly.

Fire sharply swung the whip in her hand.

The fox's eyes were clouded with surprise.

"......!"

The girl reacted to the ambush belatedly.

However.

Fire had already narrowed her focus to the range.

The whip, flying at lightning speed, struck with a violent force.

Thud-!

A dull thud echoed in the air, and a shadow slumped to the ground.

Legs knelt with a faint moan.

It happened in an instant.

***

Having finished his work, he returned to the academy.

When I dragged my tired body and opened the dormitory door, I felt an indelible sense of strangeness on my skin.

It was because of the deep darkness.

"......"

Beyond the spacious area, only silence lingered.

It was long past sunset, and it seemed strange that the lights inside hadn't been turned on yet.

I moved, suppressing my presence.

I waited for a moment, but the voice that usually came to greet me was also silent.

At that point, I instinctively knew something was wrong.

Rustle-.

A shopping basket lay tumbled in the entrance.

As I picked up the meat and vegetables spilled on the floor, a faint presence suddenly brushed past my ears.

It was a sound coming from the innermost room.

-Ugh, sniffle...

A faint whimper.

At first listen, it sounded like weeping.

I immediately ran towards it.

"Irene...!"

Bang-!

I roughly kicked open the door, which was at the source of the noise.

There wasn't even a trace of hesitation in that movement.

Leaving the splintered planks behind, the hot air lingering in the room made me frown.

I quickly scanned the interior.

What greeted me there was none other than...

"Waaahhh!! I'm sorry! I was wrong!"

A loudly wailing voice.

In the corner, a girl with yellow hair was kneeling, holding up both arms as if being punished.

Her face was smeared with tears and snot.

As if she had been playing with fire somewhere, her body was covered in black soot in every corner.

I raised a question mark.

"......?"

What is this?

As my brain briefly froze, a girl nonchalantly greeted me.

Around her, flames gracefully danced.

"Welcome. You're a bit late today."

"Irene?"

At the center stood the fox.

Her orange hair had somehow turned red, and her mana was burning with intense heat.

The majestic scarlet flame (紅焰) aura dominated the atmosphere.

Likewise, the sword wreathed in fiery demonic energy was merciless, and its tip glared at the kneeling child.

I questioned the incomprehensible situation.

"What happened?"

"I was ambushed."

"And?"

"I won?"

"......?"

My head tilted once again.

The girl explained.

"Someone was tailing me from the shopping street, so I wondered what was going on, but then they suddenly ambushed me, so I just appropriately knocked them down."

Thunk-!

The fox tapped the woman's crown with the flat of her sword.

A terrified reaction came back.

"H-h-eek...! S-sorry! I was wrong!"

The girl trembled, rubbing her hands together profusely.

No matter how I looked, she seemed barely past ten years old, if even that.

I silently looked back at the fox.

She awkwardly avoided my gaze, then muttered as if making an excuse for her actions.

It was an explanation added in a voice barely audible.

"......I think I hit them too hard."

As if to corroborate that one remark, the woman burst into tears she had been holding back.

Large tears fell in drops.

"Ugh, sniffle... I won't do it again, s-so please, s-stop the hot thing..."

"......"

"......"

A frail voice that wailed as if the sky was falling.

We silently looked at each other.

"Irene."

"......"

"Have you perhaps heard of child abuse?"

"They were an adult originally... They kept shrinking while fighting, and in the end, they became as small as they are now."

"Then what about excessive force?"

"......"

The fox remained silent.

We had to stand there for a while amidst the awkward silence.

Until the kidnapper stopped crying.

        
            Irene explained the full story of the incident, her arms crossed.
Her deep red hair, which had been burning intensely, had now returned to an orange hue.
Perhaps she had gained experience in the meantime.
Despite it being a situation that should have been quite surprising, the girl maintained an unwavering gaze.
Her aura suggested that if one were to provoke her wrongly, their throat would be torn out.
This is a bit cool.
Having waited until the explanation finished, I casually added a remark once the fox concluded her words.
It was a murmured thought, subtly mixed with both praise and teasing.

“Unexpected.”
“Why? Did you think I’d get kidnapped again?”
“Honestly, I expected it. After all, the role of getting kidnapped is Ms. Irene’s specialty, isn’t it?”
“……Aren’t you seeing me as too much of a nuisance character?”
“It just means I cherish you that much.”
“Hmph.”

The girl wore a peculiar expression.
I had expected a prickly reaction at this point, but the fox instead held a relaxed smile.
Her slightly parted lips spoke.

“It’s a shame, but I won’t get caught anymore.”
“Hmm?”
“I heard something like that somewhere. They say heroines who are a burden to the protagonist aren’t popular.”
“That’s true, but… where did you hear such a thing?”
“I read it in a book.”
“If it’s a book, I suppose it’s a genre novel. They certainly are interesting.”
“At first, I was flustered by the overly explicit descriptions… but later, I guess I got used to it, so it was quite readable.”
“……Just what kind of novel did you read?”
“Secret.”

The girl with fox ears put her index finger to her lips and whispered meaningfully.
It was truly a smile that seemed to captivate people.

‘Another failure, I suppose.’
I clicked my tongue softly.
Just a few months ago, there was a definite pleasure in teasing her, but lately, she showed no signs of being ruffled by my pranks, which was a pity.
Instead, she was increasingly counterattacking.
Her black eyes gleamed with a mischievous light.
Was she secretly planning to devour her master?
She was truly an ungrateful fox.

“You’ve grown a lot.”
“That’s because I’ve learned a lot from someone.”
“That’s beside the point, isn’t it?”

I shook off the trivial chatter that had continued.
Then, I turned my head to the side.
At the end of my gaze, yellow hair shimmered.
It was the culprit who had attacked the fox a few hours ago.

“Whimpering…”
She was kneeling on the hard floor, hands raised above her head.
Were her arms and legs slowly reaching their limit?
Her hands were gradually lowering due to gravity, but as soon as her eyes met mine, the girl startled and corrected her posture.
She was so surprised that even her whimpers caught in her throat.
The fragile creature held its breath, prostrating itself before the predator.

“Hiccup…!”
Perhaps sensing my distorted expression, the girl’s complexion turned pale.
Was she going to faint again at this rate?
Wanting to avoid a troublesome situation, I erased my killing intent and wore a smile, like one would when dealing with children.
I asked gently.

“Shall we hear her story first?”
“……”
“You’ll have to explain the current situation thoroughly so it makes sense. As you know, I tend to be impatient in situations like this.”
“Yes, yes, yes…! I, I’m sorr— ah, no! I will answer diligently!”
“Good.”

I chuckled softly.
In the past, I would have dealt with the situation without further ado, but now the war was over and my mind felt more at ease.
Moreover, perhaps because of her youthful appearance, I was reluctant to lay a hand on her.
I merely sighed softly.
Even then, Unrighteousness was servilely rubbing her hands together.
Irene let out an incredulous scoff.

“Even so, when we fought, she felt quite strong… Did I really pull out my flames against someone like her?”
“She may look like this, but she’s considered a big shot in the underworld.”
“A big shot…?”
“Her youthful appearance is likely due to her unique constitution. Sometimes, there are people who experience various side effects because the interaction between their mana and body isn’t stable. In her case, it’s probably a symptom where her physical age temporarily regresses the more accumulated mana she expends.”
“No wonder she seemed to get younger and younger during the fight.”

The fox nodded, understanding.
She seemed to gaze indifferently at Unrighteousness, then poked her side with her sword sheath.
It was the behavior of a predator showing interest in something unfamiliar.

“Anyway… how did you infiltrate the academy? The security didn’t feel lax.”
“Because she has the ability to breach it.”
“Ability?”
“She’s one of the few Spatial Mages on the continent.”

Spatial Mage.
She possessed an ability of which there were perhaps a thousand users across the entire continent.
The fox asked, as if something had just occurred to her in response to my answer.

“We have one of those on our side too, don’t we?”
“That’s right. We have Ms. Lena.”
Lena and Unrighteousness.
Their abilities were similar in that they were space-related magic.
However, there was a clear difference between them.
In Lena’s case, it was the concept of a [Portal], tearing open two designated coordinates and creating a passage to connect the gap, whereas Unrighteousness’s was closer to [Blink], leaping to a location she envisioned in her mind.
Judging by basic utility alone, her ability was overwhelmingly superior.
While a [Portal] could easily transport hundreds of people, [Blink] could only move about a dozen at most.
Of course, Blink also had its own strength in its fast casting speed, but…
So what?
Still, our person is the best.

“Hehe… If I just state the results, our side is far more capable. The achievable travel distance is also overwhelmingly longer.”
“You’re talking like a doting parent.”
“Well, that’s because I’m the one who uses her.”

There’s nothing wrong with having pride, is there?
I shrugged lightly.
Shaking off the tangential chatter, I now began the full interrogation of Unrighteousness.
Perhaps because she was terrified, the girl spilled everything freely.

“This is… all, everything I know…!”
Unrighteousness declared, pressing her forehead to the ground.
Listening to her quietly, I couldn’t help but let out a hollow laugh.

“Ha… So, to put it simply, this is it.”
She received an order from her master to bring me back.
However, she wasn’t confident in persuading me, and even less confident in subduing me by force, so she tried to lure me by kidnapping someone close to me.
But that plan failed due to the fox’s power, which was stronger than expected.
After that, she was caught dead to rights.

“And here we are now.”
“Th-that’s right…!”
“I don’t understand.”

I frowned.
“Why would your master be looking for me?”
“I-I don’t know that either… Beyond saying there was something he wanted to tell you directly, he didn’t give any other instructions…”
“Something to tell me directly, huh.”
There wasn’t anything specific I could think of.
After all, I hadn’t interfered with them much since the war.
Except for that one unclear incident during the last school trip.

‘Or perhaps.’
Had he finally gone senile?
Otherwise, there was no explanation for a situation where he was acting so defiantly towards someone who held his life in their hands.
Was it because he was so old that he was just going to act recklessly?
For now, it seemed I would only know the full story by meeting him directly.

“……I suppose I’ll have to go over there.”
It felt sudden, but.
Still, if it concerned the Monarch, it was better to handle it quickly.
It shouldn’t reach the ears of the Vice-Commander at headquarters.

‘They’d just make things complicated for no reason.’
It seemed I needed to deal with it quickly.
With a faint sigh, I turned to the fox behind me.

“Ms. Irene?”
“Hm?”
“I think I need to be away for a bit.”
“……Can’t I come with you?”

The fox grabbed my sleeve.
Perhaps because a similar thing had happened last time, this time, a feeling of disappointment seemed to take precedence.
Only the golden-haired boy was fully reflected in her black eyes.

“I’ve also gotten a lot stronger… Am I still not enough for you to rely on?”
“Oh dear.”
The girl’s gaze was wavering.
The anxiety of not being able to help.
And simultaneously, the disappointment of not having proven her usefulness to me.
I couldn’t easily open my mouth.

‘This is problematic.’
It wasn’t that I was underestimating Irene.
It was just that this destination, how should I put it… was a place filled with memories, and I felt like my old personality would resurface in many ways, so I didn’t particularly want to show such a rough side to those I cherished.
After all, it’s the way of people to live carrying at least one unerasable flaw or shame.
I stroked the fox’s head.

“I’ll ask for your understanding just this once.”
“……”
“Instead, let’s do this. When I return, I’ll tell you one story about myself. About my past, which I’ve always avoided discussing.”
“Weren’t you reluctant to talk about it…?”
“There’s no particular need to hide it between us anymore. You can consider it a sign of trust.”
“That’s playing dirty.”

A breath escaped her lips.
The girl, who had been silent, then held out her finger as if asking for a promise.

“……It’s a promise.”
“It won’t take as long as last time.”
“Make sure you keep that promise.”
“Hehe, of course.”

I quietly took a step.
As I approached Unrighteousness, who was huddled in the corner, a faint voice suddenly grazed my ear.
It was a worried remark.

“Don’t get hurt.”
“I’ll do my best.”

I replied with a brief smile.
Afterward.
I spoke to the girl kneeling at my feet.
My voice was a shade colder and deeper.

“Lead the way.”
“Y-yes, yes…?”
“Didn’t you say your master called me? This time, I’ll play along appropriately.”
“Ah… Yes! I’ll guide you right away!”

Lest I change my mind.
She quickly stood up and unfolded mana around her.
She cautiously extended a hand towards me.
When I took her hand, which was trembling with nervousness, a yellow mana then enveloped both of us.
Within the surging rays of light, the girl’s lips parted.

“Blink.”
- Crack!
With a light popping sound, my vision flickered.
And the next moment.

“W-we’ve arrived…!”
When I opened my eyes again.
I stood in a city shrouded in profound darkness.
I muttered, memories surfacing for no particular reason.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been here, too.”
The Kingdom.
The largest underground city within the Empire.
A place that had long claimed to be the heart of the underworld, a den of evil where countless criminal organizations were entrenched.
We had set foot on the Monarch’s land.

        
            The Empire’s largest underground city, and the domain of the Monarch, who was known as the pinnacle of the underworld.

Until a few years ago, it was considered the heart of the shadows.

Murder, drugs, human trafficking, and more ran rampant as if daily life, truly a hell.

Even the Empire reportedly had no way to deal with them, so it was understandable how a city could be named ‘The Kingdom’.

It was like a purgatory where only human malice had gathered.

“......It reminds me of old times.”

A brief mumble.

Memories were embedded in the casually spoken sentence.

Memories I didn’t want to recall.

“Th-this way, just walk a little further!”

Injustice clumsily led the way.

We walked.

As we traversed the dark streets, a faint scent of blood seemed to brush past my nose.

Perhaps it was a real smell wafting from the alley.

In any case, it wasn’t pleasant.

“I wonder if this place has changed too.”

“Y-yes, it has... It’s already been three years since the war.”

“Haha.”

I scoffed.

No.

To my eyes, it hadn’t changed at all.

Because even if you peel off a bit of rotten skin, you can’t hide the ugly essence beneath.

The city, still full of trash, remained filthy.

A soft rustle.

As if to prove that thought, I felt gazes on me.

They were people watching, hidden in the alleys.

Every single one of them had their hands stained with others’ blood, gripping filthy sword hilts.

Their bloodthirsty eyes sought out easy targets.

“......”

Would we not be included?

If we were brazenly walking the streets like this, anyone might jump out and thrust a blade at us.

But upon spotting the girl accompanying me, they seemed to back away.

‘Quite impressive.’

She must be living up to her name, then.

The one who doesn’t rely, Injustice.

Although she had shown many ugly sides, she was also one of the nightmares ruling this city.

As a member of the Monarch’s Royal Guard, her skill was undeniable.

The pack of wolves subtly lowered their tails.

Thanks to that, we arrived at our destination without any trouble.

“W-we’ve arrived.”

Our steps halted not far from our destination.

A massive palace came into view.

It was an extravagance that didn’t fit the scenery we had just passed through.

A building that symbolized the city stained with blood and darkness, a space even crime organizations gripped by madness feared.

It was none other than the abode of the absolute ruler.

“Let’s go in.”

“Yes...!”

We stepped inside.

It was a gloomy sight.

It was luxurious enough to make any ordinary castle seem paltry, yet it lacked vitality, as if viewing a monochrome screen.

Perhaps it was due to the countless tears hidden by its splendor.

I remained silent.

Click-clack.

Walking down the long corridor, we soon found a door at its far end.

It was the room where one would have an audience with the master of this place.

Upon spotting us, the guards readily opened the door.

Every movement was respectful and precise.

“Your Majesty is waiting.”

A heavy thud.

The space opened with a heavy thud.

I stepped inside without hesitation.

A floor covered with a red carpet.

At the end of that path sat a throne.

I naturally looked up at it.

“......”

Seated on the avaricious throne was the Monarch.

An old man with a sharp demeanor.

Despite making no particular movement, the surrounding mana seemed to obey and was suppressed by him.

Beside his monstrous aura, the rest of the Royal Guard could also be seen.

Unknown, Unease, Distrust, Injustice.

They were the Five Negatives.

Unknown, whom I had previously encountered, was also present, and Injustice, I don’t know when she went there, was mixed among the Royal Guard.

No one spoke first, so only silence lingered around them.

We merely glared at each other.

“......”

Should I call it a peculiar battle of wills?

A long standoff continued.

The one who broke the silence was none other than one of the Royal Guard.

A man with a fierce expression and a bulky physique roared at me.

“What are you doing, not showing respect first? Immediately kneel before His Majesty and greet him!”

“......?”

What was that?

I stared at him at the unexpected loud noise.

‘Judging by the epaulets on his shoulder... he must be Unease.’

He was the only unfamiliar face.

Since I didn’t remember him, he seemed to be a newly selected member of the Royal Guard.

I had no intention of dealing with him.

Because I had no interest to spare for a fool who couldn’t tell where to intervene and where not to.

When I let out a mocking laugh, casually dismissing him, he glared, as if ready to pounce at any moment.

A volatile situation.

“That bastard...!”

“Enough.”

Only then did the old man speak.

A voice that restrained the conflict.

Unease looked aggrieved, but his master merely stared at him with cold eyes.

The instantly chilled air forced silence.

“But, Your Majesty...!”

“Did I not tell you to stop?”

“......”

“I distinctly remember telling you. Not to act recklessly, as a valuable guest would be arriving.”

“......My apologies.”

“Step back. This is not your place.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Unease retreated, as if suppressing his anger.

Nevertheless, his eyes were incredibly disrespectful.

I sneered.

“Your subordinates’ education seems to be a mess.”

“He’s still new to this place, you see. I hope you’ll be broad-minded enough to understand.”

“Broad-minded, you say... I never thought I’d hear such words from you.”

“It’s not as if I’m completely narrow-minded.”

“How cunning.”

“Isn’t that what it means to be an adult?”

The Monarch’s sly reply.

The Monarch seemed to observe me for a moment, then spoke, combining it with a greeting of reunion.

The corners of his old mouth curled into a dangerous curve.

“In any case, it’s been a long time... Serpent.”

“I don’t think we’re on good enough terms for a friendly greeting.”

“Don’t be so unkind.”

“If I were unkind, you would already be dead.”

“My, how terrifying. How can one live like this?”

The old man didn’t lose his composure.

Had he forgotten what magic was embedded in his heart?

I could kill him at any moment, as easily as flipping a switch.

In such a situation, one might expect him to grovel, yet he greeted me with an unwavering attitude.

It felt as if he was treating me with basic respect.

But he didn’t humble himself either.

I realized anew that this person was also no ordinary individual.

‘Indeed.’

The king who once dominated the underworld.

He was the only enemy strong enough to give me a hard time when I was still inexperienced.

Did he think he was maintaining a certain dignity?

There was none of the typical obsequiousness of the weak.

But that was probably just an act.

“Well... putting other things aside.”

I shot back coldly.

“There must be a valid reason why you called me.”

“You wouldn’t accept something like... ‘I just wanted to see your face after a long time,’ would you?”

“Then I suppose I’ll take your left arm this time.”

“It was a joke, so please withdraw your killing intent. My right arm, which you tore off, still feels empty, you know.”

“I don’t have good patience.”

“Of course... I know, I know.”

The old man fiddled with the sleeve where his arm was missing.

His sly expression turned quite serious.

His wrinkled lips spoke.

“I’ve acquired some information this time. It’s too significant to exchange via letters, so I asked to meet you.”

“Information?”

“I thought it might be helpful to you.”

“I’ll listen for now.”

“Good. I’ll prepare a separate place...”

“Before that.”

Thwack!

A single black-as-pitch projectile shot out and embedded itself in the throne.

A thorn that barely missed the Monarch’s neck.

Perhaps because it passed so close to the carotid artery, a little blood was dripping from the shallow cut on his neck.

It was a blow that would have instantly cut off his breath if there had been even the slightest deviation.

I flicked my fingertips and recited.

“Whatever your reasons... if you bother my surroundings again, I won’t show mercy then.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

The Monarch nodded with a calm expression.

His aged eyes were utterly serene.

It didn’t particularly matter.

Because the one I intended to provoke wasn’t the old man.

Suddenly, I felt a presence behind me.

“How dare you harm His Majesty...!”

It was none other than Unease.

He had been glaring at me annoyingly for a while, and it seemed he finally snapped when his master was attacked.

The sword he swung rushed forward with a fierce gale.

Whoosh!

“I clearly gave you a chance, you know.”

Yes.

I knew you’d react.

I turned around as if I had been waiting and muttered.

Even my closed eyelids were now open.

“You keep making me revert to my old personality.”

Perilously glowing eyes.

I extended my hand.

And then, I easily seized the throat of the shadow that had come right before me.

Caught mid-air, he flailed while coughing.

“Cough...?!”

I watched his struggles with dispassionate eyes.

I definitely tolerated it once.

This is why you shouldn’t let these criminal bastards go.

Because if you don’t completely crush them from the start, they’ll keep baring their fangs, not knowing their place.

I flicked my fingers.

Snap!

The clear snapping sound of my thumb and middle finger struck my ears.

Immediately after.

His limbs disintegrated.

Arms and legs fell with clean severance, and the torso, having lost its support, tumbled onto the floor.

His foolish face scanned his own body, then screamed.

“A-a-a-a-a-a-gh!!!”

Pain, fear, agitation, despair.

His inner self, instantly muddled with various emotions, poured out hideously.

The fragments twitched, as if still alive with sensation.

Regardless.

I stared at the throne from atop the carpet, which was becoming sticky.

The Monarch, rarely, pinched his brow and admonished.

“......You can’t control your temper today, it seems.”

“If it were up to my heart, I’d kill him.”

“Please bear with it. Wouldn’t it be a loss for you too if there’s a defect in our forces?”

“It makes me doubt your judgment in many ways. No matter how I look at it, he doesn’t seem like a suitable person for the Royal Guard.”

“That’s because the one who originally held the position of [Unease]... wasn’t he killed by you three years ago? There simply wasn’t a suitable replacement.”

“The future of the Kingdom seems utterly bleak.”

“I’ll make sure to re-educate him.”

“You should.”

“Now, won’t you stop sulking and return him?”

“If you insist.”

Snap!

My fingers snapped once more.

Shadows enveloped him.

The chunks scattered at my feet rewound, returning cleanly to their original unified form.

Before long, Unease’s body had returned, without a single wound.

Though his unconscious mind hadn’t reawakened.

“......”

“I will retrieve him. Please, honored guest, converse comfortably.”

Did he feel the situation needed to be settled?

Unknown, who had quietly approached, politely asked for understanding, then picked up Unease’s sprawled body from the floor and retreated.

Only silence settled in the place where a commotion had just passed.

With the annoying glares gone.

It seemed the environment for a conversation had finally been set.

I clapped my hands.

A sharp clap!

The writhing black.

Shadows, weaving tightly like threads, took shape, and then created a similar throne opposite the Monarch.

I settled onto its soft texture.

I casually crossed my legs and began the conversation that had been postponed.

The white-haired old man stared intently at me.

“Then... shall we hear it now?”

The atmosphere was completely dominated by the Serpent.

Poison dripped from his fangs.

“What is this important information you’ve acquired?”

The Monarch and the Serpent faced each other.

        
            All the situations surrounding me were incomprehensible, and I merely continued to wander in the snowy winter.
In those days, I was like an extra on a broken stage.
What should I live for?
I didn't know.
There was nothing to protect, and nothing I wanted to protect.
Because of that, I repeated self-destructive days, aimlessly wandering through snow-covered plains.

“Haa, haa…”
It was the same that day.
I was covered in crimson blood from head to toe.
My body was so tattered it was indistinguishable from a corpse.
A trail dragged along the ground.
Leaving a long bloodstain behind, I pushed through the blizzard with mechanical steps.
At the end of that journey, what I found was a silver-haired girl.

“......So you were here.”
A calm remark.
For the first time that day.
I gained one reason to live.

***

The air flowed chillingly.
The chaotic atmosphere that had just been present sank gloomily, and at its end, only the snake and the monarch continued their standoff.
The two thrones, one white and one black, created a contrast of light and shadow.
We maintained silence.
The first to speak was none other than the elder.

“Doesn’t it bring back old memories?”
A submerging gaze.
The old voice murmured as if reminiscing.
“That day too, we were staring at each other like this... the day you brought down my kingdom.”

Perhaps he was seeing the past superimposed.
As I quietly chewed on the sentences the elder uttered, faded memories suddenly flickered across my own vision.
Those memories held a particularly cold winter day.
The monarch smiled faintly.
“Has it already been three years?”
“......”
“Sometimes, I miss those days.”

“Let’s get straight to the point.”
“Oh my... how cold.”
I did not lower my guard.
Outwardly, the elder smiled slyly, but within him, hundreds of venomous snakes writhed.
The one sitting before me was the leader who controlled the underworld.
He was also the only person who had nearly killed me in the past four years.
As such, my nerves were inevitably on edge.
My gaze grew cold.
“I am sick of your deceitful tongue.”

“You’re a snake, yet you resent deceit?”
“Because I’ve learned that sometimes, there are people more serpentine than snakes.”
You probably wouldn’t say you don’t know.
Because you were the one who taught me that.
I said,
“Anyway... I’d prefer to start with the main point.”
“If you wish.”

The elder shrugged.
His voice, which had paused for a moment, soon began the main conversation.
“The atmosphere in the Empire lately is unusual.”
“To be precise?”
“It’s like the dawn before a storm... outwardly, it’s perfectly peaceful, but in reality, disaster is approaching.”
“It must mean something colossal is on the horizon.”
“I’ve already detected omens here and there.”
“Omens, you say.”

My interest seemed to incline.
As it was, the original story was slowly getting on track.
Whether I liked it or not, the continent was about to face upheaval.
I remembered most of the events from my past life, but having altered so much of the past, I couldn’t be certain of the future.
Only then did I listen intently, requesting further explanation.
The elder continued,
“The one we should pay attention to first... is probably the businessman.”

The businessman.
One of the main villains representing the original story.
According to records, he was one of the wealthiest individuals on the entire continent, a wicked man who committed all sorts of dirty deeds with his immense fortune.
He was also the target of revenge for the fox who had lost everyone, including her master.

“His movements are unusual.”
“That’s surprising.”
The businessman hadn’t shown any particular movements until now.
Except for an attempt a few months ago to ally with the monarch, which was thwarted by my intervention.
I recall that since then, the businessman and the monarch had become complete enemies.
The elder’s gaze deepened.

“It seems... they’ve allied with the cultists.”
“Are you referring to Baobab?”
“Who else would it be?”
“That’s strange. I understood that their interests didn’t align. Didn’t the businessman’s side already refuse cooperation offers several times?”

“He refused, saying he didn’t want to get involved in a messy situation.”
“But why would he accept the offer now?”
“Wouldn’t it be because he’s in a desperate situation?”
A desperate situation.
The monarch pointed a finger at me.
“Thanks to your interference, his business completely crumbled.”

“Interference... that would be the incident from a few months ago.”
“Originally, I was going to make a deal with him. He asked me to get him involved in the kingdom’s drug cartel in exchange for funding.”
“You would have accepted, of course. Given it’s you.”
“From my perspective, it was a profitable deal, so there was no reason to refuse. Anyway, as a down payment, I was to receive high-grade slaves, drugs piled in boxes, and various luxury goods. It was enough to fill that large ship, so he must have pushed himself.”
“And I intercepted that ship.”
“Precisely.”

It felt like the puzzle pieces were finally falling into place.
For mere cooperation, a ship the size of a football field was mobilized, with hunting dogs waiting inside, and even the kingdom’s greatest power, the Unknown, on standby.
At the time, it felt excessive.
But hearing the story, it certainly had investment value.
The elder burst into laughter, as if thoroughly amused.
“Hehe... Who would have thought you’d even meticulously take the ship?”
“It seemed quite useful.”

“Thanks to that, we’re just receiving unnecessary hatred. He still doesn’t know you were involved in this matter.”
“He probably thinks it was a betrayal unilaterally carried out by the Unknown or yourself.”
“It doesn’t matter since I already have many enemies... but where did you spirit away that large ship and its goods?”
“It’s mine now.”
“Of course.”
The elder nodded.
I briefly summarized the conversation, then asked about the most important part.

“Well... I understand the general pretext. The businessman must have wanted to compensate for his losses. And coincidentally, the cultist’s offer fit that situation.”
“He was ambitious from the start, after all.”
“It seems the cultist side skillfully exploited the timing and conditions.”
“Even those rats have their shrewd side.”
“So far, this has been about the circumstances... but is there any actual evidence to prove their contact?”

“I knew you’d check that first.”
“Because the person I’m dealing with is completely untrustworthy.”
“Hehe... take this.”
Thump.
Suddenly, an envelope fell from mid-air.
It was meticulously sealed.
Inside, it was filled with encrypted documents.
Tearing it open roughly, I saw records of the businessman’s financial movements, recent activities of dark mages, and other detailed elements.
The elder gestured with his chin.
“If you examine them in order, you’ll understand why I reached that conclusion.”

“I’ll check them later.”
I tossed the file into the shadows.
The mist that had spread around absorbed the envelope like a sub-space and vanished.
The elder, who had waited until then, soon resumed the conversation.
“Then... let’s move on to the next matter.”

The conversation continued for a while.
Although it was a short time, I was able to hear quite valuable information.
For example,
News that the Duchy of Venity’s movements seemed unusual, or that the Church was also slowly recognizing the rise of the cultists.
Additionally, there was a warning that there might be a traitor within the academy.
It seemed that traces of collusion were discovered during the process of tracking dark mages.
I listened calmly.
And so.
The conversation continued for several hours.
Only after tossing a few more documents into the shadows was I able to conclude the conversation.

The elder subtly asked with a sly smile.
“Well? Was it of some help?”
It was hard to deny.
Though I didn't like his subtly boastful expression, I had no intention of acting childishly in this matter.
I nodded plainly.
“It was helpful.”
“That’s a relief.”

“However... from now on, I’d prefer you not to appear before my associates. If you have business, let’s discuss it directly.”
“You’re probably the only one who treats me so heartlessly.”
“There won’t be a second warning.”
“What do you mean, ‘won’t be’?”
“I’ll have to cut off your breath.”
“You cannot kill me.”

The monarch retorted slyly.
A cunning smile spread across the old man’s lips.
It was.
“Because of course.”
A grotesque adult’s smile that I had forgotten I’d ever seen.
“Because I am still useful to you.”

An irreplaceable part is not easily discarded.
Like it or not, the elder was such a part.
Among the cards in my hand, he was the most unsettling, yet also the most capable and versatile.
The reason I had kept him alive until now was also the same.
In short, he was ‘necessary’.
It was a world where even lives were valued differently.
The snake and the elder calculated each other’s worth.

-This is a deal.
At the moment the war, filled with the stench of blood, came to an end.
I did not kill the monarch.
Instead, I assigned him a role in exchange.
The kingdom’s vast drug cartel, its influence reaching every corner of the continent, its overwhelming military power comparable to a nation.
I ordered him to use such power to protect the Empire’s underworld.
The cultists who were rising throughout the continent.
The reason they could be suppressed for the past four years was precisely because of the monarch’s help.
Because his existence had unified the continent’s underworld.

“Isn’t he too valuable a card to discard?”
“......”
This was why he was annoying.
The elder had a talent for unsettling his opponents.
The conversation always proceeded precariously.
But.
“I’ll take my leave now.”
I wouldn’t be swayed.
I had experienced far too much to be swayed by mere wordplay like this.
My mind remained cold, without the slightest tremor.
As I calmly rose from my seat, I heard a voice clicking its tongue regretfully.
Yet, the elder wore a satisfied smile.
“You won’t even respond.”

“Isn’t it a provocation I’ve grown sick of experiencing? Rather, I think it would be strange if I reacted.”
“Hehe... that part of you is truly amusing.”
“Heed my warning.”
“Since you call it a warning, I cannot disregard it. I’ll warn my subordinates separately, so don’t worry.”
“I hope we can meet in a peaceful atmosphere next time.”
“I pray for that.”

As I was getting up from my seat then.
A question from the elder, as if he had just remembered, pierced my ear.
It was an inquiry about someone’s well-being.
“Oh right... Is that child doing well?”

A halt.
I stopped in my tracks.
It was a reflexive bodily reaction.
The elder continued slyly, regardless.
“I’m talking about Neria.”
“......”
“I wonder if she’s living well after betraying her master and leaving.”

“You’d do well to watch your words.”
“Or else... will you kill me?”
“It means don’t cross the line, a mere component. I merely left you alone because it was bothersome, but I can still kill you at any time.”
“Isn’t that an overly sensitive reaction to merely asking about someone’s well-being?”
“Hah.”

Merely?
If you remembered what you did to that child, you’d understand this unusually cold response.
Our chilled gazes locked.
“Perhaps calling her by name was the problem? Then I’ll call her something else.”
“I clearly told you to be careful with your words...”
“Disloyal.”
“......”

A deafening silence enveloped the surroundings.
For a brief moment.
The winter four years ago, colder than any other, flashed quickly before my eyes.
The name spoken by the elder remained like a scar.
‘The one who did not dedicate herself, the disloyal.’
She was the last person the monarch had taken as his royal guard, and the past time she no longer remained by the tyrant’s side.
At the same time, it was a name I had saved with these fingertips.
Neria Lightni.
Called ‘Disloyal’ by the specters of the past.
It was the life of a girl who had been forced to live in this cruel world until she met me.
I released my suppressed killing intent.
The atmosphere of the entire area was crushed by the suffocating aura.

        
            That memory was the first light ever shown to me.
The responsibility that had bound me.
Perhaps it resembled a fragment of a regretted past, an atonement that once again led me to step into shackles.
At the same time, it was the first memory that soothed my terrible loneliness.

“From today… I will give you a name.”
A hand extended, bloodied.
The floor was drenched with hot, melted flesh, but the winter storm raging between us made even that pain forgotten.
In the narrowed gap, there was a wine that filled the immense sense of loss.
I closed my eyes as if intoxicated by such memories.

“Your name is.”
I didn't believe in God.
Yet, if there was a reason to speak of a hope I didn't believe in.
“Neria… Neria Lightni.”
It was because I couldn't pass you by, filled with scars.
Perhaps, under the guise of meager goodwill, I wanted to be forgiven myself.
For I had originally grown into an adult full of deceit and lies.
Clutching the fading sleeves of my childhood, I merely curled the corners of my lips as if I knew nothing.
So, what I wanted to say was…
“We are family now.”
To the star that hurt the most.
A thank you for finding my fallen life.

***

“Do not address our vice-commander… by such a name.”
Killing intent spread, chilling the surroundings.
Shadows that instantly stretched in all directions carried substantial pressure.
The ground rumbled, trembling with fear.
Mana in the entire area was suppressed.
The dazzling decorations adorning the battlefield swayed, and the guards waiting nearby collapsed, losing consciousness.
Even with a mere release of power, the landscape of the reclamation ground turned into pandemonium.
I stood at the center of the chaos.
“Gah, cough…!”
“I… I can’t… breathe…”
“…………”
Breathing became rough and obstructed.
It was no different for the elite guards standing nearby.
Each of them had a pale, frozen expression.
Beyond that, the Unrighteous and Distrusted factions were already kneeling, and only the Unidentified, who held the highest rank, managed to maintain an upright posture.
Of course, even he had a nosebleed, drops falling onto the floor.
It was a scene that truly revealed the disparity.
“My, my… quite a violent reaction.”
“Do you wish for something more violent?”
“I will politely decline. I wish to live a long life, you see.”
“You’re truly terrible at lying.”
In the murky situation, only the snake and the monarch remained unperturbed.
We simply stared at each other.
Not a hint of wavering was visible in either of our gazes.
As the overwhelming pressure spread with a jet-black storm, the old man, leaning back leisurely on his throne, spoke.
His head was completely unbowed, even in the face of the word 'death'.
It was truly a nauseating display of dignity.

“It’s getting hard to bear; do you have no intention of pulling it back?”
“In contrast, your expression is very relaxed.”
“Well, at my age… perhaps you should learn a little about respecting elders?”
“Sometimes, there are elders who aren’t worthy of respect.”
“There’s nothing you can’t say, is there?”
“How about you shut your mouth?”
However.
The old man laughed as if he was enjoying himself.
He was malicious.
He had never shown any interest in that child from the start; his words were nothing more than a provocation tossed out to bait me.
It was a moment that reaffirmed my revulsion for his tongue.
The old man replied casually.
“Don’t be so sensitive.”
“…………”
“I was truly just curious. Hasn’t it been four years since the war? I think it’s a reasonable question, given that I kept that child by my side for ten years.”
“You are not qualified… to use the word ‘kept’.”
Kept.
You were not qualified to utter such words.
Your ‘keeping’ of that child was merely throwing her amidst blood and tears, like a chess piece.
The value inherent in the word ‘keeping’ was not so vile.
For an adult, to ‘keep’ something meant:
A form or extension of taming.
An act of sharing the paint that makes up oneself with another, and bearing the responsibility for the colors that have been stained.
Like the golden wheat fields the Little Prince gifted to the fox.
I spoke with a heavy voice.
“It means, do not cross the line.”
“I clearly said I was just curious about her well-being, but you so easily judge the sincerity of others.”
“Was it sincere?”
“Of course not.”
The old man chuckled unpleasantly.
He seemed coiled like a venomous snake.
“But do you know? Having certainty about others is foolish.”
“…………”
“Humans don’t have the ability to read minds, after all. Who knows if someone you trusted last night might turn around and point a knife at you the next day? So, have faith, but don’t have certainty.”
To whom he was speaking.
The old man, his focus even blurred, mumbled with a sly smile.
“Sometimes, there are discords that even gods cannot resolve.”
A meaningless remark brushed past my ears.
For some reason.
The old rosary hanging around the old man’s neck seemed to glow for a moment.
I coldly retorted the sudden sermon.
“Are you trying to give me some pathetic advice?”
“It’s genuinely offered advice, you see. I quite like you.”
“Those are words I wouldn’t even trust, let alone have certainty in.”
“That’s regrettable.”

His sly response.
After a brief exchange of distrustful gazes, the precarious atmosphere once again fell silent.
The weight of the stillness deepened with tension.
As the tense standoff continued.
Suddenly.
A loud thud!
A noise from nearby shattered the silence.
A familiar flow of mana.
‘This mana… so it finally happened.’
I had wanted to keep it secret as much as possible.
I let out a bitter sigh.
Getting annoyed now was like crying over spilled milk.
As I waited with a heavy heart for the ensuing commotion, a gatekeeper standing outside the audience chamber suddenly began to frantically knock on the door.
A panicked voice could be heard from beyond the door, then it abruptly cut off.
“En-enemy attack! Someone has invaded the castle… Cough!”
A chilling warning.
Not long after, the door guarding the interior burst inward with a tremendous crash.
Dust billowed following the fierce explosion.
CRASH!
The grand door scattered into fragments.
Through the mist-like rising dust, dozens of shadows walked in.
All of them wore pure white robes.
A chilling wind swept through.
In the corridor they had passed, the bodies of guards and gatekeepers lay scattered.
The unidentified figures entered, leaving behind crimson traces.
“Master.”
The girl at the very front.
She untied the robe that had been pulled down to obscure her face, and her hidden silver hair flowed brilliantly.
Her clear eyes gently extended a hand towards me.
“I came to escort you.”
“…………Neria.”
It was none other than the vice-commander.
She was also the very person about whom the old man and I had just been arguing.
“What brings you here?”
“I heard reports that Master had headed to the kingdom. Out of concern, I followed you with a small contingent.”
“I see.”
“If this was presumptuous, then punishment…”
“I am quite alright.”
I greeted the girl with a complex smile.
Her gaze was so deeply hidden it was almost invisible.
Yet, she was simply waiting for her Master's response.
A subtle, yet strangely stiff atmosphere was discernible, though faint.
“I was planning to return anyway.”
I could not help but take that hand.

***

We returned to headquarters.
Since the necessary conversation had already concluded, we were able to leave without hesitation.
The monarch didn’t seem to have any intention of detaining us either.
Considering he had inquired about her well-being and provoked me, he didn’t say anything special even after meeting Neria.
He simply bid me farewell, saying he would see me again later.
He remained a human whose true intentions were unknown.
‘I'm tired.’
The return journey was not difficult.
Since most of the callable executives had been gathered, Lena, who was part of the main force, was also present.
Thanks to her, we could easily return by portal.
It had been a long time since I felt such fatigue.
Dealing with a snake-like human had made me sensitive in many ways, it seemed.
I took a moment to clear my head.
‘Of all times.’
Actually.
I hadn't wanted Neria to find out about this matter.
It was a wound she hadn't yet overcome.
I thought informing her would only make her worry unnecessarily.
It had been a choice made with her feelings in mind, but the only thing left after the failure was an awkward atmosphere.
I held a needless silence.
“Master. Are you alright?”
Neria asked cautiously, as if checking my mood.
I replied with my usual smile.
“Of course.”
“I will take separate measures regarding the kingdom. Such rudeness as this cannot be tolerated, so we will strengthen our vigilance to prevent recurrence.”
“…………Is Neria alright?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m talking about the monarch. You finally reunited after four years, didn’t you?”
“Ah.”
The girl instinctively hesitated in her reply.
However, as if she had anticipated the question, she quickly erased her stiffness and added a calm tone.
It was a response typical of her.
“I’m fine. It’s a distant memory now.”
Outwardly, her tone and expression were indifferent.
The cold atmosphere didn’t deviate much from her usual self, but having spent a long time by her side, I could sense it.
The fact that she was forcibly acting nonchalant.
Her silver eyes were trembling.
So faintly that even she might not notice.
“…………”
I gazed at her silently.
Neria Lightni.
The first connection I made in this world, and the first member who had stayed by my side the longest.
In the past, the girl who was called disloyal as the monarch’s elite guard.
And.
…………In the original story, she was also the individual who pulled the first trigger of the world’s destruction.
Needless thoughts intertwined complexly.
The conversation didn’t continue.
Only silence flowed.
Perhaps because of the past memories that were slowly resurfacing, both of them might have needed a moment of recollection.
In any case, the tumultuous day seemed to be drawing to a close.

Scratch, scratch.
That night.
Even as the hours pointed to dawn, Neria and I were still in the commander's office.
We were slowly catching up on recent overdue tasks.
“…………”
It was unusually hard to focus today.
Even as my pen moved, my mind seemed to drift elsewhere.
Perhaps it was because of the persistent, bitter thoughts.
The monarch.
After encountering someone I had left in the past, related memories kept flickering before my eyes.
I had thought four years was a considerable amount of time, but recalling them now, the moments resurfaced as vividly as yesterday.
Thoughts grew in size, one linking to the next.
I eventually pushed the documents I was working on aside.
“…………Neria.”
The name I suddenly called.
The girl, also working nearby, replied.
“Did you call, Master?”
She, too, seemed to have a lot on her mind.
Normally, her documents would be finished by now, but she was still only halfway through.
Beyond her clear pupils, a tremor still resided.
Indeed.
Even if she feigned indifference, it would be difficult to truly be so.
There were so many complexly intertwined past events.
I set down my pen and spoke.
“Would it be alright for a moment?”
“No problem. Is there anything you need?”
“Nothing special… I just wanted to have a short chat.”
“A chat, you say…?”
“In today’s case, it would be old stories, wouldn't it? I’m thinking a lot about what happened in the kingdom… and you’re the only person I can share those memories with.”
“I would like that… Master, if you would be with me, whatever it may be.”
“Those are kind words.”
After a brief hesitation, the silver-haired girl nodded.
I responded to her unchanging loyalty with a smile.
The words I murmured, flowing like a stream, contained old memories.
“Huhu… Where should I begin?”
The beginning was winter.
The memory of when I first found meaning in this world.

        
            At that time, I was spending a terribly lonely season.

Several months had passed since I was suddenly drawn into this world. The fate of 'possession', thrust upon me without a moment's preparation, was nothing short of bewildering.

Perhaps it was what people commonly called a trick of fate, or the execution of destiny, I couldn't say for sure, but what was certain was that there was no way back.

Ultimately, to survive, I had to keep struggling in my own way.

"What role... could they want from me?"

A world on the brink of destruction.

If so.

The ending that needed to be changed was crystal clear.

It might have been an interpretation born purely from my own desires, but I resolved to live by that uncertain calling.

It was for that reason that I stepped into the uncertain thorn-bush.

The choice marked the beginning of a fierce life.

The Usurpation War.

It was the event closest to the time I was possessed, and an event I absolutely had to intervene in, considering the original story's future.

A power struggle among criminal organizations vying to swallow the underworld.

However, to simply label it a mere struggle would be inaccurate, as it was a massive affair capable of shaking even the empire's political landscape.

Countless names clashed purely out of greed, influencing even the original story's narrative.

Starting with the [Monarch] who had dominated the empire's hidden side until now, there were also magnates from the underworld challenging that ruler's throne, as well as countless criminal organizations staining the dark corners with violence.

A world teeming with scum needed a cleanup.

Originally.

This war was not supposed to end for another five years. The sweetness of ambition bordered on madness.

Violence and plunder transform frail humans into devils, pushing them towards a seemingly endless hell. People fasten the leash of sin around their necks, solely for the sake of a better life.

It's profoundly adult-like.

"...I have to stop it."

A world blazing red with blood and fire. Relentless, gruesome slaughter.

Those who became corpses, crushed beneath the barrage of arrows, and the barbarians who stood on rotten flesh yet grinned vilely.

It was a tragedy, or perhaps a comedy, that starkly encapsulated the meaning of rock bottom.

Yet, even in such a situation, the ones who cried the most sorrowfully... were those who harbored no sin whatsoever.

My very first step had to be towards their salvation.

Of course.

The primary objective was to prevent destruction.

Because in the original story, it was the root of tragedy. The prolonged war progressively festered the empire's hidden side, eventually becoming so chaotic that even the imperial family couldn't control it.

To make matters worse, even dark mages joined hands with the underworld.

In this world, the Usurpation War was...

An event tantamount to the source of all evil.

"Moreover... I also had to find it before it awakened."

It.

The first trigger that would plunge this world into ruin. Dealing with the future calamity in advance.

With those thoughts, I left my comfortable mansion and stepped out into the dirtiest depths.

Back then, I couldn't think of any better way.

Because there was nowhere to rely on.

Suddenly.

Abandoned in a lonely world, I...

Was bewildered by the life given to me once more, hesitated to live, then was struck by regret, and finally chose to move forward.

With the resolve that this was truly the last game.

Forgetting you.

"I'm leaving now."

The mansion where no reply came.

The hardships of a possessed person living as someone else—such things didn't apply to me.

Nor did I need to deceive the relationships this body had accumulated.

After all, the family didn't care about me.

No.

To be precise, it was closer to treating me as if I didn't exist.

The few months spent in the mansion felt like a cold season. Aside from minimal interactions like meals and washing, no one showed any interest or affection towards this body.

Even if I disappeared for over a week, there was no attempt to find me.

It felt like a dollhouse, where everything was made of lies.

"What kind of life... did Yuda live, I wonder?"

The hidden side of the traitor that I hadn't known until then.

At the time, I did question it, but it was a question I soon erased from my mind.

Because the storm approaching before my eyes was overwhelming enough.

And so.

I walked into the storm.

"Pant, pant!"

A war I plunged into blindly.

From that day on, it was a continuous stretch of pain and intensity. Because I was engulfed in a terrible stench of blood.

I was alone.

Wielding a power I was not yet accustomed to, I killed the scum strewn across the streets, hid to evade pursuit at night, liberated suffering people, and thus moved forward.

The first time I was covered in someone else's blood, it was sticky and lukewarm. There were days when I threw up repeatedly.

But.

To survive, I couldn't hesitate even a little.

At the time, even my lies weren't as potent as they are now, so when my strength waned, I would hide in places like sewers.

It was a backdrop of terrible stench, but I wasn't in a position to be picky.

"Ugh... cough!"

That was the principle that held true in the underworld.

The bottom was a place that exterminated the pure and true, where only those who abandoned their dignity and qualifications could survive.

In the world, there's a name for those who persist so wretchedly.

None other than 'scum'.

We were junk piled up in a landfill. Killing each other, stealing, chasing, trampling... we repeatedly went underground using all sorts of adult methods.

As if betting on who could drag the other down further.

I was no different.

Under the pretext of rooting out evil, I cloaked myself in evil no different from theirs.

That's why I didn't like the memories of that time.

"...Should I just give up everything?"

The anguish I occasionally harbored.

The adult world, which I thought I had grown accustomed to in my previous life, constantly ensnared me, as if proving there was no limit to its ugliness.

To the extent that even the last vestiges of my pure heart were completely devoured.

I merely repeated the cold war.

"The bleeding won't stop... Do I need to stitch it up again, like last time?"

Sometimes, I was lonely.

Leaning against a corner in the sewer, mending my tattered body by hand, I would suddenly suffer from an unfillable sense of loss.

Yet, in that emptiness, I shed no tears.

Was it because my emotions had dried up?

Life only continued to grow colder.

Nevertheless.

Time passed.

I single-handedly cleaned up the criminal organizations rooted in the underworld, erasing one by one the seeds that could cause harm in the future from the story.

The situation died down into a faint flicker, without a chance to be gripped by madness.

Though in the original story, the war had dragged on for a staggering five years.

I was able to conclude the [Usurpation War] in less than three months.

It was the reward for my ferocity.

"Pant, pant..."

Heavy breaths.

Only after dealing with all the parasitic forces in the underworld was I finally able to dismantle the last remaining [Kingdom].

That 'Kingdom' referred to the territory ruled by the Monarch.

The white-haired old man spat out a mouthful of blood.

"Cough...!"

The person who had given me the most trouble during the war. Possessing not only a vast influence spanning continents, but also overwhelming individual power, and cunning schemes that repeatedly brought opponents down.

He was indeed a person worthy of being called the unofficial strongest.

Although he ultimately fell.

"It's over now."

Around us, the aftermath of the fierce battle remained. The brutally shattered castle and street scenery.

The old man was kneeling, his appearance tattered. His body was thoroughly drenched in blood, his once neat attire had become rags, and his severed right arm lay rolling on the ground.

In particular, his left chest was pierced by a sword.

I stood with my sword impaled in the old man's heart. A faint pulse was transmitted to my fingertips.

"Don't struggle needlessly."

"Yes... So, this is how it ends, after all."

The old man mumbled. It was a reaction of resignation, sensing the end.

I calmly gazed at him. Though his body was a miserable mess of blood and gore, I, too, was equally battered.

Because even simply breathing was agonizing. Moreover, with my energy already bottoming out, even light first aid was difficult.

I simply clenched my teeth and swallowed the pain.

"The arduous Usurpation War concludes today."

"How does it feel? The sentiment of a victor left alone at the end of all wars...?"

"...It's empty."

I replied quietly.

Blood soaked my hands.

The boundary between life and death that I had drawn was simple. I destroyed the factions that aided the cultists in the original story, and merely suppressed those that didn't, to the point where recovery would be difficult for them.

The reason I didn't kill the old man before me now was also the same.

Because he was one of the few figures in the underworld who hadn't joined hands with the dark mages. Whether he simply found their sinister power annoying, or if it was due to memories from his past, I had no way of knowing, but in any case, I thought he would be a valuable asset if kept alive.

I slowly pulled out the sword embedded in the Monarch's heart.

*A grating scrape.*

As the sword was pulled out, the hole in his chest instantly closed up. I had restored it to its original state.

However.

"This is not mercy."

Within his heart, a magic woven from lies remained. A spell implanted to prevent him from acting independently.

It was a magic that would immediately explode if I merely uttered the activation phrase. It was also designed to activate if my own life activities ceased, so the opponent couldn't preemptively strike either.

The old man seemed to sense the spell constricting his heart. A tired laugh escaped him.

"Heh-heh... So you're letting me live, after all. You really are interesting, aren't you?"

The old man, still kneeling, spoke. His aged eyes held a depth so profound it sent shivers down my spine.

I replied.

"From now on, you are a puppet."

"'A puppet' as in...?"

"If you do not follow the commands I issue, I will immediately take your heart."

"Are you proposing a deal?"

"It means you must pay the price."

"There's no right to refuse, is there...? For a loser, it's the rule to submit to their fate."

"A wise decision."

"More than that, it's a shame. I almost won, you know. Lost by a hair's breadth."

"You truly were terrifyingly strong."

That was true. I, too, had barely escaped death several times and exhausted my power to the limit before I could pierce the old man's heart.

If I had erred even slightly, defeat would have been mine.

I exhaled a pained breath. The old man looked up at me and asked.

"Victor... In the name of this fitting war, is there anything else you desire?"

"Of course there is."

I answered without hesitation.

That's because.

It had been my top priority ever since I plunged into the underworld.

I spoke of the seed of destruction.

"The hidden force you've kept until now... the last member of your Royal Guard."

The Monarch's Royal Guard, comprised of five.

However.

Only four had revealed themselves in the war. The remaining one must be in the underground prison.

A monster he wanted to keep by his side due to its overwhelming talent for slaughter, but had locked away from the world because of its uncontrollable power.

I spoke of the slaughtering demon the Monarch had kept hidden until now.

"The unruly one. I must take her."

"...Hmph."

A laugh that seemed to indicate utter disbelief. The old man mumbled, his eyes blank.

"I kept that a thorough secret... but you always seem to read my mind. As if you know the future."

"So, your answer?"

"Does it matter?"

The Monarch nodded, as if to say it was settled.

"Do as you please."

The old man obediently gave the coordinates. It was a prison in a secluded location.

As soon as I confirmed the information, I turned my back. My faltering steps moved away from the ruined throne, leaving behind the scene of the underworld where the war had ended.

Now it was time for the boy to meet the seed of destruction.

Coincidentally.

The season was just beginning to turn to winter.

The coldest winter, at that.

***

Three days and more of wandering.

After roaming through desolate landscapes, what I found was none other than an underground prison hidden within ruins.

I approached, still dragging my legs, which ached with muscle pain. Normally, it wouldn't have been a distance that took this long, but my movements were sluggish, likely due to my exhausted body.

It seemed I would have to devise a simpler way to travel from now on.

'Now that I think of it... was it 'Bul-ui'?'

Wouldn't it be convenient to have such a space-type ability user? I should try to find one later.

Pushing aside unnecessary thoughts, I headed for the basement. At the end of the long staircase appeared the scene of a prison, with thick iron bars packed tightly together.

Around it, devices that slowed mana were also operating.

I immediately sensed that I had found the right place.

*Clink.*

A faint sign of a human presence could be heard beyond the iron bars. Soon, a faint voice echoed.

"Who...?"

A shadow emerged. Despite the deep darkness, a girl with dazzling silver hair was there. Several layers of chains were wrapped around her arms and legs.

"We finally meet."

I observed her. Her original appearance was beyond beautiful, but traces of violence remained in various places.

It seemed the Monarch had suppressed her for control. Seeing her face, scratched in places and bruised blue, I would suddenly recall my previous life, which I had forgotten for a while.

Because even as a child, I had to suffer from violent parents.

Perhaps I was just needlessly superimposing the images.

"I've come to take you."

"......?"

I slowly extended my hand through the iron bars. What I received in return was a wary gaze.

Ignoring it, I spoke with a smile. It was a soft, encompassing tone.

"Don't you need a name?"

A somewhat unexpected question.

That was the beginning of our two paths.

        
            Disloyalty.

The last member of the Imperial Guards assisting the Monarch, and the seed of disaster that would hasten the world's destruction.

Not much information was revealed in the settings, but by combining various pieces of information and making deductions, it was as follows.

It was a star.

A star that shone dazzlingly in the night sky.

However.

'Dangerous.'

The problem was that it couldn't be controlled.

A body inherently imbued with starlight. Perhaps it was the ultimate consequence of power that couldn't be wielded responsibly. The brilliant colors the girl possessed weren't a blessing, but a curse that ruined her life. Light became nothing but tragedy.

'The child chosen by the star.'

The girl had stood out since she was young.

The authority to arbitrarily borrow the power of the stars. While countless geniuses had hit walls and despaired, with only a select few ever reaching the stars, the girl was born holding such a star within her from birth. Even looking through the continent's history, there was no precedent for such a birth. She was, quite literally, a constitution loved by the stars.

However.

She was too young to handle such immense power. The ability she gained at an age when her body, mind, and heart were not yet fully developed would frequently cause her to rampage, burning the surrounding area white. Because of this, only a white wasteland remained wherever the girl stayed.

It was no blessing. It was merely a terrible curse, cloaked in the name of love. A fate thrust upon her against her will strangled her.

-It hurts. I want to stop. I'm scared. My body feels like it's burning. Get out of my body.

Despite such pleas, the star's ferocity continued.

The girl eventually had to resign herself. At the time, she was merely 10 years old. Two villages where she had stayed had burned down, and dozens of people had died or been injured. The silver-haired monster trembled amidst the ashes of what she had burned. It was a particularly harsh winter, with heavy blizzards.

Right at that moment.

Someone extended a hand to the girl.

-Interesting... she'll be useful in many ways.

It was none other than the Monarch.

The old man recognized the girl's power of slaughter and sought to make her the last member of the Royal Imperial Guards.

From then on, the monster's life plunged into a full-blown hell. The Monarch repeatedly subjected her to violence and brainwashing, attempting to tame her, but the star's power was not something that could be refined simply by suppression. Ultimately, the girl, having made no progress, was confined deep underground. Devices to suppress her rampages, thousands of mana-vacuuming scrolls, and chains restraining her limbs bound the monster. The girl's fate was utterly helpless.

Subsequently.

Years passed relentlessly. The monster's confinement continued for over 13 years, and the continuous abuse and brainwashing during that time broke her. There was no longer any meaning left in her life. Only despair that tormented herself, and a terrible reality existed.

Eventually, the girl, having accepted hatred, resentment, and pain... finally awakened with a desperate scream, unleashing her final rampage of life. The fully exploding starlight pierced through the underground and incinerated the empire.

Blaze!

As if returning the pain she had received directly to the world. Burning. Burning. Burning again. She dyed every landscape she cursed white.

Thanks to this, the 'Usurpation War,' which had not ended by then, concluded in an instant. The suddenly raging starlight had consumed everything. The Monarch who had tried to tame the girl, the administrators who had attempted brainwashing with endless torture, other criminal organizations involved in the war, and even the innocent residents at the bottom.

All were cleanly erased from the map.

-Disappear, all of you.

The star's burning continued endlessly. Only after reducing 10% of the empire's territory entirely to ash was the girl stopped by the continental alliance, including the protagonist's party. Dozens of swords and myriad spells pierced holes in her slender body.

At the moment she exhaled her last breath. Tears streamed down the monster's cheeks.

-This power... I never even wished for it from the beginning. -Why did the star choose me? -Why did that damned star have to be me?

Her silver pupils lost their light along with futile resentment. Around her, only the remnants of the girl, shattered, fluttered in the winter wind.

Was authority truly a blessing? Or was it merely a curse to satisfy a god's greed? It was an episode that made one think in many ways. There were also many evaluations that it was quite fresh. Usually, the 'star's choice' is expressed as an unparalleled blessing in life, or an ideal of miracles, but in this narrative, it highlighted how such merciless power instead brought misfortune.

Anyway.

Even with time, it was a vivid story. The episode itself left a powerful impression, and especially because the girl was one of the most unfortunate characters in the work. Because of this, she was often mentioned when uploading information videos. About the monster of the stars.

'Such a monster... is now right in front of me.'

I gently gazed at the girl before me. Long, flowing silver hair. Her unfocused eyes showed no light. Traces of torture remained across her pale skin, and dozens of hoses were inserted, periodically administering sedatives. Chains coated with magic were tightly wrapped around her arms and legs.

It was a terrible sight.

"I had expected it, but..."

Reality was more horrific than a mere human's imagination.

I lightly moved my hand. *Slice.* The iron cage that imprisoned the girl. I cut through the thick pillars as if they were tofu, then removed the devices and restraints that suppressed her slender body. My touch became cautious, wondering if it might hurt her. The girl merely sent a helpless gaze without any particular resistance.

*Clank...* As I removed the last remaining chain, the girl, who had been hanging from the wall, collapsed. I caught her body so it wouldn't hit the floor. The weight in my arms was light. It felt as if there was nothing but bones. Indeed. In that harsh life, she probably wasn't even properly fed. I supported the staggering girl.

"Please stay still. Absolute stability is needed right now."

Traces of violence endured over a long period. There were many scars that made me frown just by looking at them. I swiftly picked up the girl, whose consciousness was hazy.

"From today, I will be responsible for your well-being."

"Responsible...?"

"Your new master."

You might wonder. Why I would extend a hand instead of a sword, even when faced with the seed of a future disaster. Of course, if it were a wise choice, killing her right here might be better. After all, my objective was to prevent destruction from the start.

However.

I found myself hesitating for no reason. My opponent was still a girl. Her rooting as a disaster was a future more than five years away. I questioned whether it was truly justified to kill a helpless lamb based on an uncertain future. Although I had rolled around in the depths and taken on evil during that time. It didn't mean the loss of my humanity. I withdrew my killing intent. Instead. I wrapped the injured monster in a faint warmth. I decided to observe for now.

"Shall we get out of here first?"

My steps slowly moved away. As I was heading out of the iron cage, someone grabbed my sleeve. It was none other than the girl in my arms. Her trembling gaze seemed to fear release from her confinement. Her already hoarse voice spread into the cool air.

"No... if I go out."

"What's the reason?"

"If I go outside, someone else will get hurt. That's why he said I had to stay here..."

"Who told you that?"

"......The man."

By 'the man,' she must mean the Monarch. Was it the result of prolonged brainwashing and abuse? The girl seemed to fear the outside world. No... more precisely, she feared others being hurt by her existence. Had they trained her not to escape?

"It's alright."

In truth, the Monarch's words weren't entirely wrong. He had merely instilled extreme fear. There was no denying that she was a ticking time bomb that could explode at any moment. This problem could be resolved on my end. It might be difficult since her ability usage was still clumsy, but it seemed possible to quell her rampages as they occurred. Although it would be a taxing task, requiring daily management. I simply smiled.

"You'll be fine with me."

"......?"

A look of incomprehension. Such conversations could be had later. For now, I resumed my stopped steps.

"Do you have a name?"

"Disloyal..."

"That's a name you'll discard from now on. If there's nothing else, it would be good to make a new one."

From today, I will give you a name. I gave her, who had only been referred to as a monster until now, a serene designation. That was.

"Neria... Neria Lightni."

Her current name.

Seven letters, referring to her life for the first time.

"Shall we go, Miss Neria?"

"......"

No particular response came back. I considered even that a memory and simply walked out of the iron cage. Outside, white snowflakes were fluttering.

        
            Life always presented the problem of where to stay.
Whether that meant a physical dwelling or a psychological nest.
For people, the concept of home was perhaps second only to people themselves in importance.
We bought a mansion nearby and settled in appropriately.
Before, I had only snatched sleep in the bottom of a sewer, but now that there was someone I had to look after, I couldn't continue such a life.
Fortunately, thanks to various things I extracted from the monarch, there was no shortage of funds.
It was the first home I had ever owned.
We stayed there.

To be honest, the girl resisted, saying she wouldn't go, but once she was in my hands, she had no choice but to be dragged along.
Perhaps her fear of the outside was still severe.
Even as we walked down the street, I could see her complexion had turned deathly pale.
She had experienced losing control several times before, and at the end of it, someone had even died or been injured, so it wasn't strange for a young girl to be afraid of herself.
Would her existence hurt others?
The fear learned from this compulsion made her reject others.
I was the same.

"Neria Yang."
The girl would not open her heart at all.
She didn't answer when I called her name, and if I tried to approach, she would run into a corner.
It felt like looking at a cat with its guard raised high.
A deeply wounded cat.

"······."
At first, it was hard to even hear her voice.
Because she didn't open her mouth at all.
It seemed she wasn't ready to accept a new life.
I gave the girl a warm bed, good food, and soft clothes, but she seemed to be uncomfortable with the unfamiliar kindness.
She would even sleep on the floor every time, saying the soft bed was awkward.
The sudden peace that came felt only precarious.
Her physical condition was just as serious.
Traces of violence remained clearly everywhere, and among them were parts that were severely festering and decaying.
Moreover, perhaps due to her body containing starlight, she frequently had high fevers.
Almost every night.

"Heavy breathing!"
The girl was sweating cold sweat with rough breaths.
On dawns when someone would painfully sob, I had to stay up all night beside the monster, whose fever was burning hot.
I stayed by her side.

I knew it was difficult.
The curse she had lived with since childhood, a life ruined by unwanted power, and the nightmares of suppressed abuse and brainwashing.
The wounds accumulated over her past life couldn't heal all at once.
I approached slowly, with patience.
For the girl who was still crying, by forgiving the wandering guilt.
I simply stayed.

"I'm right here beside you."
"It hurts... Stop, please, I'm sorry, forgive me..."
"No one is blaming you for anything."
"Stay back, I, everyone will die because of me... It hurts, I, I want to stop."
"No one will die now. You're just having a nightmare. Try to take a deep breath calmly, following me."
"A choked gasp, then a sigh."
"You're doing well."

Taming means,
It is like the process of becoming accustomed to each other.
Rather than hastily closing the distance, it is to watch from a distance, bestow only enough kindness to convey good intentions, and gradually increase the frequency of being within sight.
So that the other person can accept the unfamiliar stranger who has entered their world.

"Neria Yang."
"······."
"If you're so wary, I get hurt too, you know. Anyway, you must be hungry, right? I've brought dinner."

It's a largely forgotten concept, but the value of a relationship is inherently like that.
A process of increasing its density based on time.
People explain that the density of time doesn't always proportional to volume, but even such people couldn't deny the absolute value contained within that volume.
A relationship built up slowly and steadily, though slow, certainly brings two people closer.
Before we knew it, a thread of fate had formed between us.

"Alright  It's time for your treatment again today!"
I did my best.
I meticulously treated her wounds, and I didn't hesitate to use my power to fill in the flesh or remove the thick, layered scars.
Thanks to that, by the time a week had passed, there were no longer any scars to be found on the girl's body.
I remember the silver hair as she examined herself with surprised eyes.
I informed her that the treatment was over and smiled as if praising her.
It didn't stop there.

"Is there anything you'd like to eat? My cooking is unskillful, but I'll try to make it."
I even prepared meals myself.
She was a girl who maintained her guard constantly, but she, too, wavered before warm food.
Since she emptied her plate cleanly every time, it made me enjoy cooking.
Besides that, I looked after her sleeping arrangements, nursed her when she had a fever, and brought her a blanket when she was shivering in a corner.
The snake and the monster built up time together in that way.

"Time really flies, doesn't it?"
Time flew by like an arrow.
It had already been over a month since we had stayed together in the mansion.
The past month felt like it sped by particularly quickly.
As such,
There was a change in their relationship.
The girl still had a cold demeanor, but she no longer put up her thorns or intentionally ignored my words as before.
Now, light conversation was possible.
It was a triumph achieved through perseverance.

Chuckle.
A morning no different from any other.
As I served a meal with my still-clumsy skills, the girl sitting at the table suddenly posed a question.
It was the first time the girl had asked something since the taming began.
I paused for a moment, setting down the bowl.

"Why... are you doing all this for me?"
Lifeless pupils.
Her listless gaze blankly looked up at me.
Was the girl wondering about the warm kindness that appeared before her eyes every day... those moments?
The monster was asking about devotion.

"I've kept thinking about it, but I don't know. After all, there's nothing I can do for you."
"Hmm."
If you ask for a reason,
Well.
I don't know either.
I knew I was needlessly suffering.
I also had the awareness that I was overly devoted.
I simply...

-Oppa!
Couldn't pass by a child in pain.
The only regret I had left from my past life kept eating away at one side of my heart.
If only I had treated her better then.
If only I had stayed with her a little longer.
If only I had made her not lonely.
Perhaps it was projecting the abstract regrets etched within me onto reality.
I answered with a smile that didn't matter.

"Because you're precious."
A clumsy excuse I blurted out.
But the girl didn't seem to mind.
She merely nodded a few times and then began to scoop up the stew placed in front of her.
I slowly extended my hand and stroked her silver hair.
The girl didn't flinch for the first time.
It was a morning that passed with the soft touch of her hair beneath my fingertips.

***

The girl was curious.
About the warmth that had suddenly found its way into her life.
'Strange.'

The world had always been cold.
Without a shred of warmth.
From birth, she carried a curse in the guise of a blessing, and because of it, she was burdened with unwanted sins and tears.
For her, the world was like a ceaseless wandering without a place to stay.
It was an obvious truth.
For her existence only hurt others.
Nevertheless, the girl wanted to live.
'Cold.'

People feared her.
They called her a monster.
They threw stones, telling her to disappear.
'It hurts.'

The old man who showed interest.
The old man who called himself a monarch only intended to use the girl.
He imprisoned her in a cell where violence and brainwashing were repeated, with strange devices attached to him.
From that moment, the girl gave up on life.
She instinctively knew that this cursed fate would never end.
'Lonely.'

The world was winter.
After winter came winter, at its end, another winter, and finally, another winter.
Winter, winter, winter, and winter.
The unending seasons of cold and pain swallowed her world as a cruel blizzard.
And so, the girl had to slowly die for eight full years.
She thought no flowers would ever bloom in her world.
But.

-We finally meet.
-I've come to take you.
One day.
An unknown warmth found its way to the girl's world.

-Shall we go? Neria Yang.
A name given arbitrarily.
The boy who suddenly appeared took her out of the cage she had hidden in.
She refused to go outside because she didn't want to hurt others, but whether she liked it or not, his hand led her forcibly.
It was the first world she had ever stepped into.
The boy was warm.
He miraculously healed her festering wounds, prepared meals for her himself every day, and stayed by her side when she suffered from high fevers in the early morning.
As time passed, the girl's sharp defenses gradually softened.
At the same time, she began to wonder.
Because it was the first act of goodwill she had ever received in her life.
It was closer to curiosity about the unknown.

"Why... are you doing all this for me?"
So she asked.
Everyone else in the world hated her, or only intended to use or control her.
She thought life was a path full of only wounds.
Why, then, was he the only one offering her such warmth?
The girl had to know.

"There's nothing I can do for you."
A softly murmuring voice.
The answer that returned to that.
It cleanly missed all the expectations that had filled her mind.
The boy answered with a warm smile.

"Because you're precious."
Precious.
It was a difficult word to understand.
A question completely unresolved.
But the girl no longer opened her mouth.
Because if she parted her lips even a little, this dreamy moment would burst like a bubble.
The monster merely picked up her spoon.

Chuckle.
After that,
A hand gently stroked her head.
The touch of another person's skin and body heat, felt for the first time in her life, conveyed an unfamiliar sensation.
But,
Yet, it was warm.
She didn't feel like pulling away from the hand resting on the top of her head.
The girl quietly received the clumsy stroking.
'······Warm.'
For a moment,
It felt as if she had escaped winter.

***

But,
The world where stars fell was still cold to the girl.
She couldn't even wish for a fleeting moment of happiness.

"So you were here, Neria Yang."
"You..."
Against a backdrop of blood and snow swirling.
The golden-haired snake and the silver-haired monster faced each other.
Red tears streamed down the girl's cheeks.
Her delicate lips parted.

"I have one last request. If it's you, I don't think I'll regret it."
That, too, was winter.
"Kill me..."
In the ensuing sorrow,
The girl prayed for a wish for what would be her final season.

        
            The peaceful daily life continued for a while.

The two ate meals together, he meticulously healed the ugly scars that remained, and on nights plagued by high fever, he stayed by her side all night.

The familiarity they felt for each other steadily accumulated as time passed.

Now, they knew the other existed in their respective worlds.

The days they had leaned on, relied on, and supported each other had formed yet another world.

A subtle relationship was growing between the boy and the girl.

"Now... winter is slowly passing."

The season was already ending winter.

When I first met the girl, it was the beginning of winter, but before I knew it, I was already flipping the calendar to February.

That must mean we spent an intense and full period of time together.

I would often smile.

It was a smile for the blunt girl.

"How about it? Aren't you looking forward to the coming spring?"

"······Not really."

Even our stiff relationship had progressed.

Before, she never opened her mouth first, and barely managed to give a reply, but now we could have light conversations.

Perhaps it was the power of familiarity.

Perhaps because her guard against me had lowered significantly, the instances of her sensitively bristling also noticeably decreased.

Sometimes, if I stroked her while she was half-asleep, she would quietly accept it.

Of course, when she was fully awake, she would detest it and run away...

"I might be a little disappointed."

Anyway.

As the distant gap narrowed, I was getting to know the girl.

This was something I had observed over the past three months.

"Hey... aren't you tired?"

"Hmm?"

"I mean, nursing me every dawn. I thought it might be tiring to do it every day. My fever isn't just for a day or two..."

"Should I take that as worry? Or gratitude?"

"······I didn't say that much."

"Because some feelings are conveyed even without words."

"Never mind. I said something unnecessary again."

"Huhu... Neria-yang is indeed thoughtful."

"Nonsense."

The girl was fundamentally kind.

Although she was often clumsy when dealing with others, she fundamentally knew how to worry about them.

She just didn't know how to express it, but her inner self was sufficiently tender.

She was no monster.

She was just an ordinary nineteen-year-old.

An ordinary nineteen-year-old who was often lonely, sometimes timid, and tearful at night.

If one were to ask why such a girl closed her heart off from the world...

It must have been because of the curse she carried.

-No... if I go outside.

-If I go outside, someone else will get hurt. That's why I said I had to stay here...

The reason the girl tried to distance herself from others wasn't really a way to protect herself.

Rather, it was a desperate struggle to protect people from herself.

An uncontrollable, immense power.

The monster feared the harm it inflicted on others far more than the harm it received from them.

Perhaps it was due to the despair born from loss.

-Anymore, I... don't want to hurt anyone.

The girl would often toss and turn in the early hours due to guilt.

This personality was evidence of her aforementioned kindness, and the sad conviction of a nineteen-year-old who, despite being a monster, wished to retain a human heart.

I dared not fathom the thorny path that fragile being had walked.

Throughout those tattered years.

How much of herself must the girl have had to give up?

First, she abandoned happiness, then relief, and finally, within the cycle of misfortune, she even abandoned sadness and anger.

At the end of those emotions, lost one by one... only 'resentment' towards the world remained.

I would occasionally recall the girl's demise in the original story.

-Such power... I never even wished for it from the start.

-Why did the stars choose me?

The monster's truly miserable end.

Despite such a fragile mindset, how much prolonged suffering must the silver-haired girl have endured before ultimately falling into villainy and burning the world?

Whenever such thoughts arose, I would feel pity and and want to take even more care of her.

I was still weak when it came to children.

I put all my effort into helping her recover to a normal life.

It seemed I had given her every possible help.

"It's a pleasant treatment time today too!"

Among those, the most difficult task was, of course, performing the treatment.

No... could it even be called treatment?

The Star's Blessing contained within a fragile body.

To prevent that ruthless flow and the starlight's rampage, I had to periodically suppress her power.

Even this wasn't perfect, so it was no different from a temporary measure.

"Cough!"

As I concentrated with our hands clasped, suddenly a cough mixed with blood burst from my lips.

With a severe sense of nausea, I wiped away the bloodstains from my mouth.

It was always like this.

Perhaps it was due to overloading my abilities.

While performing the treatment, nosebleeds would suddenly occur, or my internal organs would be damaged as a matter of course, and in severe cases, I would even lose consciousness.

It seemed I was overexerting myself by forcibly scraping together insufficient output.

The existence of a star was truly tricky.

'Star's Blessing.'

A single proposition encompassing natural laws.

It was a power that tricky.

Until now, I had been scraping by at the bottom, twisting and deceiving various laws, but among them, starlight had a complex and precarious structure.

If rated by difficulty, it ranks among the top three even based on the present, three years later.

It was also why I couldn't take reckless action.

A star was like.

gunpowder piled next to a lighter.

If even a slight misinterpretation occurred during the process of deciphering the power, that body would inevitably be destined to shatter amidst the overwhelming paradox.

I, who was connected to the girl, would also find it difficult to remain intact.

My approach had to be cautious.

'If only I had enough output... I could boldly try to swallow the starlight.'

There was also a way to erase the natural laws themselves with lies, but.

With my output at the time, it was close to impossible.

As I had keenly felt since struggling at the bottom... what always held me back was the lack of output.

How could I explain the helplessness of being unable to execute despite possessing the potential?

To give a simple analogy... it was like knowing the perfect solution to a given problem, but being unable to write down the answer due to a lack of ink in the pen.

The lack of output was a fatal problem to that extent.

"Haa, haa... Is it a failure again this time?"

Repeated failures.

It seemed I would need to research for a while to fill out the answer sheet.

It was perfect timing, as I was greatly concerned about increasing my output.

I realized anew how formidable the original Yuda was.

That guy handled such unstable power freely, and practically played with the world's natural laws with countless lies, so his proficiency was like a gap that couldn't be easily narrowed.

I would often swallow a sigh.

"Oh dear, my sleeve is a mess."

"Are you okay...?"

As I wiped away the dark red stain from my sleeve, the girl, who had been receiving treatment, cautiously asked.

Her gaze, looking at me, held a complex wavering.

Over the past three months.

There had been a slight change in the monster's reactions as well.

When she first received treatment, she would express repulsion or a strong wariness of contact, but now she subtly seemed to care about me.

It meant she showed concern with every cough and every staggering movement.

It was a reason to believe that our distance had, to some extent, grown closer.

"Blood... it seems like too much came out."

"I did overdo it a bit."

"Does it hurt?"

"I don't feel a thing."

"Lie."

"It's true."

Kindness was hidden behind the short sentences.

I wore a faint smile.

A smile on the verge of scattering like the mist of a murky dawn.

The quiet silence neatly organized their relationship.

Soon, the girl murmured.

"I don't know."

"Hmm?"

"I don't know how to understand you. I have nothing to give you, but you keep trying to give me something."

"I think I told you the reason last time."

"That I'm precious to you... I didn't want to hear words I couldn't even understand the meaning of."

"The value of mercy comes from not seeking its meaning."

"Even though you were just spitting blood?"

"It doesn't bother me."

"······Strange person."

The girl frowned.

As if she couldn't understand my meaning, only confusion surged in her silver pupils.

I deflected her persistent gaze with a smile.

"Neria-yang."

A calmly called name.

My hand, gently extended, carefully stroked her silver hair.

The warmth of my touch left a poignant impression.

I whispered softly.

"Everything will be alright."

Before long, the girl accepted the touch as if accustomed to it.

I made a promise.

"This time, I will protect you."

The silver-haired monster.

Perhaps the first responsibility my life had taken on since falling into this world.

It was nothing less than shackles binding my heart.

"Huhu... it's getting late. Shall we tidy up and have dinner?"

"Alright."

The girl nodded.

Our winter seemed to be passing like that.

But.

Why didn't I know?

"······It's not alright at all."

The murmur that brushed past my ear.

The fact that the girl's expression was particularly dark that day.

***

The girl was spending an awkward daily life.

A coziness she couldn't get used to.

The house, her first real home in her life, stayed by her side like a sudden gift.

The peaceful daily life was more beautiful than the ideal she had hoped for.

Every day, no longer in pain.

However.

A sticky anxiety was slowly creeping up within the monster.

A thorny rope hung around her slender neck.

'Am I allowed to be here?'

Recently, the frequency of her seizures had increased.

Her control over her power was also not complete.

The high fevers that came every night grew more severe, and sometimes uncontrolled flames would leak out.

Confirming her worsening physical condition, the monster had a premonition.

The starlight was becoming violent.

As if it could rampage at any moment.

'No...'

Although the boy was suppressing her power under the name of treatment, it was merely the effect of temporarily pressing down a tightly coiled spring.

Even so, the boy would spit blood every time, perhaps from overexertion.

Though he comforted her by saying he was fine...

Whenever she saw his pale complexion, she realized what a terrible lie it was.

Because even as his vitality was fading, the boy was smiling.

'Why.'

Problems that were not fundamentally resolved gnawed at her heart.

The monster had to keep asking questions.

Even though he was covered in blood, the boy's bright eyes made the whispers beyond her memory repeat.

It was none other than a part of the brainwashing and a scar inflicted by the ruler.

-A child filled with all kinds of malice.

-You were born with the fate of misfortune, and you will surely burn everything around you to ashes.

-Please, do not wish for happiness from the outside world.

That she was a child bound by a curse.

That she shouldn't have been born.

That since she was chosen to harm others, she should not dare to wish for any happiness, warmth, or future.

As each day passed, the girl was driven further into a mental corner.

Accordingly, the starlight also became rampant.

Her body was not well.

It was clear that a major incident would surely occur if things continued like this.

Suffering from distress, the girl asked.

'What am I doing?'

She didn't know when a rampage might occur, yet was it alright to live so thoughtlessly?

She had already committed countless sins with these hands.

How dare a monster like her.

Had she become too intoxicated by this warmth?

Until now, that person had painstakingly stopped it, but could they continue to maintain this peace in the future?

As the starlight's backflow intensified, she felt her reason waver.

Perhaps.

Everything will burn down again this time?

The girl was deeply uneasy.

-Neria-yang. Everything will be alright.

No.

Nothing was alright.

She was incredibly uneasy.

'Strange person.'

It was because of you.

Because you existed, she couldn't erase this anxiety.

The person who found her even in darkness.

The kindness she had received, the warmth that had melted her body, the unbelievable devotion, and even your noble, noble presence.

Despite receiving all those miracles, she feared that she might harm you.

Feared that she might hurt you.

Such a possibility was endlessly terrifying.

-This time, I will protect you.

However.

Even amidst her gloomy anguish, the boy only repeated that it was alright.

Rather, that assertion shattered her heart.

'It can't possibly be alright.'

She had yearned for the word 'stability' so much, but now, ironically, it was killing the girl.

The reality was more painful than the cruel tortures she had endured until now.

The warmth she had held for the first time...

More than she had imagined.

So much better.

She felt like she might suddenly cry, saying she didn't want to lose it.

And at the same time, she feared she would break that warmth.

She hated that.

'I'm scared.'

She was scared of herself.

She hated hurting another person.

Despite having a clear will, the fact that she couldn't escape her fate in the end, the scene of the world turning white after being consumed by starlight—the girl detested it to the point of disgust.

Such obsession and fear gnawed at the flower's insides like a parasite.

A mental state as precarious as standing on the edge of a cliff.

Ultimately.

"Pant, pant...!"

The girl ended up running away.

To distance herself from the only warmth she had, to once again confine herself in that terrible, deep basement, her pathetic steps stumbled out of the mansion.

The fierce wind swallowed her silver hair.

Whoosh-!

A biting landscape.

Was even the ending winter throwing stones at the monster?

A blizzard, unforecasted, was raging.

Despite the weather roughly slapping her cheeks, the girl ran across the snow-covered plains.

Perhaps because her tension had eased, the suppressed starlight slowly seeped out.

A hot aura spread around her.

Drip, drip-.

The light falling like dew contained the star's power.

The girl staggered without a moment to care.

'Why... am I.'

A question that quickly scattered.

As she stumbled several times on the difficult snowy path, hatred for her fate slowly boiled up within her.

Flames sparked here and there along her tightly clenched fist.

'Why did it have to be me?'

Such power... I never even wished for it from the start.

Why did the stars choose her?

Why did that damned star have to choose her?

She was born bearing a cursed fate.

She hadn't even prayed for other wishes; all she desired was the ordinary life of ordinary people.

Even that boring peacefulness, the girl yearned and yearned to have.

But.

'I didn't ask for much.'

All that returned from her yearning was a bitter scoff.

Resentment was visible in the surging starlight.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

The girl chewed on that lukewarm warmth and murmured.

It was a single phrase that melted away all her resignation.

"······Maybe I should just die."

She had lived a long time bearing the curse, but she no longer had the courage to move forward.

Perhaps it was because she had already come to know warmth.

The basement, where she had lived for half her life as if it were her home, felt particularly terrifying.

Rather than returning there, she felt it would be better to tie a knot on her cold life now, while a little warmth still remained.

The girl stopped walking.

'Yes...'

Let's die.

Let's just die.

If she continued to live like this, she would only be buried in darkness again, so she might as well let go now.

Her slender fingers pulled out something she had strapped to her waist.

It was a dagger.

More precisely, a symbol of this life.

The girl gripped the hilt tightly.

-Take it... This is your fate from now on.

-You were born bearing the starlight that will aim at others, so from now on, do not forget that this sword is your negativity.

-You will follow your destined fate and become a beast of terrible hatred.

The ruler had given her the dagger along with those words.

Since the day the brainwashing and torture began, the girl had lived carrying a dagger of negativity.

Clang-.

Now was the moment to end all her life with her own negativity.

As a test, she traced her right cheek.

Perhaps because the starlight was transmitted, a high temperature coated its surface.

Sizzle... As she brought the boiling surface close to her pure white skin, with the sound of flesh cooking, a flower bloomed on her small face.

Her brow furrowed at the burn etched like a brand.

It was a terrible pain.

"Ah... Ugh, sniffle..."

Her groans mixed with sobs.

It was painful, but.

For the liberation that lay beyond it, she did not stop her hand.

With the sharply raised tip, she prayed.

'Please.'

That at this end, there would be complete peace.

That she might enter an eternal sleep where she would neither inflict nor suffer any more wounds.

Now the girl aimed the sword at her own neck.

Tears falling drip by drip.

This was the end.

The final act for a destiny that had become a curse rather than a blessing.

The demise of the monster who rightly should have died.

The starlight contained within the sword glittered with peculiar brilliance.

Holding a dazzlingly beautiful scene in her hand, the girl was committing the final murder of her life.

The blade bared its teeth.

Just before death finally pierced her fragile breath.

Thud-!

There was a hand blocking the execution.

A palm suddenly appeared before her, holding the dagger while grasping the girl's swaying body.

Through the swirling blizzard, dull golden hair was visible.

Following that, a call reached her ear.

"So this is where you were, Neria-yang."

"You...?"

Beyond her open eyelids.

Those half-opened white eyes were gazing at the girl.

        
            It was a common story.

The story of a girl who lived her entire life in darkness, seeing light for the first time, but becoming scared by the unfamiliar comfort and running away.

It was a paradox of misfortune.

Even while shedding tears, saying they don't want to be unhappy, in the end, they return to the most familiar misfortune.

Because in a wandering life, that sorrow was the only thing that became a home.

A life trapped in its own patterns.

The girl in front of me was no different.

"So you were here, Neria."

"You...?"

Silver hair fluttering in the fierce wind.

Starlight shimmering around her.

Cheeks with blood and tears trickling down, and a large wound on her right face.

Her clear eyes stared blankly in this direction.

"I'm not too late."

I said, as if responding to that gaze.

I realized the girl had disappeared and chased after her, but at least I could stop her before things escalated to the worst.

From the palm that had hastily covered the dagger, the sound of flesh burning leaked out.

The iron's temperature, fully imbued with starlight.

Even so, she met my eyes without any sign of pain.

"Do you know how worried I was?"

The girl made a complicated expression at my teasing scolding.

Her lips, holding silence for a moment, soon murmured with a hoarse voice.

"...So you chased me. Even through this terrible blizzard."

"Because I promised to take responsibility."

"Right..."

You are that kind of person.

The girl gave a resigned smile with a strange atmosphere.

Her calm voice instead revealed resignation.

"That's why I left you."

Because you were too good of a person.

The warmth and kindness you casually offered, your devotion to become a home beyond misfortune, were too much and too heavy for a mere monster from the bottom.

Because this cursed fate seemed like it would hurt even you.

I decided to leave your side on my own accord.

"This is my choice."

"Neria."

"Still, the time I spent with you was enjoyable. So much so that I unknowingly felt a deeper thirst... But it's over now."

The futile dream shattered into pieces.

A smile still lingered on her lips.

The girl seemed to have made a decision while wandering in the blizzard.

Her faint warmth declared its end towards me.

"Listen. I have one last request."

Her silver eyes especially lacked vitality.

She was a flower on the verge of breaking.

"Kill me."

It was a plea for death.

Her expression, showing even a hint of relief, was crumbling fleetingly.

The starlight spread around became increasingly vivid.

"I'm tired now."

The girl didn't want to become a monster.

She didn't want to hurt others, nor did she want to tremble in loneliness and darkness forever.

The choice she ultimately made was, once again, an escape to misfortune.

Towards the most familiar home.

"So that I don't become a monster, before that happens... kill me with your own hands."

"......"

"If it's you, I don't think I'll regret it."

I couldn't give any answer.

Tears flowing down along the wounds.

Because I felt crushed by that atmosphere.

Perhaps interpreting my prolonged silence as acceptance, the girl slowly moved the dagger they were holding together.

The still-hot blade was aimed at her delicate neck.

She didn't apply any force.

As if.

She was asking me to stab her.

It was truly malicious.

"My body will soon go berserk. I tried my best to suppress it, but now I can feel my reason fading."

*Flare!*

Was it as if those words became a signal?

Her condition truly began to worsen.

The light surrounding her glowed all at once, and the power originating from the stars began to spew forth one by one.

As the landscape was gradually covered in high heat, even the weather faded.

Her eyes gently closed, as if to emphasize.

"If you don't kill me... this entire area will be swept away by starlight."

Warning words.

Meaning that if she wasn't killed here, more people would die.

As if to prove her words, the light's resistance intensified.

Flashes of light surged like thousands of thorns, piercing into my skin.

The pain of my flesh burning in real time was not pleasant.

I bowed my head.

"Please."

A fervent wish echoing in my ears.

Chewing over the texture felt from her words, I recalled myself.

It was the time I had spent with the girl.

-Why... are you doing this much for me?

I quietly recalled that question.

At the time, I had vaguely glossed over it, but this time, I had to conclude that question.

Even as I became increasingly covered in blood, I continued my contemplation.

As if reflecting on myself.

'Why... is this?'

Why had I dedicated myself so much?

The other person was merely an extra.

And a seed of disaster that would completely burn one-tenth of the continent in the future.

What was the reason for bestowing peace upon such a monster?

'Well.'

Perhaps.

Because the sensation of caring for another person was too long ago.

Because that faint warmth was especially poignant.

She was clearly a girl who had nothing in common with my younger sister, but whenever I dealt with her, the mourning I had left in the depths of my memory surfaced.

In a single withered flower lived a heart that I couldn't bring myself to burn.

I smiled faintly.

'I, you.'

That child in you.

Or perhaps I saw myself superimposed.

Completely abandoned by the world, despairing at unintentional misfortune, desperately trying to live nonetheless, but facing merciless unreasonableness too brutal for childish will, love fleetingly lost, having nowhere to lean on, we, whose very words that formed us had shattered, leaving only me behind in that winter, the snow, the breath, the farewell, and like you now, there were children trembling in the cold.

That's why I couldn't pass by a monster like you.

Even though you were a seed of disaster, I couldn't kill you.

Because I thought every single scar remaining on that being resembled us.

I wished that we, back then, could have been completely happy.

'A personal desire.'

The devotion I offered was based on such selfishness.

It was hypocritical compassion, carried out by prioritizing myself over others, because the reflection of myself beyond the mirror kept bothering me.

I didn't feel ashamed of it.

I merely wanted it to be absolution for supporting your pain.

I wished you wouldn't hate the self reflected in the mirror.

I wished you wouldn't resign from your life, which resembled mine, and would continue to breathe that fragile breath.

Though it was a somewhat selfish desire.

Even so, I.

"Neria."

I wanted you to live.

"I told you it would be alright."

I released the hand holding the dagger.

The silver blade falling to the floor.

At the same time, giving her no chance to react, I opened my arms and embraced her frail body.

The violent starlight raged, as if intending to swallow us whole.

Even so, I didn't let go.

'Just as I tamed you... you also tamed me.'

The responsibility of taming isn't borne by just one side.

Since we formed a relationship together.

We must strive without placing one above the other in that regard.

Therefore, I did not allow your escape.

Because just as I took responsibility for you from misfortune, you also had a duty to take responsibility for me from loneliness.

Holding onto her faint breath, I slowly let a lie permeate.

It was the fulfillment of responsibility.

"It's alright if you don't hurt anymore."

Being cut, pierced, burned.

Responsibility is painful.

If there's a reason I didn't turn my back on this pitiful girl.

It was simply.

"Let's go home together."

To the hurting you.

With the desire to offer comfort.

***

"Please."

The girl was waiting for death.

The very end of a life finally reached.

There was no regret in the choice she had made.

Because this was the best for everyone.

A story where even monsters find happiness, it was clear that such a fate couldn't be found no matter how much one searched.

Her gently closed eyelids blocked her tear-blurred vision.

'It's all over.'

It had been a painful time.

But.

At least for the end, it felt like she could close her eyes peacefully.

Because there was someone to tie that knot.

-I have come to pick you up.

The boy who had first taught her warmth in her life.

This was an undeservedly good ending.

The heat lingering near her neck proved the dagger's presence.

Once that sharpness completely pierced this breath, rest would come to this wretched life.

Tears flowed down.

'Still... it's a little scary.'

Her shoulders stiffened involuntarily.

She calmed her heart.

Even as all sorts of emotions mingled, the stars intensified their light.

Fear, freedom, resentment, tranquility, liberation... As she replayed all these words, waiting for the coming end.

Something enveloped the girl's body.

*Wrap!*

"I told you it would be alright."

Lukewarm body temperature.

In her reflexively open eyes, the image of the boy embracing her was reflected.

He was holding the burning starlight.

"Let's go home together."

At the continuing voice, the girl snapped back to reality.

The landscape being dyed by starlight in real time.

The monster desperately tried to pull the body clinging to her away.

Because at this rate, both of them would clearly burn up.

"What are you doing! Let go, now...!"

She had asked for death.

Not for a double suicide.

Leaving his side had been a decision made because she wished him not to be hurt, so what meaning would it have if they burned up so senselessly?

The girl struggled to push away that comfortable embrace.

But it was no use.

"You'll get caught up too! Do you want to die with me?!"

"Shh."

However.

Despite her desperate cries, the boy merely smiled.

He should clearly be in pain, but his expression was serene.

Darkness shimmered on his lightly flicking finger.

*Click!*

"Focus."

Shadows slowly enveloped the surroundings.

The pitch-black that fell like a curtain gradually obscured the brilliant starlight.

The rampaging power regained a calm flow.

An unfamiliar sensation felt at this point.

"...Ah."

The girl stopped struggling and stood still.

It felt different from the usual treatment.

The violence gradually subsiding.

It wasn't just a feeling of being suppressed; that vast power was being refined at a rapid pace.

The boy was interpreting the starlight in real time.

*Subside...*

The formula he deployed quickly permeated the starlight, neutralizing it.

The boy murmured with a weary voice.

"Fortunately... I found it. A way to seal that starlight."

Although it took three months, it's fortunate that I wasn't too late.

The light gradually faded and then completely extinguished.

The rampaging flow also returned.

No... 'returned' wasn't enough.

It vanished.

The power that had been with her her whole life was no longer felt.

It had been arbitrarily sealed.

"Im-impossible... What in the world, h-how...?"

The girl showed a confused reaction.

It was truly a miraculous situation, but the snake merely smiled mischievously as usual.

The embrace, still close to each other, was warm.

"Because I'm by your side."

Words he had promised a few days ago.

A promise to protect her.

The boy whispered into her ear.

It was the moment the curses of the past were unraveling.

"From now on, there will be no loneliness, no pain, no misfortune for you."

"......"

"I will make it so."

A voice completely vowing his life.

Like a lie.

And like a miracle.

The boy came.

"So... won't you come back?"

To embrace the lonely monster.

"To our home."

"...Ugh."

The words she had so desperately wanted to hear.

Anyone would do.

A single word of permission, saying it was okay to remain in this world, even with a fate born of such a curse.

A single word that gifted a home to her lonely self.

*Sob...*

The girl couldn't stop the tears that poured out.

Hot tears scattered drop by drop.

The meaning of those tears was no longer resignation or despair.

Only pure white ecstasy overflowed.

-Why was I born?

After seeing the light of the world.

The winter of life that had continued for nearly 20 years. It was the first spring that arrived in such a season.

Even the blizzard that seemed eternal had finally ceased.

Transparent dew dropped steadily.

The girl embraced the boy's body.

"It's warm... *sob*, so w-warm..."

Warmth.

Warmth.

Cozy comfort.

How long had she yearned for those words?

How great had that thirst been?

As if quenching a long thirst, the girl buried her face in his wide embrace.

Childlike sobs completely filled the empty snowfield.

*Ugh, sob...*

"You've endured so much."

Only the fallen dagger of denial was visible on the floor.

A single dagger of denial containing the past.

Beside that dagger, a single flower suddenly bloomed.

It seemed to signal that the long winter had ended.

What winter left behind for them.

Spring.

A single flower that bloomed from its awakening.

Even withered hearts sprouted anew, and all that pain blossomed like petals.

We.

Could live through the seasons to come.

Promising pure white hope.

And so.

Towards the future.

        
            "Indeed."

"Three years already... It feels as vivid as yesterday. Does that mean it's a precious memory?"

"I also remember it clearly."

We chatted animatedly for a while.

The conversation, which began with reminiscing about our first meeting, continued until it finally concluded after even that harsh winter blizzard had passed.

Time was already approaching morning.

We had stayed up all night, just talking.

I mumbled about the memories with a gentle smile.

"I thought Neria-yang back then was also quite nice. She used informal speech, unlike now, which made her feel more approachable."

"Because now I am the one who serves you."

The girl's expression was equally relaxed.

The process of looking back after such a long journey was as warm as cocoa held in one's hands on a cold winter's day.

We were savoring that sweetness and bitterness.

My hand gently reached out and stroked her silver hair.

Perhaps she was surprised by the sudden touch.

Her pale cheeks quickly bloomed with a youthful blush.

Yet, she quietly accepted the touch, so I would smile, feeling proud of her.

With a reaction as if melting away, her silver eyes averted their gaze.

Her lips stammered timidly.

"I-I'm sorry. My face suddenly got hot..."

"Still so shy, I see."

"...Only Master-nim can make me like this."

"Even if it's just flattery, I'm happy."

I replied playfully.

My hand, which had been exploring her hair, naturally moved down, gently caressing every part of her face, including her forehead.

Her skin fully absorbed that faint heat.

Her cheeks were already flushed, and her breathing gradually became rougher.

A beautiful scene, like falling flower petals, further affirmed our relationship.

As I traced her life through her eyes, nose, and mouth in sequence, my fingertips eventually touched a widely etched scar.

A burn mark covering the entire right side of her face.

............

Her gaze held a hint of regret.

A scar I hadn't been able to protect her from.

Mulling over my mixed emotions, I cupped that unusual texture with my palm.

Because even the wounds from winter were affection to us.

I gently lowered my head.

Then, I pressed my forehead against the girl's forehead.

Our body temperatures merged completely.

"This scar... you still don't want to erase it?"

I asked.

Because I could have fixed such a mark with a single gesture.

I had already suggested it several times.

But.

The girl always.

"I like it just the way it is."

She would shake her head.

As if even that scar was love to her.

"This is the salvation I received from you... and proof of warmth that will never disappear."

"To live, even while embracing the scar."

"Rather, I live precisely *because* I embraced the scar."

It was the truth.

Life is not a process of covering or hiding wounds, but an overcoming that comes from acceptance.

The girl intended to embrace even that terrible winter.

Only the boy was reflected in her silver pupils.

"Because right now, this scar makes me feel alive."

"Then there's nothing for it, I suppose."

She certainly was stubborn about strange things.

I let out a soft laugh.

Perhaps wanting to hold onto even that moment, the girl carefully placed her hand on top of mine.

The scar, resting in my palm, as if she were giving everything away.

Yet, when I interlaced our fingers first, her cheeks flushed.

A smile naturally spread across my face at her youthful reaction.

"I like how consistent Neria-yang is."

"Ugh..."

The girl tried hard to cool her face.

After a few deep breaths, she regained her composure and faced me again with clear eyes.

Her face, still faintly flushed, painted a picture of affection.

"Anyway... what I wanted to tell you is this."

Though it might have wavered, her expression was no longer dark.

"I am no longer bound by the past."

............

"Haven't you been worrying about it since earlier? It must be because of what happened at the kingdom today."

"I can't possibly deny that."

"If it's about encountering the monarch, I don't mind."

"Still, it must have been a painful scar."

"Master-nim."

Her voice was resolute.

Her subsequent declaration slowly bloomed into a faint smile.

"It would certainly be a lie to say it doesn't hurt... but didn't you give a new life even to a monster like this?"

Therefore.

There is no longer a reason to be bound by my old name, nor a reason to suffer in the nightmare of loneliness, nor a reason to hate myself.

Even if darkness comes, I will choose to confront it rather than shed tears.

That alone is the destiny of light.

"Because the name you gave me has become the reason for my life."

............

The name I had given the girl.

Neria Lightni.

Read in an ancient language, it meant 'the one who ignites a light'.

It was a name I had given her, hoping she would escape from eternal darkness and one day shine brightly.

For a moment, that moment shimmered.

-Don't you need a name?

Your figure, trapped behind pitch-black iron bars.

As I confirmed her eyes, which had become quite clear compared to then, I couldn't help but entertain such sentimental thoughts—that what I had done in this world had meaning.

I felt comforted.

A soft chuckle. "Huhu... when did she grow so much?"

You might think I saved you.

But in fact, it was the opposite.

Because the one who truly received salvation back then was none other than me.

To me, who had become a wreck after losing my younger sister in my previous life; to me, who had repeated my wandering after suddenly falling into this world; to me, who couldn't find a reason to live until the end; to me, who only wanted to walk dangerous paths as I had no regrets about life; to me, who had the mindset of just dying; in my winter, where everything was precarious and meaningless—

You were the first meaning in life I had found.

The responsibility of taming.

I lived with the thought that I had to take responsibility for you.

That was the calling of my possession, which had continued until now.

If it weren't for you, my winter would never have ended.

Perhaps I would have given up.

With the clumsy excuse of saving you, I had saved my silently dying self.

That's why your words of thanks were precious to me.

And so.

I gently pulled you into an embrace.

Then, I whispered.

"Please take care of me from now on, too."

"Everything for you."

You simply replied silently.

Morning had arrived.

We held onto each other's warmth as if melting into one.

In the dark room, only two people stood.

***

The next day.

Once the matters in the kingdom were settled, I boarded the carriage returning to the academy.

Even though it was a break, I had been away for two days.

"Then... I'll leave the upcoming matters to you."

"Yes, Master-nim."

The silver-haired girl came out to see me off.

I entrusted the remaining tasks to her and then departed from the streets filled with memories and the headquarters.

The rolling wheels ran towards another home.

It was like going home, I suppose.

At first, everything was unfamiliar and wondrous, but now the academy scenery had grown somewhat familiar.

While I was lost in thought for a moment, we arrived at our destination.

The first one to greet me was Foxis.

She was waiting for the carriage in front of the main gate.

"You worked hard."

"How did you know I was returning today?"

"I got a call from someone named the Vice-Captain."

"I see."

"How did the matter you went to resolve turn out?"

"It was concluded well. Shall I tell you about it if you'd like?"

"I'll hear about that later."

"Then?"

"First, there's something more urgent we need to talk about."

"Urgent talk...?"

"You'll see if you follow me."

The girl took my hand with an inexplicable remark.

While I reacted as if I didn't understand, I unthinkingly followed her guiding hand.

As we crossed the academy streets, familiar faces appeared one after another.

"Young Master-nim! We've been waiting for you!"

"Hold on, commoner...! You'll get hurt if you run like that and fall!"

The protagonist greeted me brightly.

And seemingly having waited together, the villainess revealed her presence with her usual retort.

The two of them had now become inseparable best friends.

And they weren't the only ones.

"Yes... we're here too."

"Because a certain delinquent Doctor-nim skipped his appointments."

The young prince appeared, pushing a wheelchair, and even Rose, who was scolding him from the wheelchair.

It seemed the princesses had also been waiting for my arrival.

The group, now grown to five.

As for me, my doubts only deepened.

'An urgent talk... Is it something everyone needs to discuss together?'

They weren't usually on good terms, it seemed.

Especially Foxis and Rose, they would bicker whenever their eyes met, to the point where I had to ask them to get along.

And for those two to have to put their heads together and deliberate...

Something bothered me.

'Something's off with everyone.'

The strange atmosphere that had been flowing since earlier also bothered me.

I couldn't explain it precisely... should I call it strangely clingy?

I tried to ignore the strangeness.

It must just be my imagination.

After returning from dealing with trash in the kingdom, I must have become mentally on edge.

My steps, clearing my mind of miscellaneous thoughts, led me to the dormitory with the children.

But.

'Bad premonitions usually come true.'

Approximately 30 minutes later.

We were sitting side by side in the dormitory living room.

The children subtly surrounded me.

The matter to be discussed together was as follows.

"What? A banquet?"

The upcoming Academy banquet.

It was an event celebrating the start of the new semester, and a ball where men and women participated as partners.

The topic for discussion was choosing a partner to attend the ball with.

"So... who will you choose?"

The girls looked at me with somewhat chilling gazes.

The air instantly felt heavy.

All I could do was laugh.

It was a laugh filled with awkwardness in many ways.

"H-haha..."

It felt like I had seriously stepped into something.

        
            A celebratory party held to commemorate the successful first semester of the new students and to wish them well in their future academy life.

Having been held consistently since its founding, it was a somewhat traditional event.

Students or faculty.

Anyone who was simply a member could participate in the ball.

Perhaps because it had no particular restrictions, it was quite popular among students.

After all, social activities experienced at a young age usually become special memories.

Especially for commoner students.

Originally, balls were the exclusive property of luxurious nobles, and it was generally impossible for those of lower status to even catch a glimpse, but this ball was an official event where even such children were qualified.

Was it due to the academy atmosphere that valued individual skill more than family prestige?

This policy contained the ideology of minimizing discrimination based on status and evaluating students solely by their grades.

An endlessly strict meritocracy.

This was the intention put forth by Gaston, the dean and founder.

Thanks to this, the children were allowed a wide range of experiences.

—I heard the ball is being held again this time.

—It’s my first time at a ball... I’m really looking forward to it!

—Is it already that season?

Commoner students got a glimpse into a world they hadn’t known.

Noble students enjoyed an extension of their social activities.

Faculty members, tired from work, shed their burdens, built bonds with students, and spent a short period of relaxation.

It was a time when all academy members were liberated from pressure.

The slightly excited atmosphere was not strange.

—Who are you going with as your partner?

—Hmm... I suppose I’ll go with my fiancé.

—Kyaa ! You two are so romantic!

—W-well, it’s the Gallimard Ball, after all! I guess I want to spend it with someone special...

—You’ll definitely look great together!

Of course.

External factors also contributed to the fervent popularity.

Children often enjoyed giving special meaning to things.

Especially when it came to budding love stories.

Meanings accumulated in this way would, after a suitable amount of time, settle as a legend or a superstition.

The Gallimard Ball, which boasted a long tradition, was no different.

The superstition associated with the event was:

‘The fruit of love.’

If a maiden and a virgin danced together, their love would be realized.

A good subject for fresh young minds to ponder.

To adults, it might seem like a trivial superstition, but it was precisely because they were children that they could breathe meaning into such triviality.

Whether sincere or playful, it was a notion deeply rooted among the students.

One week until the ball.

The academy was already filled with boys and girls requesting partners.

Such youthful enthusiasm was similar even among the original protagonists.

“So... who are you going to choose?”

The Fox subtly posed the question.

All eyes focused.

Girls stood nearby, exerting silent pressure.

They had been hesitant to ask, watching for the right moment, but it seemed they had discussed asking together at this opportunity.

The Snake only let out an awkward laugh.

“Ha, haha...”

Perhaps he didn't quite grasp the situation.

The boy responded awkwardly.

He wanted to answer lightly, but the chilly atmosphere made it difficult to open his mouth.

While his innocent gaze flickered between his closed eyelids, one of the girls spoke up.

The first to step forward was none other than the protagonist.

With trembling green eyes, she said, “Um... if I were to ask for such a favor, I could only think of the Young Master.”

“Miss Regia?”

“W-well, of course, it’s an presumptuous request! But I also received a ring last time... How should I say it? I thought it would be nice if you were by my side...”

“You don’t have to speak so nervously.”

“I’m sorry... my mouth isn’t moving as I want, so, th-that...”

One might say, it was just like her.

The pilot rambled for a while, then, as if defeated by himself, he dejectedly retreated.

Without a moment to comfort the girl, the villainess, who had been standing next to the protagonist, stepped forward.

She swept back her blue hair and spoke.

“Well... I just followed along, you know.”

“You did?”

“I wasn’t originally planning on attending some ball, you know? But if you really need a partner, I can go along with you.”

“For someone who says that, your face seems quite flushed.”

“Be quiet!”

“The Young Lady is also speaking of a partner.”

“Ahem, ahem... Well, you were the one who... took my first time, after all.”

“Pardon?”

Her voice grew softer and softer.

In the end, perhaps due to the lowered volume, the boy didn't hear her last remark.

Only a mumble brushed past his ears.

As he tilted his head, not understanding, Irene, who had been lingering nearby, subtly cut in.

The Fox pushed aside the villainess as if she were an obstacle and latched onto the Snake.

Her eyes were cold.

“If you can’t even speak properly, move aside.”

“W-wait, you...! How rude of you!”

“It’s stifling.”

She replied coldly and took the spot.

Beyond her dark pupils, only the blonde boy was fully reflected.

The Fox whispered.

“I’m also an option.”

“Miss Irene, too...?”

“There’s no rule that says a partner must be a student.”

“I didn’t expect you to be interested in this kind of event.”

“I’m also a girl, after all.”

The self-proclaimed girl chuckled softly.

The distance was close.

As he felt her breath graze his ear, the last person who hadn't shown herself grabbed the Snake’s sleeve.

It was none other than the young Princess, who had been quietly keeping her place.

The Princess spoke with an emotionless voice.

“I want to dance with Yuda, too.”

“Your Highness Charlotte?”

“Seeing the atmosphere, everyone was saying a word or two. Do you need some kind of pledge?”

“I don’t think it’s an issue that requires a pledge.”

“Mmm. I’ll think about it too.”

“You weren’t listening at all.”

The boy smiled wryly.

A pledge, she said.

It seemed she had gotten fixated on another outlandish idea.

Soon, the girl slowly opened her mouth.

The answer she came up with after some serious thought was enough to fluster those around her.

Not a hint of wavering lingered in her blue eyes.

“Do you want to touch my chest?”

“...?”

“As a partner pledge.”

A voice that boldly demanded the partner spot.

Naturally, the atmosphere froze.

The girls were aghast at the shocking remark.

Even the Snake, who hadn't lost his composure until the Fox’s turn, couldn't help but pinch the bridge of his nose at the Princess’s bombshell.

In the frozen time, only the person concerned tilted her head.

An innocent expression.

“.........”

Where should he even begin to point this out?

As everyone remained silent, contemplating this, Charlotte asked as if there was no problem.

It was a reaction indicating she wasn't aware of the words she had just spoken.

“Why is everyone like that?”

“.........”

“Men usually like it, they say.”

“Your Highness.”

“Yuda, you don’t?”

“I apologize, but... where did you hear such a story?”

“It was in a book Tanya was reading.”

“Good grief.”

Tanya.

The exclusive maid who had assisted the Princess sisters since childhood.

He knew she was only about fourteen... Had she gotten her hands on a forbidden book at such an early age?

The boy thought he would need to have a serious talk with her later.

“Or do you prefer another part? Like, below...”

“Please refrain from saying anything further. I might lose my head if you don’t.”

A swift halt.

He didn't want to become a madman who had insulted the Princess of a nation.

The boy steadied his dizzying thoughts.

‘She’s definitely four-dimensional.’

There was no telling where she would bounce next.

It was fortunate that she was fundamentally docile; if she had been even slightly more cheerful, she would have been a headache in many ways.

The outrageous remark.

Perhaps because she had no interest in such matters, Charlotte made her statements without hesitation.

One thing was for sure:

It was not content befitting the second most noble being in the empire.

The Snake lightly cautioned her and then took a breath.

“Phew...”

As he cleared his head for a moment, someone poked his cheek from beside him.

It was Rose, with her red hair draped down.

She had been watching the entire scene and wore a smirk that said, ‘Serves you right.’

Her uniquely sarcastic tone lightly tapped the boy.

“You’re popular.”

“It seems even I get days like this in my life.”

“You should have been more moderate in charming people, then.”

“What do you mean?”

“Always pretending not to know.”

“Humans cannot live without pretense, you know.”

“You talk well.”

Elize chuckled quietly.

With mischievously curved eyes, the girl muttered complainingly, “It’s a bit disappointing.”

“Hmm?”

“If I wasn’t stuck in this wheelchair, I would have contributed to your troubles.”

“.........Your Highness.”

“With this body, I can’t even stand on my own.”

A somewhat melancholic atmosphere.

It was the shackles left by her illness.

The boy subtly extended his hand and took Rose’s hand.

And then he conveyed a word of certainty.

“I will surely cure you.”

The Snake had been constantly researching methods.

How to decipher the curse without causing strain on her body, without any after-effects.

It was an illness with many unsettling aspects if treated recklessly.

Since he had heard that the translation of the data submitted to the headquarters last time was nearing completion, it seemed he would be able to uncover the secret of the curse in the near future.

The boy extended his pinky finger towards the subtly shadowed girl.

It was a promise.

“If the opportunity arises again next time... you will be able to stroll freely through the hall.”

“It’s not like I doubted my physician, you know.”

“I speak on my life.”

“You really are something... to say you’ve never charmed anyone like this.”

Rose grumbled as she linked fingers.

The somewhat heavy air also brightened.

The girl, seemingly in a better mood than usual, nodded as if it didn't matter and then asked a question.

It was a question that addressed the part he had wanted to explain earlier.

“Anyway, it’s about time you decide, right? Who you’re going to choose. Everyone’s just waiting for your answer.”

“I was about to tell you just that.”

“What? Do you already have someone in mind?”

“Well, actually...”

I hesitated but then spoke.

A story I had wanted to tell from the beginning, but had missed the timing due to the hectic conversation.

It was about the partner I had already decided on.

“I’ve already thought of someone to ask. But the problem is...”

“The problem is?”

“It’s someone who isn’t here.”

“.........?”

The girls, including Rose, simultaneously displayed question marks.

All five gazes converged.

I forced myself to maintain a brazen smile and spoke.

As if I had no particular thoughts from the start.

“I plan to ask someone I’ve always been grateful to.”

The atmosphere froze instantly.

“So... you mean *I* am that partner?”

Purple hair cascaded long over her office desk.

Her red eyes blinked blankly.

The mature woman, rarely flustered, had even pushed aside the bottle of alcohol she had been drinking.

Beyond her liquor-hued gaze, the blonde boy was reflected.

“That’s right.”

The Snake nodded.

“Will you accompany me, Teacher-nim?”

Selena Drunkerd.

Towards the person who served as his teacher, and the drunkard who would be his partner for this ball.

His subtly narrowed eyes curved into a meaningful smile.

        
            "So... you're saying I'm that partner?"

Selena's expression was full of doubt.

Her eyes, glazed over with drunkenness from broad daylight, blinked blankly.

Nevertheless, her reaction clearly showed her bewilderment.

"Will you join me, Teacher-nim?"

I nodded as if it were nothing.

It was a shameless question thrown right back at her.

Perhaps it was because it was so sudden.

The woman even moved the bottle of alcohol she was drinking to the side, straightening her posture as if looking my way.

Her flowing purple hair seemed particularly lustrous.

Her red eyes held a murky light.

Beyond her alluring lips, a moment of silence settled.

"......"

'What kind of absurd thing is this kid trying to do now?'

It was a gaze close to suspicion.

Her piercing gaze made me flinch, but I maintained a sly composure without showing it.

The woman mumbled with a voice buried in fatigue and drunkenness.

"......Do you perhaps not know what a 'partner request' means?"

"I know about the superstition associated with the banquet."

"Then I'm even more curious."

"It's precisely because I know that I'm making this request."

I had generally heard about the superstition of the Gallimard Banquet.

It had been quite the topic among students recently, for various reasons.

It was a somewhat cliché superstition that if a pure man and woman paired up and danced, love would blossom.

Well... I'm not really the type to care about superstitions.

'Because they're not kids.'

Recently, more and more people at the academy were focusing on my actions.

Perhaps it was because I had just secured a victory against a professor.

Even without that, all eyes were on me.

If I carelessly chose a partner, there was a possibility of getting caught in a scandal.

For kids at their peak, love stories were delicious gossip, perfect for whispering about.

This was to prevent that.

'Because the first time is precious.'

The same went for those kids.

The protagonist's group, with whom I had grown close.

I didn't want them to get entangled in unnecessary boy problems.

Later, after the world reached its conclusion, some of them would form families, and I didn't want this memory to leave a lingering unpleasant feeling.

This was also why I chose Selena.

'Surely, it won't be her first time.'

She was an adult of thirty.

She was old enough, her appearance was full of decadent charm, and her figure had overwhelming curves, so it was clear she had ample experience with men.

The premise put forth by the superstition included virginity for both a man and a woman.

In other words.

If even one person wasn't pure, such a superstition would become null and void.

It was a way to avoid forced romance rumors.

"Huhu."

I smiled at my perfect plan.

On the other hand.

Selena still seemed to be deliberating.

Her pupils, rarely wavering, flickered.

Had something gone wrong?

As I quietly waited for her answer, she questioned me as if to confirm.

Her fingertips tapped the desk, filled with anguish.

"If you're requesting a partner knowing the meaning, I don't know how I should interpret it."

"You can take it at face value."

"I understand there are many other female students around. Couldn't you ask one of them?"

"Because it has to be you."

"......"

As the conversation continued, her discomfort deepened.

It was quite a divine reaction.

After always seeing her as cold as a corpse, it felt refreshing, perhaps, to see even a slight flicker of emotion.

Of course, it was closer to the feeling of having gotten caught up in something troublesome.

The woman mumbled with a sigh.

"......To be honest, it's not a particularly appealing offer."

"You don't need to feel burdened."

"I can't help but feel burdened."

"I won't force you at all. I just thought I'd be happy if we entered the banquet together."

"I think it would be difficult to go with someone as old as me... It wouldn't be enjoyable at all."

"You don't have to worry about that."

The woman was evaluating herself negatively.

I firmly shook my head, then smiled at her red eyes.

"Because the fact that I'm with you is what matters most to me."

"......"

Even as I made the offer, I felt a little pang of guilt.

'Is it okay to use my teacher to avoid a difficult situation?'

My deep-seated Confucian ideals seemed to waver, but it was an unavoidable choice to avoid the problem looming before me.

It would also be good to use this opportunity to narrow the distance between us.

'Though it'll be difficult.'

Selena was a solitary person.

Even if someone approached her with kindness, she would never yield her territory beyond a certain line.

Among those around me, she had the strongest defenses.

Like a wild beast difficult to tame.

That's also why I wanted to get closer to her even more.

"Simply standing by my side, as usual, will be enough."

A banquet, and a partner.

Such a small permission would soon lead to an exchange of emotions, so I intended to use this opportunity to narrow our psychological distance.

The academy was also on the cusp of various incidents.

The impending attacks and disasters.

If I could secure the faculty's cooperation beforehand, it would definitely help with proactive responses.

It was a stepping stone to seize control of the academy's affairs in the future.

I smiled leisurely.

"A single day, won't that be alright?"

"......"

"I won't ask for much. Simply spending one evening with your disciple will be enough."

"If you ask in such a way... I don't intend to forcibly refuse."

"I'll take that as permission."

"......You're truly unpredictable, Yuda student."

"Thank you."

A satisfying answer.

I nodded, thinking I had overcome a major hurdle.

Now, I wouldn't get caught up in unnecessary gossip.

"I will eagerly await that day."

The plan was a success.

However, if there was one fact I had overlooked, it was that kids at their prime were malicious.

Who would have thought they'd even link a teacher and a disciple?

Ultimately, the headache caused by gossip was a future that would arrive on a not-so-distant date.

I often enjoyed a brief moment of peace, unaware of the impending fate.

It was winter.

***

Scratching-.

The pen nib scratched as my fingertips moved.

Neat handwriting processed the work.

"Ahem."

With two days left until the banquet.

Even though a holiday was just around the corner, the piled-up documents didn't disappear.

On the contrary, I became busier as I had to clear a day's schedule.

I had to finish my work beforehand.

Therefore, to help Selena, who had become even busier, I had no choice but to visit her laboratory frequently.

She had humored my insistence, so it felt like I should lend a hand this much.

It was also part of my direct duties.

'There's so much.'

I thought, looking at the documents neatly lined up.

Since there was no other staff apart from me, most of the documents had to be processed by the two of us.

Even as I continued working, it was a part that I casually found puzzling.

Why was she using such a large laboratory but not bringing in a separate assistant?

I twirled my pen and asked.

"Wouldn't the work be easier if you had more help?"

"Perhaps."

Her indifferent voice responded.

Across from me sat the purple-haired woman. As always, she held a strong liquor bottle and a pen.

She moved her hand mechanically, responding to my question.

Her tone was extremely stiff for casual conversation.

"Because it's always been like this until now."

"Am I your first assistant?"

"That's right. I've had a few errand runners out of necessity, but you, Yuda student, are the first to be given the position of chief assistant."

"Was there a reason you didn't have anyone else until now...?"

"Because I dislike people."

There wasn't even a hint of hesitation in her reply.

It was as if she thought it was obvious.

I put on an intrigued smile and continued with the remaining questions.

"Then why did you accept me?"

"A talent that will be left in history... I judged that the gain from accepting you would be greater than the loss from simple dislike."

"That's truly an answer born of pure calculation."

"Because I'm an adult."

"Has that dislike of yours remained unchanged?"

"......It's hard to say it's on the good side, but I don't think it's to the extent of dislike."

"That's satisfying enough for me."

"Is that so."

The indifferent drunkard.

As if her throat was parched, she tilted the liquor bottle she held.

I spoke with a hint of playfulness.

"Could you give me some too?"

"I refuse."

"Oh."

"Alcohol is harmful to life. Especially for children."

"Then why do you live with something so harmful?"

"To forget."

"What?"

"Anything."

Her gaze sank somewhat.

Her slender fingers toyed with the liquor bottle, then she answered vaguely, like a candle flame whose life was fading.

It was a murmur that perhaps contained confusion and lament.

"For example... perhaps to forget shame."

"What makes you so ashamed?"

"The fact that I drink alcohol is shameful."

"That's a strange thing to say. Can't you just stop?"

"One is an adult precisely because they cannot stop. They are those who know it's wrong but are already too old to change."

"......"

The liquor bottle, the snake, and her own hand.

The woman, who had shifted her gaze in sequence, gently closed her eyelids.

For a moment, silence hung between the two of them.

Her faintly trembling shoulders revealed a fading consciousness.

Was she recalling something?

Perhaps she was chewing on her own words.

Even knowing it was wrong, making excuses that it was too late to change, backing away from transformation, ultimately breaking down like an unstoppable train, and adults—or herself—who simply reached for alcohol, their throats bobbing to swallow all that disunity.

Was it resentment contained within life?

Regret?

Or guilt?

From my perspective, it wasn't a pleasant expression, no matter which it was.

I mused aloud, feeling a sudden sense of familiarity.

'As expected... is that so?'

That was.

An expression I had seen mirrored in my own past countless times.

I spoke with a bitter smile.

"If you have any worries, I can listen anytime."

"It's fine. There are no problems at all."

Her red eyes opened again.

Beyond their hazy surface, a thick fog hung.

The woman murmured as if casting a spell.

"Yes... no problems at all."

Finally.

The conversation did not continue.

***

Two days later.

As time passed, the day of the banquet arrived.

It began in the evening, after the sun had set.

In front of the lavishly decorated venue, the snake and the drunkard stood side by side.

Both of them were dressed in formal attire.

"You look splendid."

Especially.

The drunkard, shedding her usual plain attire, drew the gazes of those around her with her sophisticated dress.

The beauty of her distinctively curvaceous figure was fatal.

In many ways, her aura was mature.

The boy gently extended his hand towards the woman.

"Shall we... enter?"

"Alright."

Their hands gently overlapped.

The teacher and disciple, who had briefly gazed at each other, then took neat steps into the banquet hall.

It was the beginning of a short yet beautiful night.

***

Meanwhile.

As the two entered the hall, several gazes followed them.

They were none other than girls with familiar faces.

"Wow...! The two of you look so good together!"

"Is this really the time to be so amazed?"

"Yeah. It's cool."

"I know, right. Surprisingly, bright-colored suits also suit him."

"......"

The five girls gathered individually.

Each holding different emotions, it was, at any rate, the night the banquet curtain rose.

        
            The gentle melody of music.
Children, dressed in suits and dresses, moved around the spacious hall, enjoying the ball.
We were in the midst of stepping into the bustling scene.

It was quite a grand banquet.
As it was a highly anticipated event, the academy seemed to have put a lot of effort into its preparation.
The fresh atmosphere naturally brought a smile to one's lips.

"Heh heh."
I gazed to the side.
Red eyes were looking my way. I offered a faint smile at our shared gaze.
A slight playfulness escaped my parted lips.
It was a comment about her attire.

"Now that I think about it... this is the first time I've seen you in such attire."
"I usually prefer to dress comfortably."
"A dress suits you well, too."
"I'm too old to be flattered by compliments... but I'll gratefully accept the sentiment."
"Oh, but I was serious."

The woman shook her head as if to say it was nothing.
But for me, it was no empty flattery at all.
There was a deep charm in her mature presence.

A curvaceous figure that made it difficult to look away, a black dress that maximized her unique decadent beauty, a cleavage revealed to emphasize her ample size, and finally, her calm, subdued red pupils.
Her captivating appearance drew the gazes of everyone around, men and women alike.
Especially the remarkable middle and lower parts.
It was a good thing my eyes were narrowed.
I almost embarrassed myself with a dazed stare.

I forced myself to maintain a calm demeanor and continued speaking.
"Did you manage to finish your work well the other day?"
"Because I received help."
"I merely handled some basic documents, though..."
"That means it was sufficient."
"That's fortunate."
"Thanks to that, my schedule is flexible. It seems I can accompany you until late."
"Your pleasant words naturally bring a smile to my face."
"More flattery."
"I'm serious this time too."

Light chatter flowed between us.
The woman, who had initially maintained silence in awkwardness, eventually joined in as I actively approached her.
My playful laughter playfully poked at her expressionless face.
The atmosphere gradually softened between us.
We moved side by side.
I could feel the students' attention drawn to us from various places.
It must mean she was that strikingly beautiful.

"Young Master...!"
"I wondered where you disappeared to, but it seems you were over there."
As we walked toward the center of the hall, other voices came from nearby.
It was none other than the companions who hadn't come with me.
It seemed they had all partnered with each other instead of finding new partners.
After all, there was no rule at the banquet stating that attendance must be male-female pairs.

Regia and Irene.
Charlotte and Elize.
Emilia, left alone, I heard had attended with her younger brother.
The girls' dress attire, which I was seeing for the first time, was also new.
If they usually gave off the impression of fresh, young children, now it felt as if maturity was slowly blooming in them.
I gently stroked their heads in turn.
"You all look wonderful."

The children reacted, each in their own way.
Pink, blue, platinum, red, and orange hair each left a remark in turn.
The warmth I felt at my fingertips was full of affection.
"Ugh... I'm not used to this attire, so, can I really wear such expensive clothes...?"
"It's not like I wore it specifically to show you, but..."
"Yeah. Yuda looks good too."
"What's the point anyway, I'm stuck in a wheelchair."
"...Dresses are certainly uncomfortable. But if you like it, then I like it."

Especially,
The pilot, a commoner, and the fox, a beast-kin from the continent's frontier, seemed more awkward than usual, perhaps because the dresses felt unfamiliar.
Even that awkwardness was endearing.
Was it merely for the purpose of showing off their dress attire?

The children exchanged brief greetings and then turned away.
They said intervening wouldn't be fair... Honestly, I had no idea what they meant.
I only remembered Rose and the fox glaring fiercely at the Drunkard.
Was there some kind of competition going on?
Irene even used to whisper such things.
"Remember... I'll be the last one you choose anyway."
A meaningful smile.
Seeing that she had secretly bitten my earlobe before passing by, it truly seemed she was full of thoughts of devouring her master.
In many ways, I couldn't shake the feeling of ingratitude.

Anyway,
The girls showed their faces for a moment and then disappeared.
Selena subtly remarked.
"They all have sticky gazes."
"Haha... I apologize on their behalf. There are some particularly sharp-witted individuals among them."
"I don't mind. It wasn't bothersome either."
"Thank you for understanding."

Fortunately, the woman seemed unconcerned.
I was now truly intending to focus on the banquet, but this time, someone approached from the faculty side.
It was none other than Professor Cadell, whom I had thoroughly crushed in the last confrontation.
He offered a light greeting.
The recipient of his greeting was, of course, Selena.

"An unexpected face. I didn't think you'd participate in an event like this."
"Professor Cadell."
"A person who used to act as if they had no interest in the world... what wind blew you out of your research lab?"
"I'll tell you that's none of your business at all."
"You're still unpleasant."
"And you're still petty."
"Ha."

The young man, as always, picked a fight.
Doesn't he ever get tired of it?
Even though he was clearly crushed last time, it seemed he couldn't resist initiating an argument out of nowhere.
I wondered if I should step in, but the woman stopped me.
It seemed she wanted to avoid unnecessary emotional exhaustion.

"Such leisure will soon come to an end."
"..."
"Because a great upheaval is just around the corner."
A barely audible murmur.
Behind the incomprehensible sentence, Cadell gave a meaningful smile.
His eyes were filled with an ominous glint.

"Student Yuda... let's meet separately next time. I have something personal to tell you."
Something to tell me.
Feeling uneasy, I still nodded.
"I won't deliberately avoid it."
"Good."

Was that all he had to say? The young man turned his back on us.
With a final remark.
"Then, I hope you have a pleasant time."
His back receded into the distance.
The woman watched him with lifeless eyes.
Only a heavy silence settled between her lips.
Was she about to fall into thought again?

Before her consciousness drifted away, I pulled on her clasped hand and whispered.
My voice carried a subtle depth.
It was to capture her attention.
"Please focus on me."
"Student Yuda?"
"Didn't you say you'd accompany me? To be distracted when you have a partner, it couldn't be more disappointing."
"For a man who was just surrounded by women... I think that argument lacks a bit of credibility."
"Is that so?"

I laughed aloud.
Our gazes, intersecting in the air, soon met fully.
"It doesn't matter anyway."

Just then, music began to play.
Perhaps signaling the official start of the banquet, the melodies emanating from the instruments gradually filled the hall.
The surrounding students, each with a partner, blended into the scene.
The dance continued smoothly.
The serpent and the Drunkard also began to move.

"I'll lead."
"As you wish."
At first, it was a gentle tune.
The distance between us closed.
My exhaled breath reached her, and her sweet scent lingered stickily at my nose.
As reason faded, the gap between the two of us narrowed further.
Until our hearts nearly touched.
It felt as if even our heartbeats would be shared.
We continued to step neatly.

"..."
The children were simply fresh and innocent.
Was it perhaps due to the charm of maturity, which stood out like a thorn among them?
As we continued to dance, I could feel gazes concentrating on us.
Most were admiration or desire.
We flowed on without stopping.

*Swish.*
The waltz continued with my hand on her waist.
The slow rhythm also picked up speed.
The woman, who had been following my movements, eventually let out a faint breath and a remark.
"Indeed... dancing is difficult."

It was strange.
I had expected her to dance quite well, but her movements often faltered.
Perhaps because of her shoes, her balance was precarious.
Was it her first time in a while?
Since she had repeatedly stated that she disliked people, it seemed plausible that she had little experience with banquets themselves.
Her feet, balanced on high heels, gradually failed to keep up with the accelerating tempo.
Her unsteady, stumbling steps.
I noticed belatedly and reached out to steady her waist, but
it was already too late.
"Ugh...!"

She had sprained her ankle while trying to regain her balance.
Selena nearly fell.
Thanks to me catching her, that situation was avoided, but to stand, we had to embrace each other.
Our clinging body heat permeated, unable to easily separate.
A low moan was heard.
Was she complaining of ankle pain?
It seemed continuing to dance with clumsy skill had been quite difficult.

I assessed the situation while supporting her.
'Her ankle... seems properly sprained.'
At this rate, we couldn't continue the banquet.
Treating her injured ankle was the priority.
It seemed I needed to check her exact condition.
Since gazes from around were still focused on us, I decided we should head out of the hall for now.
I asked the woman.
"Teacher-nim."
"..."
"Can you walk on your own?"
"...I'm sorry."
"It's nothing."
I shook my head.
It was my lack of consideration.
I had thought she would be skilled at dancing.
But it seemed she wasn't accustomed to dancing, or banquets, or even restrictive dresses, or high-heeled shoes.
As if she was encountering all of this for the first time.

"I'll take responsibility."
"Huh?"
I carefully held the woman.
Then, without hesitation, I lifted her. Her slender body rested in my arms.
It was a pose commonly known as a 'princess carry'.
Her usually calm red eyes widened for the first time.
She looked flustered.
"S-Student Yuda...?"
"Shh."

Selena rarely stammered.
I smiled as if telling her not to say anything, then silently walked out of the hall.
The surrounding children had even stopped dancing and were watching us.
All of them had fascinated eyes.
"..."
"Excuse us for a moment."
Regardless.
I crossed the banquet hall.
The students' eyes followed us.
Until we had completely exited the space, the children watched our retreating figures.
The sight of the serpent embracing the Drunkard as they left.

        
            Steps left the ballroom.

The sky was dark.

Before long, night had begun to settle over the scene.

Two people traversed the dim landscape. Coincidentally, a garden was located near the building, so we moved there, avoiding the students' attention.

The garden, with not a single flower blooming in the winter, was quite desolate. Instead, the lightly falling snow added to its charm. Even without life, it was a season where even death was beautiful.

We simply walked.

"......"

Gentle quiet.

The woman in my arms didn't utter a word. Her presence was felt only through the skin and body heat pressed against each other, and her lingering scent. Her exhaled breath bloomed into long white flowers and then dispersed.

Suddenly, something touched my chin. That faint warmth was unusually hot.

I gently posed a question.

"Aren't you cold?"

"......I'm fine. I was just surprised."

The calm reply came back. I felt an unnecessary awkwardness. Perhaps because her attire was somewhat revealing, soft touches were felt in various places. Normally, I wouldn't pay attention to such details. But with the unfamiliar perfume and the woman's body scent mingling chaotically, that captivating allure was something that dulled the senses.

With the dizzying sensation spreading from the tip of my nose, I fell into an uncharacteristic silence.

Of course.

The Drunkard was no different.

Was she equally awkward? I had been watching her for over half a year, but this was the first time I'd seen such a clear reaction of agitation. Her red eyes couldn't bring themselves to look this way. Her posture remained frozen, her lips showed no sign of parting, and earlier, she had even uncharacteristically stammered.

Embarrassment.

Perhaps it was because the warmth of another person was unfamiliar to her.

We simply continued through the winter garden.

"There's a spot over there."

Soon after.

We found a suitable bench and settled down. My hands carefully set the woman down. As it was late, and the weather chilly, I placed my outer coat over her shoulders. Afterward, I knelt on one knee to examine her injured ankle.

Selena said.

"I'm fine."

"It's no use saying that while limping. I'll take a look, so please just relax and stay still."

The woman couldn't bring herself to push me away due to my firm tone. I took off her shoes. Her instep slowly became bare. Beyond it, her pure white skin and ankle were visible. Perhaps due to the sprain, there was a slight swelling.

The snake extended its hand.

"Eugh..."

At the same time, the Drunkard flinched, pulling her shoulders back.

My touch was delicate. I gently massaged her foot. The sensation of her smooth toes was particularly captivating in my hand. The warmth of her lukewarm sole, the coldness of my hand chilled by winter, the temperature gradually mixing and becoming sticky as it dropped, and the sense of moral transgression arising from defiling it.

The shadow that gently bloomed gradually covered her slender ankle. The snake carefully stroked it.

"Uh, ugh... haa..."

Faint breaths could also be heard, but I consistently pretended not to hear. Even as this happened, the permeating darkness made the swelling subside. As even the remaining pain in her ankle completely vanished, her slightly unfocused gaze looked down at me.

I smiled faintly at her blurry gaze. It was a feigned innocent smile.

"It won't hurt anymore."

"......"

"Teacher-nim?"

"Ah... Thank you."

The Drunkard regained her composure belatedly. A short, returning deep breath. She murmured, as if subtly observing my reaction. Only bitterness reflected in her blood-colored pupils.

"I'm sorry... It feels like I've become a burden."

"Not at all."

"But I couldn't properly join the banquet Yuda student had been looking forward to."

"Hmm."

Was she worried about that? Since her student had asked her to be his partner, she might have wanted to live up to his expectations. Even though she always seemed rigid, she was a woman who harbored a certain warmth.

I shook my head and said.

"On the contrary, I'm even glad."

"Huh...?"

"Because I was able to be of some help to you."

"I don't understand."

"Normally, I'm the one who only receives help, so to be able to return even a small bit of that help, that fact is very meaningful and makes me happy."

"......"

"I'm fine. Please don't worry about it."

"......Is that so."

The woman replied a beat late. The atmosphere settled. Was she troubled by complex thoughts as usual?

Unable to speak for a while, she then unconsciously murmured to herself.

It was a sigh.

"Yuda student is... truly a good person."

Or lingering regret.

I returned the Drunkard's words exactly.

"Well, that's because he's a good person's student."

"Even if it's just empty words, thank you."

"I mean it sincerely. Where else would I find someone who backs up a student who acts as freely as I do, and offers such convenience?"

"I wasn't particularly thinking of helping you, though."

"That too is proof, isn't it? Proof that even if you seem indifferent on the surface, a warm heart resides within."

"You're praising me too much."

"I'm merely stating what I've observed."

I came to know by observing. Your kindness. Your classes, where you pretend to be indifferent yet give your best, your meticulousness in organizing each textbook, and finally, your never harsh attitude towards children.

From an objective standpoint, Selena was quite an excellent educator.

Except for her chronic alcoholism.

'You are.'

'Quite a good person.'

I wanted to convey such encouragement, or rather, non-encouragement, but Selena merely shook her head with a hollow laugh. In her dull pupils, only the image of a single adult lingered. It was a terribly lonely atmosphere.

"I... wasn't like that. It was merely the result of following my own desires from beginning to end."

"Everyone lives for their desires, don't they?"

Everyone is like that, I suppose. Humans cannot live without clinging to desires, and that is why the epithet 'insignificant creature' is attached to their names. I was no different. For I had countless desires held onto from my previous life.

The desire for them to live.

The desire for the illness to miraculously heal.

And if even that couldn't be fulfilled... the desire to die in their stead.

Though all of them were wishes that ended in lingering regret. At the time, such feelings kept me going day by day.

Therefore, I think.

Desire is not bad. Because if lonely adults don't even crave desire, they'll no longer find meaning in life. This was the last self that allowed us to exist as ourselves. Even if it was somewhat twisted.

"So... no one will blame you."

I wore a bright smile. As if to say she hadn't done anything wrong yet.

"Please, put an end to your self-reproach."

"......"

The woman stared blankly down at me. Soon after, the dark clouds disappeared, and a brief smile broke out on her face. It was a look as if the anguish that had weighed on her shoulders had been swept away.

She said.

"I can't possibly win against you with words."

"Hehe."

"Aside from being a 'good person'... Yuda student, you should be careful not to get stabbed anywhere you go."

"I feel like I've heard similar things a few times before."

"Take it to heart."

"I will certainly do so."

Her tone had softened somewhat. The atmosphere had lightened. Had the lingering pain in her ankle also vanished with that brief conversation?

The Drunkard moved her outstretched leg.

Rustle.

Her bare feet touched the ground. The garden's blades of grass softly enveloped her delicate soles. Her uncomfortable shoes had been set aside.

Selena stumbled for a moment, then regained her balance, turned back to me, and extended her hand. Her purple hair, blending with the moon and darkness, was uniquely beautiful.

Her lips spoke.

"Although we've left the banquet... if this place is alright, shall we continue the rest of our dance?"

"Aren't you going back?"

"Because if I wear my shoes, I feel like I'll sprain it again."

"Then... it will be a banquet just for the two of us."

"Meaning is what you make of it."

The bushes where others' gazes couldn't reach. A garden where stars and the moon sparkled. The scenery of a barefoot stroll across the grass. In the center stood only the woman and the boy, and soon, the two clasped each other's hands.

Their lukewarm body temperatures, mingling, began to erase the winter.

"How is it?"

"I'd be glad to."

The two moved slowly. The distant ballroom. Using the faint melody drifting from there as their backdrop. A clumsy serenade, one step at a time. And then another step.

We stepped.

"It's strange. I never thought there'd be a day I'd dance with a man in my life."

"Surely, you've never had one before?"

"To be precise, I had no desire for it. I was never interested in anyone from the start."

"Then... are you saying you have absolutely no experience in that regard?"

A superstition suddenly crossed my mind. The content of it was that if pure men and women paired up at a banquet, their love would be realized. It was precisely that part that came to mind, which made me ask.

The woman replied in a subtle voice.

"Well, I wonder."

It was an expression I had never seen before. A very faint smile, seemingly playful, and thus even more dizzying.

The Drunkard then placed her hand on my waist. She whispered into my ear.

"If it's true... will you take responsibility, like in the superstition?"

"Gladly."

"No hesitation, I see."

"If that is what you wish."

"You say dangerous things."

Of course.

She didn't accept it, though.

"I'm fine as is."

"That's a shame."

"It's just... there are too many things I've already done to pass on my responsibility to someone else."

"Even so, your words made me happy."

I too will wait. Until you emerge from that dark predicament. Until you fully forgive yourself.

"Because someone's 'first' remains especially in memory."

Therefore.

The fact that I would be specially remembered by you made me as happy as the starlight in this garden.

Hearing this, the Drunkard let out a hollow laugh. As if to say I was impossible.

"If the other students knew... I might be quite disliked."

"Hehe."

Interlocking hands. Between the flowing wind and the stars, the final nocturne resonated. Perhaps it was a melody weaving connections.

"......"

Silence descended. We were concentrating completely. No matter what it meant.

The form of flesh that pressed together with every close touch, her chest seemingly holding that hot body temperature, the faint perfume scent that captivated my nose, and even my own reflection caught beyond her alluring redness. Perhaps due to the dress, her accentuated contours drew my gaze. It was a sight that anyone would covet and envy, yet it was her form, entirely permitted only to me.

A strange atmosphere flowed through our interlocked hands. However. No one spoke. Against the backdrop of the night sky and scattered stars, only the wind brushed past. For even the continuing silence was enchanting.

Thus.

We spent the night.

***

Meanwhile.

In the pitch-black underground.

There, figures clad in blood-red robes were gathered. The surrounding floor was splattered with blood.

"The time has finally come."

The mysterious figures prayed in unison. Each with a twisted vocal cord. Beyond the sacred chorus of demons, an ominous aura stirred, signaling its birth. Mana scattered into fragments like broken glass. It was the symbol of the dark mages.

"With young blood, cleanse all insignificant creatures, and with pure hatred, noble rebirth."

Meaningful sentences. The culmination of their meditation was none other than a festival of blood and massacre. Piled on the altar were documents concerning a certain academy. None other than Gallimard Academy.

"The Lord commands to awaken the slumbering calamity."

An even more horrifying melody filled the deep underground. Their eyes were filled with. Only madness, thirst, and slaughter. The combined words roared.

"Deliver the will to the betrayers."

Thus, the world.

Into uncontrollable danger.

        
            Like the lingering image of midwinter, the night of the banquet passed.

The academy returned to its daily routine.

With a single night celebrating the new semester, the short yet intense two-week vacation came to an end.

It was a time when resumed studies and schedules vexed the students.

Even the relatively relaxed campus atmosphere gradually reverted to a fiercely competitive arena.

The second act was about to begin.

Peacefully.
And calmly.

"I've processed all the documents you handed over."
"Ah... Thank you."

That daily routine included me as well.

It had been a long time since such a peaceful atmosphere.

As I was handling my staff duties as usual, the woman next to me gently tapped my shoulder.

Before I could even turn around, a teacup was placed on my desk.

Warmth filled with fragrance.

I tilted my head.

"Black tea...?"

"Because it's cold. My skill is terrible, but I tried brewing some."

"For someone who says that, the aroma is quite good. I never knew you had such an eye for tea, though."

"It's my first time serving it to anyone."

"I'm the first again, it seems."

"Are you happy about that?"

"Of course."

The conversation flowed naturally.

After the banquet.
There was a slight, but noticeable, change in our relationship as well.

Should I say the distance between us narrowed compared to before?

Her unique cold and lifeless aura remained, but her attitude towards me seemed somewhat softened.

Even her endlessly stiff way of speaking had noticeably relaxed since that day.

It felt like we had grown a little closer.

We continued our work side by side.

"By the way... the workload seems to have increased unusually."

"It's a busy time, what with this and that."

The beginning of the winter semester.
It was the busiest time for the academy throughout the year.

Especially since many dates overlapped with external institutions, internal staff were often dispatched outside, making it the time when the academy was most empty.

Its notoriety was so widespread among the staff that it was almost a joke.

A hectic week, what with this and that.

'Was it because of that?'

There were also packs of wolves waiting to exploit such openings.

An incident that mercilessly trampled daily life.
It was none other than the first attack to occur at the academy.

In the original story, it was the signal for the beginning of the full-scale waves, and also the point where the nightmare, which had only been faint until then, arrived directly.

Even the brief peace shattered into pieces.

Finally, the storm would rage.

'Is it already in a few days?'

A story that was just around the corner.

Perhaps, as much as waiting for the start of the disaster, preparations were needed on my end as well.

Because if I made a single misstep, I would slip and fall.

As I was pondering the disaster for a moment, the woman sitting nearby gently called my name.

Her voice was somewhat flustered.

"Student Yuda?"
"Yes?"

She was looking at the snake.
More precisely, she was looking at the hand caressing her purple hair.

Stroke, stroke.

"...What is this?"

"Ah."

I realized belatedly.
Recently, there had been many requests for petting here and there, and having gotten used to it, my hand seemed to have moved on its own.

I gently removed my hand that had been touching her soft hair.

Was she quite flustered?

Selena had a dazed expression.

I added an awkward excuse.

"It was out of habit... I apologize. I was rude."

"No... I wasn't particularly offended or anything. I was just surprised by the unexpected action. There's no need for you to apologize."

"Then, may I continue?"

"Please refrain from that."

"That's a shame."

My playful response.

The woman, who had been staring at me, soon mumbled in a faint voice.

It was her own unintentional thought.

"Student Yuda is interesting."

"Hmm?"

"How should I put it... being with you feels comfortable, and it strangely reminds me a lot of the past."

"......"

Thoughts of the past.
Does the longing contained in those fragments refer to your regrets?

The atmosphere seemed to grow heavier little by little.

The woman quickly gathered her gloomy demeanor.
It was an unclear inner thought.

"Now, it's something that doesn't matter anymore."

"Do you have any concerns?"

"How could I have such a thing?"

"You never know. If you do, please feel free to rely on me anytime."

"You really are a good person, aren't you?"

The woman subtly turned her eyes away.

Her expression gradually darkened upon seeing my smile, but...

I didn't question it.

Because from the beginning, my aim was to elicit such a reaction.

The reason I was so affectionate with you, the reason I was so innocent, the reason I was so tenderly obedient, was from beginning to end to stimulate your guilt.

I was manipulating your emotions as I pleased.

With a cunningly teasing tongue.

Merely with the excuse that it was all for the future.

I had lied.

'So... I don't deserve to be called a good person, either.'

I smiled bitterly for a moment.
So that she wouldn't notice.

As I covered my mouth with the tilted teacup for a moment, she said, tidying the processed documents.

And then, she put an end to the work that had been continuing.

"Let's call it a day for today."

"You've worked hard."

"That's my line to say. Thanks to Student Yuda, we finished several hours early."

"Haha... Then I'll be heading back now."

I headed out of the research lab.

Shadows slowly creeping.

Each step I took cast a shadow.

The surrounding air instantly grew heavy.

'Soon.'

The evil that would approach before long.

As it was the time just before its beginning, the remaining time had to be spent on preparation.

It was a moment of wandering through darkness once again.

No matter who I was.
This episode wouldn't be easy.

***

Academy Attack.

The episode that marks the beginning of the original story's tragedy.

[EP23. The Stirring Evil]

-Boiling blood and malice, lives crying out for death-

In the original story, this was where the hardships truly began.

As if everything before had been nothing.

The black mages, who had vanished after the Great Extermination, targeted Gallimard Academy, where the Empire's finest talents gathered, to make their grand debut.

By awakening the [Calamity] sleeping deep beneath the academy.

Their plan was to completely destroy the surrounding area.

In the original story, it was a resounding success.

'Rats.'

An ancient, forgotten secret passage.
After long research, these fellows discovered the academy's weak point, secretly burrowed in, awakened [Death], and then calmly escaped.

The awakened calamity then utterly destroyed the entire area.

A brutal tragedy.

After half of the staff sacrificed their lives, the calamity was successfully sealed once more, but the academy had already suffered irreversible damage.

At least, the consolation was that there weren't many casualties among the students.

The land where countless blood was scattered.

Regardless.

The cultists, seizing the opportunity, appeared on the scene.

To bring about the resurrection of the Demon God.

'Many... too many died.'

It was a story that 'shocking' didn't even begin to describe.

Up until then, even though there was a dark atmosphere, at most only a few extras would die, and familiar supporting characters rarely exited the stage.

But even that unspoken rule was completely overturned with this attack as a turning point.

Because nearly half of the supporting characters couldn't keep their lives.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: Professor Raphael dies here??? No way!]

Why did so many die in this episode?
I didn't expect even this person to die.
Damn, it feels like about 40% of the named characters were wiped out.
Especially the executive-level staff, it's practically annihilation.
Even with the situation like this, the Dean isn't stepping up.
Is he really such a useless character?

[Is the Dean's incompetence a one-day or two-day thing? [An idiom implying that something is not new or surprising.]]
-> His 2443957th season of incompetence
-> Is it you again... JOAT
-> Wow, the 'saw the future' guy is at it again.

[Raphael was truly awesome until the very end.]
-> Him dying while protecting the students is so true.
-> That guy's departure was a work of art, too.
-> A true professor... We won't forget you...

[No, damn it, this can't be true. Professor Raphael, please don't die, please shake it off and get up!]
-> But the result was a donut.
-> My chest feels empty 
-> Good ventilation, I guess.
-> I'll tear you guys to shreds.

Characters I often encountered.
As NPCs with whom I occasionally exchanged greetings and was friendly with started dying, the shock of this episode was bound to be particularly strong.

That's why many multi-playthrough players emerged, attempting to prevent this event.

But the result was...

[Category: Q&A Board]

[Title: Can this really be stopped?]

I'm a user who's passed 300 playthroughs.
I keep trying every desperate measure to stop the attack episode.
But there's a problem.
It seems the developers have blocked all routes to overcome it.
It's completely blocked from beginning to end.
The secret passage through which the cultists invade isn't properly revealed either.
The altar where the calamity is sealed is covered by some ancient something, so it can't be found even with detection magic.
Moreover, there's insufficient firepower, so the method of suppressing the calamity early on also doesn't work.
Is this really the end here??
Can we really only watch the calamity revive?

[If only we could find out the passage's location, it seems like something could be done.]
-> The problem is we can't find it, damn it.

[According to the setting, the passage's location is known only to successive Deans.]
-> But the current Dean is mute?
-> So there's no way to find out.
-> Ah, incompetent ass.

[Can't he just spread all the prophecies to the world, bear the restrictions, and die a glorious death?]
-> I think they said that's not allowed because it's the protagonist's guide role or something.
-> He hasn't guided anyone, so what kind of guide is he?
-> Isn't he just India?
-> Peaceful Rindorindo today too.

[Even the strategy guide guy failed at that.]
-> No, then that means no one can find it.
-> If even the guy who streams 16 hours a day can't find it, what are we supposed to do?
-> I tried 1,739,355,224 times after reading this post.

No method existed.

The location of the underground passage was not properly revealed, and its spatial characteristics prevented even detection magic from working, making it difficult even to detect an intrusion.

As such, preventing the calamity was often considered impossible.

Because even I in my previous life hadn't succeeded.

Of course.

'This time, it's different.'

There was a way to save the academy and the people engulfed in ruin.

        
            In this life, there was a way. A way to save the academy engulfed in ruin, and the people within it. Because the card called 'Lie' existed. Of course, even this wouldn't be a perfect solution. Nevertheless, it remained the joker that could overcome the disaster.

The plan was simple.

'I'll have to bite back.'

If the enemy aimed for this side's weakness, then this side should aim for the enemy's weakness. An underground passage impossible to detect even with detection magic. Their task didn't end there. Ultimately, to awaken [the Evil], a suitable output had to be injected. Because it was about breaking an ancient seal. The cultists would surely supply this output with demonic energy. In the original story, dozens of high-ranking executives were involved in that act of terror. That very moment.

'A gap.'

At that moment. Even if it was a space outside causality, a unique presence was bound to leak out. Target that fleeting instant. He would sharpen his senses across his entire body, and when that signal was caught, he would immediately pursue it. It felt somewhat inefficient, but on the other hand, it was the most certain method of solution. A problem of distinguishing a single drop of ink in the ocean. Fortunately, I possessed eyes that could even detect such ink.

He'd suppress it with his ability.

"Therefore... I look forward to your cooperation."

As the academy's continued existence depended on this matter, he had already asked a few people for help. It was best to be as thorough as possible with preparations. I looked at the girls before my eyes. Charlotte and Irene, who were waiting, nodded. There wasn't even a trace of hesitation.

"Yes. If it's Yuda's request."

"To think the day would come when I'd be relied upon by you... It's a little pleasing."

Perhaps the effort of taming them had paid off. He felt a slight sense of pride. The two were among the academy's strongest, and they were more than capable of facing this hardship together. As they were veterans in combat against individuals, they would be excellent assets. The fact that they wouldn't question or oppose the strange things I did also played a part. A relationship built on complete trust.

'Of course, it's the same for the other children as well...'

Each of them had weaknesses. Regia was overwhelming in terms of firepower, but she lacked the sustained firepower to follow through. Emilia was close to being a well-rounded individual, but her lack of experience compared to the previous children hindered her. In Elize's case, her body wasn't suited for combat from the start. Talents that had not yet fully blossomed.

'That's why.'

He couldn't rashly involve them. Because disaster was never something to be taken lightly. He intended to exclude dangerous probabilities as much as possible. The help he would receive in this situation would be sufficient with just the Fox and the Little Prince. I organized the plan.

-We will be waiting at the Church branch.

-Everything according to your will.

There was also contact from the headquarters offering support, but he rejected it. Because they were to be deployed outside the academy. The cultist attack wasn't merely an event that would occur only at the academy. If the resurrection of [the Evil] was successfully carried out, evil would move across the continent as if it had been waiting, so forces needed to be evenly distributed. Moving rashly would result in damage.

'Key locations that were attacked in the original story.'

Church branches, frontier baronies, northern snowfields, etc. He selected some and sent members. He heard that Neria would directly command this side, so he could set aside any particular worries. Furthermore, he actively put forth any cards he held.

"It's been a long time."

-჋Oh my... To think you would contact me.Ⴭ

The Monarch. Although he had faltered after his defeat, he was still a formidable figure with profound influence. In terms of organizational scale, there was no force that could rival him. Thanks to this characteristic, he was also a person with diverse uses. The old man replied with interest. A voice was heard from beyond the crystal ball.

-჋This is an interesting request again.Ⴭ

"Cooperate with me."

-჋Of course.Ⴭ

"You just need to act according to the plan."

-჋A plan, you say... Aren't you placing too much expectation on an outlaw?Ⴭ

"If a mere puppet cannot even accomplish such usefulness, then as the master, I'll have no choice but to dispose of the defective product."

-჋Thank you for the advice.Ⴭ

The usual exchange of pleasantries. Although there was a slight war of nerves, in the end, he was easily able to secure supporting forces. I conveyed the attack locations along with the plan.

"Then, I'll leave it to you."

-჋Heh heh... I wish you good luck as well.Ⴭ

After that, the signal cut off. He was an untrustworthy individual, but at the same time, there was no denying that he was a capable asset. I ended the communication with a deep breath.

'......Is this enough?'

The preparations were thorough. He had laid out plans for countless contingencies, the output of 'Lie' was maintained at its maximum, and even the unsettling issue of manpower had been cleanly resolved. The Snake sat still, organizing his thoughts.

'No need to worry... right?'

Just as it always had been. Because all he had to do was move within the board he had designed himself.

***

And then.

On the day the disaster was scheduled.

-To think vacation is already over... I still can't believe it.

-I know. I'm already starting to miss it.

-Did you hear there's a pop quiz in two days?

-Already? That's too fast!

-It's that crazy bald professor. He should at least go at a reasonable pace.

-Well... he did push us incredibly hard from the first day back.

Everyday life flowed quietly. Outwardly, it was just another ordinary weekend at the academy. Peaceful times spent complaining during a brief break, chatting with friends, and recharging energy to continue their studies... It was also a scene that would soon be shattered. It was a fragile peace maintained by a disaster that had not yet arrived. Its precariousness was like treading on thin ice.

"......"

The Snake quietly watched that scene. The boy had sharpened every sense in his body. This was to detect the disaster without delay. Beside him, the Fox, on high alert, and the Princess, with her usual vacant expression, also stood by. The flowing wind caressed golden hair. And so, the scent of winter permeated the air. Just then.

Boom-!

A loud roar, originating from somewhere, echoed through the academy streets. It was a sound heard from the direction of the main gate. Dust billowed slowly beyond his not-so-distant vision. It seemed as though something had exploded.

-W-What's going on?!

-Did something explode...?

-It sounds like it came from the main gate! Should we call the faculty?

-Wait... something's coming out of the hole that was made?

A single explosion. The ripple, dropped into their tranquil daily lives, instantly plunged the surroundings into chaos. Students frozen in surprise, faculty members heading towards the main gate to assess the situation, and even unidentified shadows squeezing through the newly made opening. The atmosphere was rapidly devolving into pandemonium. Even in such a situation, the Snake merely closed his eyes. His sharply honed senses pierced through the surrounding energies.

'The main gate is a diversion.'

The previous explosion was a shallow trick. An intention to disperse attention as much as possible. Indeed, low-ranking executives and chimeras had appeared, but what he needed to find in this pandemonium were not such small fry. The boy gradually expanded the 'Lie' he had scattered around. Enough to evenly cover the entire academy.

-Ding!

[Current output remaining: 91.7%]

Following the consumed output, his senses also sharpened further. Amidst the frantic waves of information. His desired target was. A little deeper. Deeper. And even deeper...

'Ah.'

The next moment. A chilling sensation swept down the boy's spine. A strangely twisted chorus of mana. It was the peculiar stench of demonic energy, nothing else. The direction where its remnants led was indeed underground, far below the academy building. He had found the location of the passage.

'Found it.'

Although hidden by a barrier, even a faint presence couldn't deceive the Snake's eyes. The boy wove those traces into a single thread. Then. A line extended into the air. It stretched long in one direction, as if showing the way to the passage. The Snake tied the thread firmly to his fingertip and stood up. His pupils, now glowing white.

"Let's go."

"Okay."

"I'll follow."

The three began to push off the ground. The path pointed out by the black thread. They cut straight across the center of the academy. Perhaps due to the commotion at the main gate, the atmosphere was chaotic. Professors already engaged in battle, teaching assistants announcing student evacuations, and students, though flustered, following instructions. They ran past all those scenes.

"This way!"

They arrived at the annex building. After running, guided by the thread, just before finding the passage connecting to the underground. A shadow blocked their path.

"Student Yuda."

"Teacher-nim...?"

It was none other than the Drunkard. While helping students evacuate outside, she had seen the boy rush out and followed him. The woman held out her hand, as if asking him to come with her. Her red eyes rarely showed agitation.

"An unidentified attack has occurred at the main gate."

"I know."

"The professors have gone to handle it, but as the situation hasn't been fully assessed yet, you shouldn't act alone."

"There is a destination I absolutely must reach."

"No."

A resolute voice. Unlike her previous watchful attitude, this time she clearly wouldn't permit it.

"Because I cannot cooperate with you in a dangerous situation like this." The woman furrowed her brow as if dealing with a younger sibling. For a moment, a crack appeared in her stern expression. Such a reaction was pleasing in one way, but for the boy, there was no time to delay. The disciple snapped his fingers towards his teacher, who showed no intention of moving aside.

Snap-!

"Ah..."

Her pupils lost focus. Soon, the woman staggered as if drunk, then lost consciousness and collapsed on the spot. He had used some of his 'output' to make her fall asleep. The boy gently laid her body, which he had embraced, onto the ground. He soon turned his head again.

"Let's keep going."

Their steps moved forward once more. The children ran towards the passage connecting the academy and the underground.

"......"

And.

Where the children had left. Near the woman left there, was a shadow that had been watching everything. A young man, smiling with an ominous aura. He muttered meaningfully.

"I didn't expect things to turn out this way... How interesting."

It was none other than.

Professor Cadell.

***

The underground was deeper than expected. The entrance they barely found. Only after breaking through layers of silence and blocking magic, could they enter through the revealed grand gate. He felt as if he understood why the passage couldn't be found in the original story. It was so intricate that even professors couldn't detect it; it would be impossible for students to find it. It wasn't for nothing that it was a legacy left by [the Ancient Star]. They ran through the passage.

Thump thump thump-!

Thousands of layers of barriers shimmered around them, the labyrinthine interior made them lose their sense of direction, and the passage even changed its structure in real-time. A labyrinth that was generally impossible to overcome. It was designed to make one dizzy just by walking. But since they had the guidance of 'Lie', they could pass through the passage without any major obstructions.

Snap-.

Only upon reaching the deepest part of the underground did the thread, having completed its guidance, snap. It meant they had arrived. Before them stood a colossal gate. Beyond the panels carved with ominous figures of offerings, demons, and demon gods... a thick stench and the smell of blood seeped out. I gathered the shadow with my fingertips. In his other hand, he held a sword forged from jet-black.

'The Temple of Evil.'

There was no hesitation. His foot shot out roughly. Immediately after, the barrier surrounding the room shattered, and the enormous gate was completely fragmented into pieces. As he finally set foot into their destination. A voice was heard.

""Who dares enter?""

A scene littered with blood and corpses. Perhaps they were in the midst of human sacrifice. Piles of blood-soaked lumps. Before the temple, where these lumps were stacked like mountains, dozens of shadows surrounded the altar. Every single one of them was draped in dark red robes. The color symbolizing the cultists.

""Fearless sacrifices have sought out disaster.""

Their gazes simultaneously pierced. Their voices had such similar tones that they were indistinguishable. Blood tears streamed down their eyes. The mysterious figures moved in identical ways, as if perfectly synchronized. The flowing demonic energy slowly seeped between the offerings and the altar.

"Draw your swords."

I said, raising the tip of my sword. To the two beside me.

"We must stop them, no matter what."

"Okay."

"If that is your wish."

The girls drew their swords together. The boy and girls pushed off the ground towards the burgeoning darkness. Then.

CRAAASH-!!

Beyond the underground temple, a massive thunderous roar began to echo.

[EP23. The Burgeoning Evil]

-Boiling blood and malice, lives crying out for the Evil-

It was the beginning of a game for the academy's survival.

        
            A room with curtains drawn.

Beyond the gently settled darkness sat a white-haired old man at a desk.

It was none other than the Dean, Gaston Gallimard.

He had his eyes closed, as if concentrating on something.

The teacup held at his fingertips simply grew cold.

.......

There wasn't the slightest movement.

A uniquely heavy atmosphere.

To describe it in words, it was silence, but if one peered into its depths, it was closer to chaos or an inferno.

The old man stood amidst the violently shattering fragments of the future.

Afterward.

"......It has begun."

The prophet murmured.

An ominous feeling emanating from deep underground.

Fear, rage, despair, sorrow... the beast's roar, embodying all those ill omens.

He sensed the viscous stirring of evil.

It seemed.

The story was flowing on unchanged.

Ultimately, it could not escape the prophecy.

The hands of a clock turning according to a predetermined fate were like the execution falling upon a condemned prisoner.

The old man set down the teacup filled with black tea beside him.

The briefly wavering red surface resembled himself, sprawled before duty.

Aged lips spoke.

"Oh, traitor."

To a certain boy.

The prophet uttered a request that would not reach.

With a complicated heart.

"Please... take care of that child."

A fleeting voice dispersed.

The Dean, as if swallowed by a wave, fell back into silence.

***

Academy Underground.

Blood and corpses lay strewn about.

It was a space shrouded in jet black.

A ceiling so high its depth couldn't be estimated, humid air that added to the eerie atmosphere, and finally, a horribly foul stench.

The temple's scenery seemed to perfectly capture human depravity.

Truly, the bottom of sin.

We stood at its center.

A loud explosion!

With the sound of an explosion, the ceiling trembled.

A powerful surge of demonic energy.

It was firepower that seemed to unleash a storm throughout the entire underground.

Shattered magic, blood, flesh... fragments splattered everywhere.

Enemies swarmed.

""O sheep, repay the Lord with slaughter!!!""

The masked figures, charging forward, chanted in unison.

Every single one was weeping tears of blood.

If a nightmare were to be painted, this would be the feeling.

I furrowed my brow, yet lightly swung my sword.

"Hmm."

Swish!

I sliced through an arrow that flew right in front of my nose.

A peculiar tremor transmitted to my fingertips.

It felt more like cutting through a mass of protein rather than the distinct hardness of metal or wood.

Of course, because it was a weapon made from human bones and flesh.

'Sacrifice... using life as a medium, perhaps.'

It was a disgusting method.

Muscles and intestines still writhing with life.

Furthermore, perhaps due to demonic energy contamination, corrosion was progressing where blood had splattered.

In many ways, it was a wretched sight that provoked unpleasant emotions.

I raised my sword.

"This is troublesome."

As for me, I was in a position where I had to conserve power.

A spell cracked by the injection of demonic energy.

Because I had to restore the seal left by the ancient star.

Since I didn't know how much power would be needed in that process, I had to limit my 'lies' more than usual.

A bothersome restriction.

Of course.

"Everyone's being a nuisance, you know."

That didn't mean it was too difficult.

It was merely a complaint about the bother.

I'd even received personal lessons from the Sword Saint. It's not like I'd be helpless just because I'm unarmed.

I'd experienced mud fights countless times, even from the bottom.

Years of accumulated experience.

I took a step forward.

Clang-!!

A lightly swung sword strike collided with the spear of a robed figure at the front.

Sparks flew in an instant.

I roughly broke through its defense and pressed it back.

Clang!! Squeal, grind...!

The moment a struggle of strength was taking place with their blades locked together.

Another robed figure, having somehow flanked me, launched a thrusting attack aimed at my neck.

It was a natural, fluid combination.

Of course.

But the fact that it was seen through meant it was out.

I lightly flicked my finger.

Snap!

Just slightly.

A 'lie' so faint it wouldn't even register as power output.

A thin shadow covered the enemies' eyes.

Vision blocked as if wearing a blindfold.

Their stance wavered.

"......?!"

Only one second.

But that fleeting moment disrupted the sword path.

Whoosh!

It was a missed attack.

On the cheek that was narrowly grazed, the lukewarm aura of bone fragments remained.

Perhaps due to their dislodged posture, the opponent's stance collapsed.

I didn't miss that opening.

Pushing away the robed figure I faced directly, I snatched its long, flowing hair.

The shadow belatedly lifted, and its vision returned, but.

It was already too late.

"Ta-da."

Slice!

A silver line drawn in the air.

Immediately afterward.

A cleanly severed head was held in my hand.

The headless body soon fell.

As I subtly took a step back, the robed figure I had just pushed away charged at me again.

Its pupils, weeping blood, were filled only with madness.

A scream-like prayer.

"!!Never forsake us, our god!!!"

The robed figure swung its spear with a shout.

I held the sword blade at an angle.

As I smoothly deflected the descending attack, I gripped the severed head with my other hand.

Holding the long, tied hair, I swung it like a flail.

Whizz... Thwack!!

A dull thud echoed.

As the full-force thrown head struck its temple, the charging robed figure lost its balance and stumbled.

Without hesitation, I thrust my sword into its heart.

Rotten blood splattered.

Thwack!

'That makes five, I think.'

A calm, deep breath.

Although I said I had to conserve power, it didn't mean complete incapability.

If it was just to receive a little help in combat like this, I could use my 'lies' without putting a strain on myself.

I clapped my hands.

Clap!

Followed by a flickering vision.

The golden afterimage that had vanished momentarily reappeared in the middle of the enemy lines.

It was a short-distance teleportation, a light leap.

I formed hidden weapons with my fingertips.

"Where are you looking?"

Thwack, thwack, thwack!

I didn't even give them a chance to turn around.

Jet-black fragments shot out in all directions.

The flower, unfurling into dozens of petals, pierced the enemies' foreheads.

Blood and flesh were swept away like fallen leaves before the wind.

My breath slightly quickened as I sheathed my sword.

Indeed, fighting unarmed wasn't very stamina efficient.

For now, it was only small fry, so there was no strain.

'The problem is.'

There was no end to their numbers.

Malice relentlessly charged forward.

Even with their bodies pierced, cut, and even limbs torn off, the puppets continued to charge.

Such blind movements were unnatural.

As expected, they weren't easy opponents.

I glared at the man positioned at the blood-stained center of the temple.

It was a familiar face.

'The Puppeteer.'

Among the cultists, 'mutants' sometimes appeared.

Katasto.

A phenomenon where demonic energy mixed with an innate talent – such as performance, singing, drawing, or description – breaking fundamental frameworks.

A concept as rare as a [Star] in terms of numbers.

Each possessing a power comparable to a disaster.

In the original work, they often appeared as figures leading to the world's destruction, hunting faculty or key personnel, or even collapsing the Grand Cathedral, which could be considered the church's headquarters.

That man was one of them.

'He's appeared.'

The Puppeteer.

Commonly called Marionnette.

He was a villain who appeared from the mid-point of the original story.

He was one of the cult's top forces and, at the same time, a grim reaper who produced countless corpses.

All the small fries seen now were his familiars.

"As expected... a troublesome ability."

Forces that showed no sign of decreasing.

Puppets carrying out their master's will.

Not only did he manipulate chimeras and humans, but he was now even moving the corpses strewn across the floor.

Therefore, the battlefield, far from being cleared, only grew more chaotic.

My breath came in gasps amidst the fierce battle.

It seemed it would be difficult without expending power.

'Of course.'

If I wasn't alone, the story would be different.

I signaled.

Towards the fox whose hair had by now turned bright red.

It was a call to condemn sin to immolation.

"Irene-yang."

"Yeah."

"Blast them away."

"Leave it to me."

Immediately afterward.

A streak of flame shot straight across the air.

Following that, an exploding inferno consumed the surroundings.

The explosive heat shattered corpses and puppets into mere handfuls of ash.

Only a deafening roar remained in my ears.

Deafening roar-!!

Firepower that threatened to crumble the temple.

I, who had removed the flames touching my cheek, then called out to the princess.

As if she had been waiting, the girl thrust her sword into the ground.

"Your Highness."

"I've been waiting."

Her lips uttered.

The single activation word that would turn the tide.

"Sword, be dyed."

-Charlotte Ryu Domain Swordplay Secret Art-

'Ashen Garden'

Rumble-!

Cracks spread across the marble-covered floor, and steel vines began to sprout one by one.

A feast of blades and roses unfurled, as if paving a path.

It was a gorgeously spreading garden.

As slender hands twisted the sword plunged into the ground, thousands of flower petals whirled like sharp blades.

The extending fragments pierced the puppets' hearts.

Blood stained the flowers.

I watched and murmured.

'The flow isn't bad.'

I calmly assessed the situation.

Two allies.

Each seemed to be keeping the puppets well in check.

Of course, given the opponent, it seemed difficult to completely overpower them, but the small fries were definitely being dealt with.

The continuous chorus of flames and vines created a straight path.

A path leading directly to the altar.

"Now I see it."

Beyond the smell of burning flesh and the remnants, the Puppeteer was visible.

He had his hand placed on the seal.

He was staring at us with cold pupils.

As if he had recognized our presence.

'Looking at the altar's state... the progress is still less than 50%, I wonder.'

There seemed to be quite a bit of time left.

For now, I planned to prioritize clearing the vicinity.

I wrapped my hands in jet black.

The opponent was not to be underestimated.

Although not quite on the level of the 'Conductor,' known to have reached a [Star], this guy was still among the top-tier villains.

He was not an opponent to face lightly, especially with my power output limited.

I compressed the thinly spread 'lie.'

Just as I was revealing my murderous intent and preparing to leap.

"Yes... I understand."

Suddenly, he spoke from over there.

His pupils were fixed in direction.

In his madness-tainted eyes, only a golden snake was reflected.

The man spoke as if he had realized something.

"About the being who has blocked our will from before."

I tried to ignore him roughly, but.

The next words made my steps falter.

"It was you, [CENSORED NAME]."

Words referring to myself.

I flinched.

How did that guy... know that name?

My brain instantly hit the brakes.

"Wait, what did you just...?"

"I cannot defeat you."

And rightly so.

How could a mere creature challenge the vessel of a god?

But.

This plan cannot fail.

For His will.

"Therefore... I shall sacrifice everything."

Crunch!

Immediately after, the Puppeteer acted impulsively.

Perhaps because my mind was momentarily distracted by the fact that my [name] had been called, I uncharacteristically missed his suspicious movements.

The bastard bit off his own tongue and simultaneously scattered demonic energy around him.

A dark red light slowly seeped out from the altar.

'Suicide sacrifice...!'

He had offered his own life.

The soul of a Katasto with unique talent, one of the continent's foremost strong individuals—that was enough to shatter the already cracked seal completely.

In an instant.

Crash!

A sound like shattering glass echoed.

The seal shattered into countless pieces.

Simultaneously, a jet-black light erupted from the temple floor, and soon, demonic energy fierce enough to obscure all vision raged throughout the area.

Amidst the scattered fragments of blood and corpses, it was difficult to even steady one's body.

I formed a curtain of shadows to protect my companions.

Roooar-!

A merciless storm of demonic energy raged.

The temple was already nearly annihilated.

The Puppeteer's body, which had broken the seal, was torn to shreds, and even the surrounding puppets had melted away without a trace.

I gradually increased the output of my 'lie' and withstood the fierce winds.

How much time had passed?

Just as the ferocious surge was gradually subsiding.

The true disaster revealed itself.

"......Damn."

I clicked my tongue.

The scene before my eyes was truly dreadful.

Slowly, I raised my head and looked up.

Growl-!

A sound that seemed to scrape against one's eardrums.

The head of some creature barely touched the ceiling, which had to be at least 50 meters high.

Its enormous wings and tail completely covered the ruined temple.

Black flames flickered between its jaws.

Although it was clearly a living creature... it didn't at all fit the word 'vitality.'

Because its heart and various parts of its flesh were rotting.

[EP23. Stirring Evil]

-Boiling blood and malice, life crying out for death-

The episode's boss monster.

As specified in the lore, it was [Sa], meaning 'death,' and... an ancient dragon stained into the form of a chimera.

Translated into modern terms, it was a Death Dragon.

We stood before a catastrophe.

Roooar-!!

A roar that seemed to shake the entire underground.

Feeling the chill that ran down my spine, I muttered a complaint.

"Well, I suppose there's no helping it."

I clenched my fist once more.

What I gripped with both hands was a sword carved from shadows.

My closed eyelids slowly opened.

My fully revealed white pupils were dangerously glowing.

The serpent declared.

"Hunting isn't my preference, but I suppose I have no choice."

It seemed.

I would have to bring out the second plan.

        
            The Four-Headed Dragon.

In the original work, it was explicitly stated as the 'First Calamity'.

It was a tragedy that stood out among countless trials, a boss that drove numerous supporting characters to their deaths... truly a creature befitting the description 'death'.

Although Galimar Academy boasted a size comparable to a small city, even its peaceful and cozy scenery was helplessly trampled by the calamity's wings.

The atmosphere of the work plunged into despair.

As shocking as it was, it was frequently mentioned among users, because that desperation was not easily forgotten.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: The Four-Headed Dragon episode, even looking back now]

It's truly despair itself.

Trustworthy supporting characters died off at the drop of a hat.

I don't even know if that thing can be subjugated.

And amidst all that, they kept showing the collapsed academy buildings.

That sense of despair was overwhelming.

It felt like the smell of blood reached even beyond the monitor.

It felt strange seeing familiar faces lying around as corpses.

The main characters crying out at the end was heartbreaking too.

It's the only episode I can't rewatch.

[Agreed, it's too heavy, I can't bring myself to.]

-> Each and every character died so sadly.

[The incompetent dean seriously needs to die.]

-> Getting criticized again today... JOAT

-> This guy gets criticized every time a story plot point unfolds.

-> Always the same WWE.

[It really was an episode with no future.]

-> It felt like even the lingering scent of a school-life story was trampled.

-> Even after successfully subjugating it, it just felt empty.

An episode filled only with wounds.

In the wake of the calamity, only torn-off sprouts lay scattered.

It felt like wandering through a nightmare throughout the episode.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: I was thinking about why the Four-Headed Dragon was particularly intense]

I think the deaths of the faculty members were a big part of it.

In the early parts, they were truly reliable allies to lean on.

They would help when things were difficult, give advice on abilities, and a bond had just started to form.

But those spiritual pillars died brutally.

Meaning both the protagonist and the player couldn't help but have a mental breakdown, because the helpers they relied on were completely wiped out.

On the other hand, that desperation was also impressive.

Now that there was truly no place to lean on, it felt like the fate of the world rested solely on the protagonist.

The struggle in desperate agony was etched into my mind.

[Setting aside likes and dislikes, it's true that it was a well-made episode.]

-> I personally like it too.

-> Dark/grim recommendation.

[The Four-Headed Dragon was unbelievably strong for a mid-game boss.]

-> The faculty members managed to subjugate it by fighting with all their might, but if they hadn't stopped it, several countries might have disappeared.

-> Seriously, even in an academy where only the continent's best gathered, this is how it turned out.

[It was shocking that only 30% of the faculty members barely survived.]

-> It was only possible to subjugate it because it was an academy.

-> If it had just spawned in a regular area, 100,000 casualties would have been the minimum.

-> The professors are really competent.

-> It's a miracle that student casualties were under 100 to begin with.

-> As expected, there's a reason the faculty members are so highly praised.

Calamity or Death.

I was facing a creature that bore all those descriptions.

A colossal figure entered my vision as I looked up.

"......"

Its sheer size was overwhelming.

A height of at least 50 meters, wings that completely covered the collapsed temple, and a tail that swayed with immense weight.

A creature the size of an entire apartment building stood before me, its appearance dripping with blood and flesh.

A size that not only filled my pupils but overflowed them. It evoked an intrinsic terror.

Even the Fox and the Princess, who had remained calm, were frozen in place.

I softly clicked my tongue.

'The worst-case scenario I had assumed.'

Our gazes met.

As I stared into its bloodshot reptilian eyes, an indescribable chill swept down my spine.

The killing intent that spread throughout the entire underground seemed to dominate the area.

Reason eroded in real-time.

It had been a long time since I'd felt such a dense aura.

I gathered shadows at my fingertips.

'Dragon.'

A creature classified as a transcendent being from its very origin.

Curses were cast upon its corpse.

As death had been unleashed, imbued with human malice, only a monster craving slaughter remained before me.

Its inherent status was too high to simply call it a chimera.

Power that defied natural laws.

And execution.

To exaggerate slightly, it was on par with a [star].

I muttered, my brow furrowed.

"For now... resolution comes first, doesn't it?"

A twisted plan.

It was a situation where the tragedy of the original could be re-enacted if we were careless.

We absolutely had to stop it here.

I called the girls.

"Are you two... alright?"

The girls belatedly came to their senses.

Their reaction was somewhat timid.

It seemed they were overwhelmed by the dreadful killing intent.

Each wiped away cold sweat and nodded, but their legs were trembling as if they might give out at any moment.

As expected, it seemed too much for girls who hadn't finished growing.

Still, it was admirable.

'They endured.'

Their eyes were alive.

The temptation to run, reason crushed by fear, and consciousness that kept slipping away.

Despite all that peril, they stood firm, each clutching their swords tightly.

They must have sensed it.

The fact that if such a monster were allowed to ascend to the surface, only a terrible disaster would await them.

That's why the Fox and the Princess couldn't retreat.

A kind of foolish stubbornness.

"......I'm fine. I just felt a little queasy for a moment."

"Yes. I won't run away."

It was an altruistic nature.

The inner goodness even cast aside fear.

Resolute gazes looked at me.

"Because I trust you."

"I want to be helpful to Yuda."

The fruit of taming.

Steadfast resolve resided in their black and blue eyes.

Perhaps it was proof of the bonds they had forged.

Even while treading the line between life and death, the two did not doubt that I could solve it.

"Huhu."

Laughter naturally escaped me.

I couldn't possibly betray such expectations.

I released my output.

I declared amidst the lies rushing around me.

"Then... shall we begin?"

A step forward.

It was a time to subjugate even death itself.

***

There wasn't much time.

Because if I lost focus for even a moment, the calamity would head to the surface.

We had to buy time until we could deliver the decisive blow.

The scarlet and platinum girls gripped their swords.

And then, they took resolute steps towards the death before them.

That immense death also stared down at them.

"It's coming!"

A shout came from behind.

Following that, a breath filled with blood and flesh poured down from above them.

Charlotte stepped forward and simultaneously deployed her domain.

Vines made of steel wrapped around the surroundings, then protected the group from the breath.

Several explosive sounds echoed amidst the violently colliding magic.

It was a heavy aftermath.

A deep rumbling crash!

"Hold it steady!"

A red afterimage leaped forward past the Princess, who was struggling to hold on.

The Fox, now clad in flames.

Intense heat swirled around her.

Irene shot forward like a bullet, then swung her sword, which was engulfed in flames.

The sword energy, compressed to high temperatures, cut through the darkness and advanced.

Immediately after, the attack collided.

A deafening boom!!

For a moment, the dragon's balance was disturbed.

Thanks to this, the direction of the breath went astray.

The Fox and the Princess, having narrowly overcome the crisis, prepared for their next move.

Both seemed to have developed calluses from real combat, as they coordinated quite well even in dangerous situations.

They signaled each other.

"Okay. Keep it up like this."

"Easier said than done...! This flame also has a limit, you know?"

"If you can't, you'll just die here."

"......Damn it."

The Fox once again clad herself in flames.

The battle situation wasn't bad.

Because each was successfully handling their assigned roles.

Their plan was simple and clear.

Charlotte and Irene.

While the two bought time against the dragon, the Snake, having charged its decisive blow, would step forward.

It was similar to the method they used to subdue the [Conductor]'s creations previously.

The girls gave their all, solely to draw its attention.

A deafening roar!!

Had it gotten provoked?

The dragon's rampage grew more severe with time, and the underground landscape devolved into hell.

Only the stench of decaying flesh lingered in the air.

Nevertheless.

"Sword."

The girls continued their coordination.

"Be dyed."

The Princess continued to deploy her domain.

The steel garden she cultivated covered the area, forming a barrier that protected the group.

This was to defend against the dragon's occasionally pouring breath, if only for a moment.

At the same time.

Crunching and snapping!

Thick vines bound its movements.

The intertwining tendrils wrapped around its wings and legs.

They snapped under the dragon's struggles but continued to regenerate, piercing or cutting its skin with their sharp edges.

Of course, most were stopped by its tough hide and shattered, but that was enough.

"Haa, haa...!"

Had the detailed adjustments taken their toll?

The girl suddenly had a nosebleed.

But she couldn't even think of wiping it away, focusing all her attention solely on maintaining her domain.

While momentarily holding the Four-Headed Dragon back in this way.

"Kugh...!"

The Fox directly confronted the calamity.

Her superior speed, at least.

She maximized that advantage as she swung her sword.

The fiery red flames seemed to be the result of her training, delivering a stinging blow even to the dragon.

Furthermore, unlike before, her ability's utilization had also become more diverse.

A whoosh!

Or bursting smoke to obscure its vision.

Or deploying a curtain formed from flames.

Or shooting scorching sword energy even from a considerable distance.

She displayed a spectacular performance against the dragon, ensuring its attention wouldn't be drawn towards the Snake and the Princess.

The girl shone.

"Over here!"

A bang!

The flames hit its face.

        
            "Over here!"

Bang-!

Flames struck his face.

It was an outstanding performance.

The fox was pushing herself to new heights, surpassing even most professors. Growth, after all, tends to amplify in proportion to the crisis faced.

Irene swiftly swept through the battlefield.

Of course.

A guttural roar-!!

That was merely a trick or two.

It couldn't evade the eyes of a superior species.

Ultimately, the fox's movements were seen through. The dragon's swinging tail struck her slender body.

The girl was sent flying without a chance to resist.

Thud-!!

She barely managed to block with the flat of her sword, but it wasn't enough to maintain her stance.

The fox lay sprawled on the ground, a considerable distance away.

She groaned in pain, as if every bone in her body was shattering.

"Gah···!"

Her lips trembled.

Her stamina had long since bottomed out, and the blade of the sword she held was broken.

The shadow of death was approaching before her eyes.

For a moment, she was overwhelmed by helplessness.

Teeth that looked ready to chew her up and swallow her whole at any moment.

Irene struggled to raise her battered body.

"Ugh, urgh···."

Her breathing was ragged.

Each breath was dangerously shallow.

The reason she couldn't collapse in such a situation was due to a single wish deeply embedded in her heart.

A dedication with the blind meaning of sacrificing her entire life.

She recited that prayer.

'I want to be helpful.'

The girl gripped her broken sword.

Her gaze was still clear.

She gathered her strength, intending to sacrifice everything for this last effort.

Flames surged with a few sparks.

The light, which even stole the heat from the underground, gradually compressed into a single line.

Pressed, pressed, and pressed, the flame achieved perfect balance at its end, reborn as an infinitely sharp straight line.

It was a sword forged from crimson flame.

Woosh-!

A broken hilt.

Above it, only a brilliant blade gleamed.

The fox swung the flame as it was.

"Hup···!"

Swish-!

A crimson afterimage grazed the dragon's face.

A clean line was drawn.

For the first time, a scratch appeared on its tough hide.

Although it was a shallow wound, far from fatal, the mark fully crossed its left eye.

She had exploited a weak point where the skin was relatively less tough.

Irene collapsed on the spot.

Thump-.

The crimson flame that enveloped her entire body dissipated.

Accordingly, her crimson-dyed hair slowly returned to its original orange.

Before her eyes, the shadow of death still approached.

Demonic energy oozed and spread.

Growl-.

The dragon opened its mouth, revealing rotten flesh.

It seemed to be mocking her, as if asking if this was all she had.

The fox merely snorted.

"Ha··· After all that, you just played around with me."

Casually, she raised her middle finger.

Before death could even question it, Irene shouted.

"Now!"

The next moment.

Her left vision, temporarily blocked by the previous attack.

Someone burrowed into the blind spot thus created.

"You've worked hard."

Golden hair fluttered.

The snake, who had somehow appeared right in front of the dragon's nose, exuded an intense presence.

A brilliant light, including jet black, shimmered.

Even its closed eyelids were now fully open.

"I make my invocation."

The boy moved his tongue.

Jet black gathered at his fingertips.

-Ding!

[Current Output Remaining: 61.7%]

A blue screen flickered in his vision.

He felt it was slightly insufficient, but he had no choice but to manage with that output.

The snake unfolded a lie.

'Monster.'

What stood before him was literally a monster.

A power and strength comparable to a star.

It couldn't be touched by ordinary attacks.

Because it was a being that transcended natural law.

In that case.

The boy simply had to transcend natural law as well.

Because authority is often unreasonable.

"Oh, stars."

The snake imitated a star.

Consuming all his output, stamina, mental power··· and eventually even life force, he transcended his own rank.

Recalling the stars he had encountered so far, he sought a complete origin.

This was not merely a process of becoming equal.

It was about grasping the structure of power, reconstructing it, and donning a rank higher than the stars in the night sky.

The power, interpreted in real-time, distorted even the surrounding dimension.

Rumble rumble rumble-!

The temple and underground shook violently.

Light swirled around the boy.

It was an afterimage of utmost enchantment that people had never seen before.

Before he knew it, a pure white banner fluttered behind his back.

The shimmering haze, fluttering like a cape, revealed the [rank] of his existence.

Likewise, the sword in his hand also emitted a pure white light.

It was Omnipotence.

"Devour it."

For a moment.

The boy took a step closer to the star-filled night sky, the very source of authority.

A lightly swung sword strike caused cracks in the air.

Shatter-!

Cracks formed as if a mirror had shattered.

The world shattered into pieces.

Beyond the scattered cracks, only nothingness shimmered.

It was an error that occurred during the distortion of dimensions.

Thwack-!

The boy plunged the pure white sword into the dragon's heart.

A surprise attack that gave no time to react.

He whispered a greeting that was barely audible.

"Then, farewell."

Immediately after.

The body, composed of death, split into countless fragments.

It shattered, shattered, and shattered··· until it disintegrated to a point where it was no longer visible to the eye.

It was erased without a trace.

The concept of nothingness devoured existence, leaving behind only a pure white void.

As if graphite had been erased from a notebook with an eraser.

Whoosh-.

Soon, as the output ran out, the underground scenery returned to its original state.

Aside from the devoured dragon, there were no other abnormalities.

The snake muttered.

"It's··· over."

His legs gave out immediately.

He knelt on the ground.

It had been touch-and-go halfway through, but he had ultimately succeeded in preventing the disaster.

It was news well worth celebrating and rejoicing over.

A wave of relief washed over him.

Such lingering sensation of victory, he couldn't enjoy for long.

Because he had to pay the price for overusing his abilities.

As he briefly massaged his aching limbs, blood suddenly gushed from his throat.

A crimson stain spread.

"Cough···!"

That wasn't all.

Perhaps from an overload, blood was flowing from both his eyes.

Pain, as if his bones were being crushed, circulated throughout his body.

It was the cost of excessively using his life force.

A familiar mechanical sound flickered in his ears.

-Ding!

[Excessive life force consumption detected.]

[Further consumption of life force may affect your remaining lifespan.]

It was a natural consequence.

That one strike had far surpassed natural law··· it was a sword that dared to challenge a god's place.

Should he at least feel relieved that his lifespan wasn't shortened?

Since life force could be recovered with sufficient rest, it didn't mean that a fundamental flaw remained in his body.

The snake wiped the blood from his mouth and muttered.

"I haven't overheated this much··· except during the Usurpation War."

He calmed the pain with a deep breath.

As he briefly stabilized himself, the girls who had rushed over urgently supported him.

Seeing him spew blood, they reacted with concern.

"Are you okay? You seem to have overexerted yourself···."

"I am fine."

Perhaps because it was a scene they had experienced a few times before.

Irene expressed her concern and worry, yet she did not ask questions or take actions that would tire the boy.

She merely embraced the snake with sad eyes.

"Yu-Yuda··· you mustn't die."

On the other hand.

The princess, shedding tears.

Though Charlotte's emotions were usually subdued compared to the other children, she seemed shaken by the possibility of her benefactor dying.

The boy stroked her platinum-blonde hair as if to reassure her.

He whispered in her ear.

"I won't die. Injuries of this extent heal quickly."

"······Really?"

"How could I lie to Your Highness? Please believe me."

"Sniffle··· Yes. I'll believe you. Because it's Yuda's word."

"That's excellent."

The intense atmosphere gradually settled.

The three exhaled sighs of relief.

"It's all over."

"You worked hard."

"The two of you did the hard work. I merely laid my hands on the table."

"Let's just say we all worked hard together."

"That's good too."

The return of tranquility.

The boy traversed the underground temple with the support of the two.

Just as they were about to head back to the surface.

"That's far enough."

A voice was heard from behind.

What came into view as they turned was··· a group of mysterious figures cloaked in dark red robes.

Villains who had appeared without a shred of presence.

The children froze on the spot.

'No way.'

He had clearly seen them melt away without a trace.

Where did these forces spring from?

The same thought flashed through everyone's minds.

'Reinforcements···?'

As if to prove that assumption, the mysterious figures spoke.

They had somehow formed an encirclement, with over a hundred individuals surrounding them.

"The Puppeteer's signal was cut off, so we rushed here as reinforcements··· but we've witnessed a scene we simply can't overlook."

The situation was dire.

The snake, the fox, the princess··· every single one of them was exhausted.

And in that state, they had encountered enemy reinforcements.

It was a unit comprising numerous chimeras, sorcerers, executives, and even Catastrophes like the Puppeteer.

It was impossible for the children, pushed to the brink of collapse, to respond.

Cold sweat trickled.

"To think you'd subjugate a calamity alone."

There was no way out.

In a normal situation, the snake would have stepped forward, but now, he didn't even have the strength to walk on his own.

Moreover, pushing himself further here would risk consuming his lifespan.

"······."

The boy remained silent.

The enemies were closing in.

"It's regrettable that the plan went awry, but there was a certain harvest. Leaving such a force in the academy would be a significant obstacle."

The girls standing by his side also darkened their expressions.

Even amidst this, as if to protect the snake, they hid the boy behind their backs.

Though it would be a meaningless struggle.

The mysterious figure snorted and declared their execution.

"We can't miss this opportunity."

The cultists prepared to attack in unison.

Around them, only waves of thick demonic energy surged.

"Eliminate them here."

Immediately after.

Shadows rushed towards the children.

But did the mysterious figures know?

That this entire situation.

Was also within the snake's palm.

"Pfft."

The boy was sneering, his head bowed.

As if greatly amused.

The next moment.

"······?!"

Crack-!

A sound like something flickering rang out.

At the same time, a shadow blocked the mysterious figures' path.

Its empty right sleeve fluttered, as if to prove its presence.

Standing with faint light at its back was···.

"Hmm."

None other than a white-haired elder.

"It seems those cultists still bring a foul stench. Utterly unpleasant."

With an elegant gesture, he covered his nose with a handkerchief.

An atmosphere filled with overwhelming killing intent.

The elder calmly surveyed his surroundings, then spotted the boy and smiled.

It was an eminently mature smile, no matter how many times one saw it.

"Well, now, did you miss this old man?"

"Hah."

The elder's name was Monarch.

A figure known as the King of Shadows.

The snake lightly returned the greeting.

"You're late."

"Tsk tsk··· Indeed."

Dismay appeared on the faces of the mysterious figures who had formed the encirclement.

The boy merely smiled cunningly.

"Since you called for reinforcements, it's only fair if we call for ours too, isn't it?"

The dynamic had instantly reversed.

        
            The assailants couldn't move easily.

"..."

It was because of an old man who had suddenly blocked their path.

They had just established a perimeter and gained the upper hand against the snake, but their shallow momentum was overturned in an instant.

An immense killing intent enveloped the area.

Rumble!

Mana surged as if terrified.

A heavy pressure bore down on their shoulders.

It felt as if they had become ants about to be crushed.

The old man didn't do anything special; he merely stood leisurely, but his powerful presence choked the assailants.

Cold sweat trickled down.

In contrast.

"Everyone seems tense."

The old man's expression was full of composure.

His aura was so potent that it even erased the lingering dragon's aura in the vicinity.

As mere insignificant beings, they could only fathom the elder's immeasurable stature.

"..."

The frozen assailants.

The old man spoke with a profound aura.

"Death is clumsy for everyone, isn't it?"

Killing intent swirled in his pupils.

Beyond the dim, almost murky light, a death they had never experienced before surged.

A single pronouncement further amplified the immeasurable terror.

"It will be a trivial end, but... I will personally give you a push."

In short.

It was a death sentence.

"Regrettably."

The old man extended his hand.

The slowly creeping light aimed at none other than the wriggling insects.

The assailants couldn't even think of fleeing.

Perhaps they had resigned themselves.

Overwhelming power.

Among the assailants, one by one, reactions of recognition towards the old man emerged.

They murmured with pale faces.

"Could it be, the Lord...?"

"I didn't expect anyone to recognize me."

The Lord replied calmly.

One of the terrified cultists shouted at the old snake.

"Fallen Star...! Wh-Why are you helping the academy?"

"Because I'm also someone who received a request, you see."

The old man's lips curled slightly.

"Anyway, a star... it's truly been a long time since I was called that."

"You've been tracking us for the past three years, just how much further do you intend to interfere with that person's will...!"

"That's enough impudence."

Thump!

The intensified killing intent pressed down on the entire area.

The assailant spontaneously shut his mouth.

The fear of prey before a predator. Such despair caused their legs to spontaneously lose strength.

The old man's gaze, looking down at him, was infinitely cold.

"How dare you raise your voice at the ruler."

Death surged from his fingertips.

It was the power of a star, or a king.

A flash of light that completely erased the pitch blackness that had settled underground.

Towards the mere insignificant beings, the Lord made a gesture.

What was contained in that light was not mercy, nor hatred, nor even sadness, but the execution of sin, brilliant and heartless.

With his lips, he declared.

"The verdict I shall bestow upon you is..."

Concerning an extremely painful punishment.

"Total annihilation."

The light finally shot forth.

The next moment.

The assailants' vision was dyed pure white.

It was an ecstasy that adorned life.

***

The Lord arrived at the temple as reinforcements.

The aftermath was quickly dealt with.

Before the royal guards who arrived later could even step forward, the old man had already swept the battlefield clean with a few gestures.

It seemed he had gotten excited, having intervened directly after a long time.

Around them, only the traces of brilliant starlight and the ashes of burnt corpses fluttered.

I murmured.

'He's still alive, huh.'

The old man's strength was unchanging.

The last time I saw him, I wondered if he felt old and frail, but his performance completely erased even that doubt.

Even after losing his right arm, he seemed to have become sharper rather than regressing.

Truly a tyrant.

It wasn't that surprising.

Although the gap had widened over time, he was once someone who contended with me as an equal when I went all out.

It would be impossible for anyone of average rank to even stand before the old man.

'Anyway.'

The situation was resolved without any particular trouble.

It was all a pre-arranged setup.

Since the cultists had put considerable effort into this operation, it was obvious they would send reinforcements if something went wrong with the vanguard unit.

Therefore, I had contacted the Lord so he could help in case of an emergency.

Fortunately, he wasn't late.

I casually threw out a remark.

"You arrived just in the nick of time on purpose, didn't you? I was worried you might betray us."

"A dull joke. It's not like I would join hands with mere cultists."

"You never know. Since even businessmen are cooperating with them, there's no law saying a king wouldn't do the same."

"You've gained unnecessary worries since I last saw you."

"Because I have things I need to protect."

"At the bottom, they call that becoming weak."

"Ordinary people call that becoming peaceful."

"Indeed."

Their conversation was filled with sarcastic remarks.

The old man, who had been faintly smiling, soon shook his head as if he'd lost interest.

"You're doing this on purpose, even though you know."

"What do you mean?"

"From the start, I was fated to be at odds with them. I'd rather die than join hands with those guys."

"Is that... a calling that has continued since your days as a Star?"

"It's closer to revenge than a calling. I still have a debt I haven't repaid."

"I see."

After continuing their small talk for a while.

As if the surrounding cleanup was finished, a neatly dressed young man approached.

It was none other than the Unnamed One.

"The area has been cleared as you instructed."

"Good work."

"It's highly likely that the faculty will soon notice this space. We should probably leave soon to avoid being caught."

"Since there was such a fierce clash, they must have detected suspicious signs on their end too."

"I'll have the Fire on standby."

"Please do."

The Unnamed One withdrew first.

The old man stood up as if to follow.

"I should go now."

"Good work."

"Not at all. I merely stepped in because it looked amusing."

"I'll contact you again if I need you."

"You should contact me more often, even if you don't need anything."

"What a terrible thing to say."

He chuckled. "Still as heartless as ever, I see."

The Lord turned his back without hesitation.

His steps calmly receded.

Soon, their figures vanished, leaving behind only the considerable silence in the air and the temple ruins scattered on the floor.

Scanning over them, the realization that it was finally over returned.

[EP23. The Stirrings of Evil]

-Boiling blood and malice, life crying out for death-

I had completely prevented the catastrophe from the original work.

Zero casualties within the academy.

Feeling the tension release, I gently leaned against a nearby pillar.

The accumulated fatigue washed over me, but I struggled to shake it off.

Because there was still one last thing to take care of.

'The traitor.'

The individual who provided information for this attack.

I had to retrieve the seed of ruin planted by the cultists.

***

The chaos subsided.

It seemed that the main gate, where the deceptive attack had taken place earlier, had also been cleared up thanks to the professors' intervention.

The academy was able to conclude the disaster without any significant damage.

As such, it remained a minor incident among the students.

Of course.

"This is absurd!"

The faculty, on the other hand, was thrown into a commotion.

One week had passed since that day.

The dean, along with all the professors and senior teaching assistants, were summoned to an emergency meeting.

Naturally, it was to discuss countermeasures for the past incident.

"This attack appears to be the work of the cultists."

"Although no casualties occurred... this is a clear provocation aimed at the academy!"

"How on earth did they break through the academy's defensive line?"

"It's strange. There isn't just one or two dubious aspects."

"We must accurately explain this situation."

The attack on the main gate was not an issue.

It was merely a shallow distraction, there was a plausible infiltration route, and the risk was insignificant as it was cleared up in just five minutes.

The real problem lay in the passage and temple discovered underground.

It was an incident that almost caused the entire academy to collapse.

'It makes sense that it's serious.'

I conveyed a condensed version of what happened underground to the faculty.

There were many parts that would be difficult to convey exactly as they happened.

Excluding details related to the Lord or the calamity... I only spoke of the existence of the hidden passage and the enemies' attack that came through it.

To the question of how the attack was thwarted, I vaguely explained it as a stroke of luck.

The atmosphere inevitably grew serious.

A danger they hadn't perceived.

The fact that they had almost exposed their backs chilled them to the bone.

The professors put their heads together, re-examining the problem.

"This is already the second time."

Something similar happened last time.

The incident where Regia, Emilia, and I were dragged to the [Abandoned Laboratory] during the midterm exam.

At the time, it was concluded as an error caused by teleportation magic.

As a result, Selena, who was the supervisor, received disciplinary action, and it seemed to be fading from everyone's minds, but this attack made them question it again.

Once might be a coincidence, but twice was clearly suspicious.

The professors' gazes grew cold.

"Someone clearly pulled strings."

"They must have a thorough understanding of the academy. They'd also be in a position to easily access information related to exams."

"Besides, we didn't even know about the existence of that passage, did we?"

"That means they are well-versed in the academy's secrets. Either they hold a high position, or they used to."

"To draw a conclusion, it's this."

Undoubtedly.

There is a traitor among the faculty.

A chilling atmosphere flowed.

The dean, who had been leading the meeting, also remained silent this time.

For a moment, his gaze seemed to reach me.

"..."

Perhaps I should call him a prophet.

He seemed to know that I knew the traitor's identity.

Even as we gazed at each other, no words were exchanged.

The meeting concluded.

While speculations about the traitor ran rampant, without physical evidence, only conflict and distrust would grow.

For now, they could only adjourn the meeting, advising everyone to be cautious.

I too rose from my chair.

Just as I stepped out of the meeting room.

"Yuda."

A familiar voice was heard.

It was Professor Cadell, who had been sitting across from me until just now.

I sent him a gaze, as if asking the intent of his call.

"There's something serious I'd like to discuss."

"A discussion, you say...?"

"Are you pretending not to know? I thought we shared the same goal."

"..."

The atmosphere grew chillingly quiet.

The young man before me reached out his hand without hesitation.

I couldn't help but take that hand.

"It will only take a moment."

"...I suppose I'll listen."

Yes.

Because we shared the same goal.

        
            Cadell approached stealthily.
He extended his hand with an ominous smile.
“Yuda.”
“I have something serious to discuss.”
“It will only take a moment.”

As he suggested, we had a brief conversation.
It was indeed something that needed to be settled.

Just in case there were ears listening, the Serpent and the Professor headed to a secluded spot. We faced each other in a chilling atmosphere.

The conversation that began then lasted just under 30 minutes.
To state the conclusion first:
“Then... I trust you understand.”
“Please choose wisely. For my part, I am showing you mercy, student.”

The conversation ended with a definitive outcome.
Thanks to it, the traitor’s identity became firm.

I concluded the conversation, leaving behind a warning that wasn’t quite a warning.
Though I felt a meaningful gaze from behind, I simply continued on my path, regardless.
There was no worry from the start.
‘Anyway.’
Everything was going according to plan.
There was no need to worry about a play unfolding on my palm.
I merely observed from a step back.

I remained silent, my heart rate lowered.
‘There’s no reaction yet... but what will happen if they’re soon cornered?’

A day passed with various idle thoughts.
The next day, a break was given.
I had expected to be bothered by tedious tasks for a while, such as faculty meetings, testimonies, and report writing, but most of the related matters were entrusted to the professors.
As it was a very sensitive issue, the academy seemed to be exercising extreme caution.
Thanks to this, the students in assistant professor positions were able to get a short vacation.
I was no exception.

“Hmm.”
I spent my time holed up in the dormitory.
With a book tucked into my hand, in a room where no sunlight reached, I simply wished to kill time quietly.
The reason I added that I "craved" this behind the sentence was, of course:
It was probably because life was so exhausting that even such a small wish couldn’t be granted.

I raised my head with an awkward smile.
The interior of the dormitory came into view.
Among the familiar sights were girls with pink, blue, platinum, red, and orange hair.
All of them gazed at me with resolute eyes.
As if they wouldn’t let me go, no matter what I said.

“Um... everyone? I told you I was fine earlier.”
I tried to speak, but.
“Young Master-nim! When you’re sick, you need to rest well...!”
“Stop making noise and sit down.”
“Yes... If you keep doing that, even Yuda will have no choice but to get angry.”
“Just accept it quietly. If you think about it, you’re the one who caused this.”

What came back was nothing but the girls’ scolding.
Shrinking, I leaned back against the innocent wheelchair and mumbled.
“I don’t really feel sick, though...”

That’s right.
I was practically imprisoned in the dormitory in broad daylight.
By the hands of the protagonists themselves.

‘I didn’t expect everyone to react so sensitively.’
I mulled over a monologue inwardly.
The subjugation of the Four Dragons, which had happened just a few days ago.
Because the original plan went awry, it was an event where I inevitably had to overexert myself to some extent.
Because I ended up greatly consuming my life force beyond my normal output.
Fortunately, it wasn’t to the extent of affecting my lifespan, but for a few days afterwards, I had to suffer from muscle pain and feverishness.
Of course, it was a minor ailment compared to when I was at my lowest.

‘This is troublesome.’
I didn’t want the children to worry.
Therefore, I had intended to keep my overexertion as secret as possible.
But I was betrayed by unexpected people.
None other than Irene and Charlotte.
The two who had been with me during the subjugation battle had revealed my condition.
They looked serious and said something about how I needed protection.
“Yuda is a patient. You shouldn’t overexert yourself until you recover.”
“I couldn’t stop you myself... so I thought if I brought in the others, you’d listen.”

Since their actions stemmed from worry, it was hard to scold them.
Because their sorrowful eyes weighed on my mind.
Anyway.
Through that process, the other children also found out about that day.
Regia, Emilia, Elize... The three whose expressions darkened.
When they even heard the story about me spitting blood, all of them turned pale and hovered around, asking if I was okay.
Such a backstory existed for the current situation.

The Serpent, the Pilot, the Vain One, the Fox, the Little Prince, and even Rose.
A dormitory where five people, excluding me, were settled.
It was wide enough not to be inferior to most mansions from the start, so I didn’t particularly feel cramped or uncomfortable.
Still, being constantly worried about weighed on my mind.

‘I’m truly grateful for your concern, but...’
Still, I thought making me sit in a wheelchair was a bit excessive.
My life force was gradually recovering now, so it was hard to say I was particularly sick.
Of course, there was no use arguing.

“You’ve already collapsed once, so we can’t trust you when you say you’re fine.”
“You need to rest! The commoner and I went to all this trouble to come here, so stop complaining and just recuperate!”
“Young Master-nim... *sniff*, you, you can’t die.”
“Everyone will be sad if Yuda dies. And so will I.”

A torrent of nagging poured out.
My mouth automatically closed.
Especially Regia was looking at me with teary eyes, as if she would burst into tears if I didn’t stay still.
In the end, I surrendered to her pure gaze and decided to go along with it.
It wasn’t that difficult anyway.

“Haha...”
As I let out a hollow laugh, Rose, who was sitting next to me, poked my cheek.
She was also a girl in a wheelchair.
The corners of her mouth held a mischievous smile.
She seemed intent on teasing me.
She spoke with a rare smile.
“So... how does it feel to sit in a wheelchair for the first time?”
“I think I understand a little of Your Highness’s frustrating feelings.”
“Let’s get along well as fellow patients from now on. Of course, I won’t allow you to die before me.”
“No... mine is a temporary symptom, though.”
“Hmm.”

The Princess-nim seemed particularly pleased.
Was the wheelchair, a ‘couple item’, so pleasing to her?
Her reaction even included a slight hum through her nose.
“Your face is as pale as a girl’s... you’re practically a sickly flower.”
“I can’t compare to Your Highness, but.”

Actually, there was also an aspect of reaping what I sowed.
Dizziness due to life force deficiency.
When I happened to collapse or stumble a few times in front of the children, everyone became obsessed and started monitoring me constantly.
I should have just stayed quietly in bed until I recovered.
In the first place.
If I had properly dealt with the Puppeteer back then, the Four Dragons wouldn’t have been resurrected, and I wouldn’t have had to consume life force.
Of course, there was a somewhat unfair circumstance hidden on my side.
I grumbled quietly.
‘Who would have known that name would be called...?’

A smile so grotesque it sent shivers down my spine.
In the Puppeteer’s pupils, only madness and enlightenment gleamed.
I remember the lightly moving lips and the sound.
“It was you, ■■■■.”
How?
By what means did he know that name?
In this world, only I... and those people should know that code.
Problems beyond control always caused a headache.
As I pondered silently for a moment, the suddenly boisterous atmosphere touched my ears.
It was, as expected, the voices of Rose and the Fox arguing.

“A pet talks too much for its own good.”
“Pets at least receive abundant love from their owners. Isn’t the relationship between a patient and a doctor just a professional one?”
“Oh, have you forgotten? I even received a promise to be made happy.”
“To boast with mere promises.”
“And while stroking my skin here and there.”
“How vulgar... Perhaps I should fix your head before your body.”
“Can you even handle it? Daring to make such a statement to a princess of a nation.”
“I don’t care about the trivial hierarchies of humans.”
“What an ill-mannered beast.”
“And you’re a bothersome woman.”

Should I say I’ve gotten used to it now?
The two people who fought whenever their eyes met.
There was no sense that they actually hated each other, but perhaps because both had tempers, they often clashed.
To soothe the girls, I pinched both of their cheeks.
A soft sensation touched my fingertips, and the bickering stopped.

“I clearly asked you to get along, you know.”
“...They started it.”
“That’s what I should be saying! You insolent beast-person.”

The Fox and Rose, grumbling to the very end.
Noisy sounds came from the kitchen as they prepared dinner.

“Young Lady-nim...! Th-the stew is burning!”
“Oh, oh no? What do I do? It was fine when I practiced alone...!”
“First, you need to turn off the fire!”
“No, no! Th-that’s wrong! I’m scared of fire...”
“I’ll do it!”

The Vain One, whimpering that things weren’t going according to plan.
And the Pilot, who, with her exceptional practical skills, quickly salvaged the ruined dish.
“Yes. Everyone looks happy.”
Behind them, even the Little Prince was gently smiling.
The noisy atmosphere of the dormitory seemed likely to continue for a while.

***

Five days after the attack.
The situation among the faculty remained unchanged.
Although the search for the traitors continued, no significant results were achieved.
Only a chilling atmosphere lingered among the academy’s adults.
A situation where everyone watched each other.
As there were limitations on information for an assistant’s position, I couldn’t know how seriously the situation was unfolding.
I could only infer the turmoil through the sharp atmosphere.

I appropriately withdrew my interest.
Because my position was to walk a different path from theirs.
It was obvious that worrying unnecessarily would only complicate my mind.
‘I hope it goes according to plan.’

I leaned my back against the backrest.
As I mulled over my fleeting thoughts, the Fox, who was pushing my wheelchair from behind, asked a question.
“So... you need to go out from this morning?”
“My Teacher-nim is waiting.”
“She didn’t seem particularly pleased to see you last time.”
“She’s originally someone who dislikes people. But she’s also subtly kind.”
“You seem to trust her a lot.”
“Because I received a lot of help from her.”
I replied casually.

The rolling wheels traversed the corridor, heading towards the hospital room at the end.
It was on my way to visit the Drunkard.
Selena was currently staying in the academy’s infirmary.
“No. I cannot cooperate in such a dangerous situation.”

During the attack.
She was the woman who blocked us as we headed to the underground passage.
After falling under hypnosis and fainting, she was found by other professors, lying unconscious on the floor nearby.
The Drunkard naturally went through admission procedures and remained there.
There were no lingering side effects, and her lost consciousness quickly returned, but strangely, she seemed unable to regain her strength since waking up.
Because of this, she couldn’t attend the faculty meetings that had continued for the past few days.
This was also why I visited her hospital room every day.
‘I need to convey the meeting’s contents.’
I also needed to hear her opinion on the traitor.
After all, I was directly under her.
It was also my duty to convey minor issues missed in meetings or the current atmosphere of the academy.
Though a big reason was simply that I wanted to see her face.
Anyway.

“Teacher-nim.”
I wheeled the wheelchair into the hospital room.
What awaited beyond was a white room.
It was a dreamy space with not even a hint of a human presence.
I instructed the Fox to wait outside the door, and as I moved the wheels by myself, I suddenly made eye contact with the person sitting on the bed.
It was the Drunkard, lost in thought as usual.

“...You’ve come, Yuda.”
She tried to greet me warmly, but the worry on her face wouldn’t disappear.
Her already deep melancholy seemed to have grown much darker.
Her eyes were clouded with intoxication, as usual.
Her flowing purple hair was spread out on the blanket.
I could tell her condition wasn’t good from the worsened dark circles under her eyes.
Did she have trouble sleeping last night too?

“You seem even more haggard.”
“I’m fine... Let’s talk about work first.”
Her expression remained particularly dark.
The woman took a sip from the liquor bottle she was toying with and spoke.
Just two days ago, a patient had clearly confiscated it, asking “What kind of alcohol is this?”... It seemed she had somehow found and emptied several hidden bottles.
Perhaps because of the gloomy atmosphere, I hesitated to point it out.
Left with no choice, I conveyed the work-related matters as she requested.
It was about today’s meeting.

“The academy’s atmosphere seems to be settling down somewhat.”
“I see... This was originally my work to handle, but I’m causing trouble for Yuda.”
“Not at all.”

The conversation continued for a while.
Even while listening to the story, the woman on the sickbed couldn’t take her eyes off the wheelchair I was in.
It seemed she was distressed by the fact that her disciple was injured.
The fact that I looked particularly sickly also played a part.
I didn’t know that consuming my life force during the Calamity subjugation would be used in such a way.
I smiled gently.

“Teacher-nim.”
Yes.
Isn’t this enough by now?
Five days after the attack.
She must have also reached various conclusions inwardly.
I brought out the question I had been waiting to ask.
“I’d like to ask for your thoughts.”
“Yes?”
“Because you haven’t given any opinions so far.”
“What do you want to ask me?”
“I want to know the identity of the traitor... who you suspect it to be.”
“The traitor, you say.”
“It’s an important matter.”

Selena Drunkerd.
She was simultaneously the dean’s top disciple and a person of high rank, having served as a head assistant. Moreover, she was a veteran who had experienced the academy for a long time.
She must have certainly figured out the identity of the faculty member who betrayed the academy.
Such as the overly incompetent Dean.
Or Cadell, who was the most suspicious.
Or someone else we didn’t expect.
Or if it’s not even that.

“What do you think, Teacher-nim... no.”
Actually.
“Traitor-nim.”
Or herself.

My eyelids had subtly opened, and I was gazing at her with my white eyes.
The answer that dared not come created a brief silence.
“......”
The hospital room was steeped in stillness.
The Serpent glared.
At his Teacher-nim, who was a natural educator, an adult full of scars, and... the academy’s traitor.
I had faced her, overcoming a long period of waiting.
Her closed lips parted.
Her pronunciation was so clear, it defied her intoxication.

“As I thought... you knew.”
The traitor, Selena Drunkerd.
According to the original story, she was the seed of ruin planted by the cult.
The woman murmured.
“......It’s all my fault.”
A recollection of the sins committed over a long time.

        
            Selena Drunkerd.

To summarize her actions in the original story, it was as follows:
‘A traitor.’
What more could be added or subtracted?
It was all a choice she made herself.
There was no coercion or burden in the process.
The woman simply betrayed the academy for her goal, and ended up joining hands with those who should not be approached.
They were none other than dark mages who worshipped slaughter and greed.

A path of endless destruction.
Of course.
She hadn't decided to betray from the very beginning.
Just as villains always have their own circumstances, the Drunkard had her own circumstances.
Perhaps the woman could have become an even better educator.
If only she hadn't clung so foolishly to the past.

‘Memories, then.’

For adults, memories are lingering attachment, or alcohol.
A void that makes life wander aimlessly.
And this… was the foolishness and intoxication attached to the name Selena Drunkerd.

The time goes back to when she was very young.

“-Lianne! Look what your unnie brought!”
“-It’s a loaf of bread that hasn’t even gone bad…! Today’s begging was a complete success!”

Selena had a younger sister, five years her junior.
Lianne.
A younger sister she raised like a daughter.

“-Unnie is the best, as expected!”
“-It smells so savory! It must have been baked just now at the bakery!”
“-Hehe… I feel like my mouth is already watering.”

They had no other family.
Their parents had passed away in times too hazy to remember.
As the older sister, Selena had to take responsibility for her younger sister.
Though it was a life wandering through the slums, begging for others’ charity, the children never lost hope in their day-to-day lives.
Because they had each other.

In a way, it was ordinary.
There were beggars scattered everywhere in the slums. Their lives were no different from others.
In difficult moments, they would briefly lean on a shoulder offered to them.
Even in desperate, cold, and creeping hunger of winter… the girls survived, with their strong affection serving as their season.
Along with their dependence deepening as they grew older.

“-I love Unnie the most in the world!”

A life at the bottom where not even a faint light could enter.
A life constantly chased by misfortune.
Yet, a life filled with hope.
Was it a reward for the hearts of such children?
Even on days covered in pitch black, the sun shone down.

“-You… have talent.”
“-Would you like to learn magic under me?”
“-I will take in your younger sister as well.”

One day, an old man appeared.
He introduced himself as the head of a renowned educational institution, then offered Selena and Lianne to become his disciples.
He had recognized Selena's magical talent.
The children hesitated, yet took his hand.

“-From today, call me Teacher-nim.”

An unforgettable moment.
Afterward.
Color was painted into the girls’ lives for the first time.
New experiences accumulated one by one. A comfortable home, soft clothes, warm food, even a cozy bed.
A miracle that came overnight.

“-Teacher-nim! Teacher-nim! Can you teach me the magic Unnie is learning?”
“-Later, I want to become a cool mage too.”
“-Like the sages in fairy tales!”
“-Lianne… Teacher-nim said you’re weak and it would be hard for you.”
“-Besides, it’s not really fun to begin with. Why would you willingly fall into the swamp of homework?”
“-Yes! Unnie works hard too!”
“-I want to become strong enough to protect Unnie!”
“-So please teach me!”
“-Hahaha. If you want to learn, there’s no reason not to.”
“-It might be hard to be like Selena… but Lianne, I will teach you magic too.”
“-Yahoo! Long live Teacher-nim!”

The children learned the meaning of peace.
A smile that never left their lips.
It was a life where they no longer starved, no longer cried in fear, and no longer shivered from the cold.
The morning that arrived after a long dawn was so precious.
That’s why they wished and believed that only happiness would fill their future.

However.
“-You have three months left.”
Misfortune did not let them go.
When Selena turned twenty and Lianne turned fifteen… her younger sister was suddenly diagnosed with a terminal illness.
The exact cause was unknown. They could only guess. That her body, weakened by life at the bottom, finally couldn't endure and broke down.
The tragedy shattered even their momentary dream.

“-Don’t worry.”
“-Unnie will definitely make you well… somehow, by all means, I won’t let you die.”
“-Teacher-nim is also looking into it. There must be a way.”

No.
There was no such method.
It was what they called an incurable disease.
Every doctor they met frowned, priests shook their heads, and in the end, even her Teacher-nim put down his pen.
The girl in the sickbed was simply slowly nearing her end.
Holding her beloved older sister’s hand.

“-I’m sorry… Unnie.”
“-I wanted to stay by your side a little longer… I wanted you to be by my side…”
“-I’m sorry… I’m sorry I couldn’t stay by your side…”

Lianne mumbled with breaths that seemed about to give out.
Emotions surged in her endlessly flowing tears and repeatedly apologizing voice.
As if about to overflow at any moment.

“……”
Selena was powerless.
There was nothing she could do for her sick younger sister.
She merely held the warmth in her hand tightly.
Until the thin breath ceased… and even the body warmth that signified life grew cold.
The older sister could not leave her younger sister’s side.

“-It’s a lie… it’s a lie.”
A lump of flesh from which the soul had departed.
The girl clung to what was once Lianne and wailed.
The colorful world instantly reverted to black and white.

“-Lianne… please open your eyes.”
“-We just started to be happy, why, why did this happen only to us…?”
What your death left behind was only a cold world without you.
Only after losing everything in her life did she realize.
The light that had come to them was not a morning.
It was merely a fleeting meteor that shone for a moment and then vanished.
Happiness, for Selena, was such a vain and false concept.

“-It was all a lie.”

After the death.
The girl wandered endlessly.
As if she had given up on everything.
The light vanished from her pupils.
Her expression gradually hardened.
She drank alcohol she didn’t even like straight from the bottle, and the time she spent intoxicated grew longer by the day.
It felt as if being sober was rare.

“-Lianne…”
Even though she had shed her youth.
Even though she was called a woman instead of a girl.
Selena lived, replaying only her memories.
Buried in the happiest moments of her childhood.
As those meaningless days continued.

“-Would you not join hands with us?”
Some figures approached.
They were none other than cultists.
Planning to use the wandering Selena, they whispered an offer she, as an older sister, could never refuse.
It was the devil’s whisper that they could resurrect her dead younger sister.

“-Do you not want to meet her one more time?”
“-Your beloved younger sister.”

The woman could not refuse.
Her mind was not sound enough to make proper judgments.
She simply wanted to meet the departed girl one more time.

Ultimately.
Selena decided to become their puppet.
She even had a mana contract placed on her heart.
Perhaps she was truly drunk.
Her mind was filled with only the thought of saving Lianne.
The woman, having killed her emotions, ended up participating in all those tragedies.

“-You only need to follow our instructions properly.”
“-Beyond that… we will take care of it ourselves.”

Their demands were simple.
To periodically hand over the academy’s secrets and information.
For Selena, who was the dean’s top disciple and held the position of head professor, it was not a difficult task.
She was also the one who delivered the map of the underground passages to the cultists.

“-Wait for me, Lianne… certainly.”
“-When that time comes, will we be able to be happy again…?”

The woman knew she was cloaked in evil.
Yet, her precarious steps did not stop.
Like a truck with broken brakes, her shattered thoughts drove blindly forward.
Selena drove her life like a drunk driver.

However.
“-Th-this… what in the world.”
Even a drunken stupor, no matter how messy, eventually wears off.
Once consciousness returns, one must face it.
All the tragedies one has brought upon oneself.

“-Roooooar!”
A ferocious dragon roared.
A disaster stood tall, centered around the collapsed academy main building.
Hot flames and death poured down like rain.
The surging hatred seemed intent on destroying the entire world.
Corpses were scattered everywhere.
Students she had taught.
Fellow faculty members who always annoyed her.
It was a place that had once been a home to her, but now, the term ‘living hell’ suited the scene better.
The choices the woman made caused countless lives to be buried in the sand and earth.

“-Ah.”
The woman realized, belatedly.
About her foolishness, and the sins that stained her because of it.
“-Wh-what, what have I… done.”
“-I didn’t intend for this, I, I just… one more time, that child…”
“-No… I didn’t wish for this!”

All that remained in the despair-ridden grounds was nothing but pools of blood and flesh.
And the emptiness that overflowed even beyond those pools.
Screams, sorrow, terror, pleas.
Selena watched the crimson, burning landscape.
Sitting blankly where she was.
“-It was all… a tragedy I brought upon myself.”

Tears streaming down.
Just as she was lost in thought.
*Thrust!*
Something pierced through the woman’s chest from behind and burst out.
It was none other than a sword.

“-You’ve worked hard until now.”
Turning around, she saw.
The cultist figure she had been cooperating with stood there.
He wore a vile smile, plunging the sword into Selena’s heart.
As if this had been his intention from the beginning.

“-A card that has served its purpose… it’s only right to dispose of it now.”
“-As you can see, the plan is a success.”
“-Only now can we hasten His resurrection.”

The Drunkard fell, spitting blood.
She stopped her wretched breath along with the burning academy.
Perhaps it was a fitting end for a traitor.

‘…The details revealed later were even more shocking, though.’

Selena Drunkerd.
According to the settings revealed later, it was discovered that she, too, was merely played by the cultists.
Lianne, who suffered from an incurable disease of unknown origin… the cultists were behind her death.
A spiderweb spun from beginning to end to draw Selena in.
Her younger sister’s death was thoroughly manipulated, and the promised resurrection in exchange for cooperation was also a lie.
The woman could not escape her fate.

‘In the end… it was a story where no one found happiness.’

A utterly bleak ending.
I cleared my thoughts and met the gaze of the woman before me.

“……”
“……”

Sitting on the sickbed was either a traitor or a sacrificial lamb.
Only a chilling silence filled the hospital room.
As I slowly chewed on the gloomy atmosphere, the woman, who suddenly smiled bitterly, asked a question.
Her voice was subdued.

“……Since when was it?”
“Hm?”
“You realized my betrayal, I mean.”

“Well. Shall I say, it was just a gut feeling?”
“A gut feeling… I see. Student Yuda keeps many secrets.”
“Besides, isn’t it a meaningless question now?”
“That’s true, too.”

The conversation flowed smoothly.
It was similar to usual, yet different in a way.
Shaking off that sense of incongruity, I spoke.
“There are many stories I want to hear. And many I need to hear.”
“……”

A complicated expression returned.
What emotions are you feeling right now?
Resignation?
Despair?
Sorrow?
Loss?
Or perhaps…

“……Do you regret it?”
A question that hesitated, unlike me.
As if in response, her red eyes wavered.
I quietly waited for the woman.
Only after hearing her answer… would I be able to choose what action to take next.
I waited for you.
‘Please.’
Hoping that you are different from me.

        
            The death of her younger sister.
The woman, overwhelmed by sadness, ultimately crossed a point of no return.
Unaware that she had been played by evil.
Unaware that all the tragedies that befell them were... merely a script.
The betrayer's end was the completion of a world where no one could be happy.

It was a point where the gloom of the story hit rock bottom.
All that remained after the catastrophe was regret and despair.
As such, there were many opinions expressing pity.

[Category: Free Bulletin Board]
[Title: Isn't Selena pitiful too?]

When you think about it, she's a victim too.
She was used and discarded by those bastards, the Baobab, from beginning to end.
What's more, it was revealed that even her younger sister, whom she missed so much,
was actually targeted by the cult she was cooperating with.
From the start, there was a huge movement to corrupt Selena.
It seems they targeted her because she was the Dean's top disciple.
It seems right to see it as her just being swept away by a big current.

[She's pitiful, but she's still a bitch.]
-> How many people died because of her? You can't whitewash that.
-> It's not that I don't understand the situation, but given what she's done, I can't look kindly upon her.

[I did feel a bit sad. She was my favorite character among the faculty, though.]
-> Selena is quite popular, after all.
-> Well... characters with the 'noona' archetype are rare in this game.
-> Bang ㅋㅋ
-> Those heinous 'Bang-bang' gang bastards again.

[Info) It was the Dean who brought Selena to the academy.]
-> Is it you again...
-> I'm tired of making fun of it now.
-> He's just the root of all evil.

Selena had quite a solid fanbase.
Her unique cold demeanor, her respectful attitude towards students, and her mature, almost imposing physique that even gave off a 'violent' impression.
Thanks to this, her betrayal left a strong impact.

[Category: Free Bulletin Board]
[Title: No, FUCK! My Noona!!!!!!!!]

It can't be... it's a lie, right? Tell me it's a lie.
How could you do this to me?
I admired you so much, how can it be betrayal? Please, if this is a dream, I need to wake up. If I open my eyes again, Professor-nim will smile at me as always...

[He's going crazy too.]
[He's about to hyperventilate ㅋㅋ]
-> From the way he's talking, it seems he already has.
-> She's an irreplaceable character in many ways.
-> Bang ㅋㅋ

[I don't get why everyone likes that old hag betrayer so much.]
-> Oh, she's well-aged.
-> Does the second-place winner of the faculty popularity poll look like a joke to you?
-> If we re-vote now, she'd probably be pushed out of the top 10.
-> Fact ban!

[These guys like rotten things.]
-> Please don't call anyone over 13 a woman.
-> ?
-> ?
-> Get out of here.
-> Those heinous 'Nong-nong' gang bastards again.

Opinions were divided into two sides.
Of course, no one defended Selena's betrayal.
Because the ending she brought about was utterly catastrophic.
There were only those who expressed pity for the Drunkard's story, and those who refuted such pity.
In my case, I was closer to the former.

'Of course.'
Her evil deeds were unforgivable.
Because she had created too many victims.
No matter how much pain one receives from life, it is not right to wield it against others.
Just as one should not stab innocent people under the guise of their own wounds.
Selena crossed the line.
Even knowing that.
If there was a reason I pitied the Drunkard.
It was simply.

-Oppa!

Because I felt she was similar to me.
Because I saw myself reflected in her broken state.
My stomach churned for no reason.

The only person precious in life.
A happy daily life because they had each other.
But then, the sudden death of her younger sister.
Despair, frustration, longing, loss... I, who couldn't bear all of it and went mad.
Or.
Selena.

'Perhaps.'
All this time, I had identified myself with Selena.
Because we had lived through similar pains.
I understood the despair and brokenness she experienced.
I grieved over the blind emptiness.
Because I, in my previous life, had walked a path no different.
I saw yesterday overlaid.

“.......”
I gaze at the woman before me.
Her wavering crimson pupils.
As if questioning the answer forming on their surface, her silent lips slowly parted.
It was a snippet of a conversation we had once shared.

“You once said that, didn't you?”
During our brief chats.
“That the reason for drinking alcohol is to forget shame.”
Was this the shame you wished to forget?
Yourself, conflicted between longing and guilt.
Was it because of the problem that made your stomach churn that you couldn't stop drinking for a single moment?
During all that long time.

-It is because they cannot stop that they are adults.
-Even knowing what is wrong... they are already too old to change.

You were afraid.
Once you sobered up.
Of all the conflicts and anguish that would follow.

The woman speaks with a subdued voice.
“.......It will be a long story.”
Her lips slowly begin the preamble.
The Drunkard begins to confess the sins she had harbored for a long time.
I listen intently to the subdued resonance.

“That’s how it started.”
The cultists who reached out their hands.
Selena cooperated with them for a long time, providing information.
There wasn't even a trace of guilt in such actions.
Only longing for Lianne filled her.

“At that time, I thought nothing else mattered. If only I could meet that child again... I was ready to take on any sin.”
The woman was willing to sell everything.
All of her gold and home, her lifespan, sorrow, love, and even her guilt.
She resolved to use everything she could.
Malice forged from sorrow.
However.
Since when, I wonder?

“Shall I say, I gradually became weaker.”
She felt even that malice wearing away.
Children approaching with smiles.
Fellow professors who served as role models as educators.
Selena feared the kind environment around her.
Because she felt that if she grew close to them, her plans would be ruined.
Therefore, she built walls around herself.

“I always drew a line.”
The reason she hadn't appointed a direct assistant until now was likely similar.
Because she didn't want to get closer than necessary.
She was always drunk, prickly with her fellow professors, and respectful but maintained a certain distance with her students.
As someone who existed within the academy but didn't truly belong.
She faced her daily life calmly.
However.
The creeping passage of time was not something she could simply ignore.
Her time at the academy became more familiar with each passing day.
That troubled her heart.
Perhaps the reason she gulped down alcohol was also due to that shame.
The desire to escape reality, if only for a moment.
The woman could not shake off her confusion.

“Perhaps that was why.”
In truth.
If she had been preparing for betrayal, she could have been more decisive.
Currently, Selena was the most likely candidate for Head Professor, holding power equivalent to the Dean.
Meaning, she could have moved the academy's main forces out at an opportune moment.
If it aligned with the cultists' plans, it would have been appropriate to weaken the academy's forces as much as possible.
If that approach had been taken, the academy would have already been half-destroyed.
Even if I had stepped forward to stop it, I would have had to expend my lifespan.
But the fact that she didn't.

“.......Master-nim, you hesitated.”
“It's similar. Though I don't know if it's right to phrase it in such a nice way.”
Even while still longing for her younger sister.
The academy's scenery kept coming to mind.
The longing for what she loved and the guilt towards her students became stickily intertwined.
Her divided selves fought as if to kill each other.
Her mind, a tangled mess.
In the end, the woman couldn't do either.
She was stuck in an ambiguous position.
Selena hesitated.
What to choose.
Though it's useless now that everything has come to naught.
The Drunkard avoids his gaze.

“From the start, accepting Yuda as my assistant was for an experiment.”
“An experiment, you say?”
“I needed it. Not yet a star, but talent capable of reaching for one soon. More precisely, I needed a sample of an undeveloped star.”
“It was an experiment related to resurrection, then.”
“The concept of a 'star' itself is so rare. And an 'infant star' even more so, needless to say. That's why I had to force myself to take on the role of homeroom professor for 1st-year Class A. Even just to approach Yuda.”
“Professor Cadell, who would have originally been appointed as Class A's homeroom professor. It was your will that pushed him out of that position, wasn't it?”
“That’s right.”

Now I understood.
How I had suddenly received top marks in the entrance exam.
How Class A's homeroom professor had changed, unlike in the original work.
And how Selena, who always preferred to work alone, had accepted me as her head assistant.
It was all to approach me.

I form a complex smile.
And at the corner of my lips, I add a question.
“The experiment you mentioned... what exactly was it?”

        
            "The experiment you mentioned... what exactly was it?"

"It wasn't a method that directly caused harm. It was merely about living alongside them, understanding the flow of mana, or collecting residual energy. You could say it was closer to observation than experimentation."

"Data collection... In that case, it's strange. Was there a reason to merely observe? If you had directly intervened, the process would have been much easier. Even just kidnapping and dissecting them would have secured far more diverse samples. I don't understand why you chose such a passive approach."

"......I don't know. I don't know either."

The woman muttered at the words that pointed out her blind spot.

Was it a final line she couldn't cross?

All this time, even while cooperating with the black mages, the Drunkard had never directly harmed the students.

She had only delivered the information and data requested by the cult.

In return, she received ancient texts on resurrection, or samples necessary for her research.

Selena said.

"I never intended to get close to Yuda. I only meant to think of him as a necessary sample, but..."

The distance was too close.

Even though she maintained a cold attitude and always drew a line, the boy approached her every time.

He smiled as if it didn't matter.

That smile.

"That smile... I ended up thinking it resembled Lianne's."

The days that remained in black and white kept surfacing.

The Drunkard often staggered.

The tightening guilt made it hard to endure without getting drunk.

Her inner self was on the verge of breaking with just a slight trigger.

'Did it succeed?'

It was an intentional part.

From before, I had done things to instill guilt in Selena.

Starting from kind words, meticulous care, a close distance, and finally, a smile resembling her younger sister's.

So that she couldn't escape from reality.

All this time, I had continually poked at your inner self.

"I'm sorry."

Guilt had by now filled her mind.

What she faced at the end was.

None other than myself, sitting in a wheelchair.

An emaciated appearance.

A pale complexion due to insufficient life force.

Yet, the corners of my mouth didn't betray my feelings.

My current appearance was that of a critically ill patient to anyone who saw me.

The Drunkard must not have been able to endure that reality.

"I know I don't even have the right to say this, but."

It must have pained her that someone was hurt by her choices.

And not just anyone, but the student closest to her.

Because he was the child who always whispered warm words to her.

The fact that I had intentionally consumed some life force proved helpful at this moment.

Thanks to it, I could push her into an even more dramatic situation.

Selena's lips trembled.

Frustration clouded the fading redness of her lips.

"......Perhaps I overlaid Lianne onto Yuda."

"Do you mean something like this?"

*Snap!*

I lightly flicked my fingers.

An illusion shimmered for a fleeting moment.

The next moment, instead of a blond boy, a violet-haired girl sat in the wheelchair before the woman's eyes.

It was exactly as she last remembered her younger sister.

"Ah..."

Selena was surprised for a moment.

But realizing it was an illusion, she soon exhaled the breath she had been holding.

The Drunkard tightly clutched the edge of her blanket.

"You really don't miss a thing."

"You're not asking how I know your sister's face."

"Because I know I'm not in a position to pry into something like that."

The woman bit her trembling lip.

Silence descended into the abyss.

Although she had only provided answers until now, this time she posed a single question.

It was a question about the nightmare she had suffered for the past few days.

Her pupils wavered.

"May I ask one thing?"

"Of course."

"When I fell under Yuda's hypnosis. The dream... or perhaps memory... that replayed in my faint consciousness. Were all of those illusions created by Yuda?"

"That is correct."

During the attack.

Selena, who had grabbed me as I ran towards the center of danger, trying to evacuate me to a safe place.

I put her to sleep and at the same time, instilled a dream in her.

The content of which was.

Memories of what would have happened if everything had gone according to the 'true history'.

The academy landscape, ravaged by disaster.

The Drunkard had to wander and wander through such illusions for days.

Without even perceiving it as a dream.

Vomiting tears and blood multiple times.

"What did you see there?"

"A crumbling academy. I was sitting slumped in front of it. Scraping together scattered pieces of flesh, muttering, 'No, I didn't want this, I didn't wish for this...' over and over."

Of course.

I concealed scenes of the cult betraying her, or the truth about Lianne's death.

To ensure that anger and betrayal wouldn't dilute her regret.

So that she would suffer purely from her own sin.

So that she couldn't even bring herself to beg for forgiveness.

I showed her only her mistakes.

"Then."

This time, I asked a question.

What did you learn from your mistakes?

"How was it? After you woke from the dream."

"......I thought."

Was she recalling the memories of that time?

The woman tightly closed her eyes.

Even if it was just a dream, the scope of the illusion I provided went beyond the norm.

It must have lingered in her sight, touch, smell... and all other sensory organs.

As if she had actually experienced it.

Corpses crushed by debris.

Someone's flesh and blood caught under her fingernails.

A disgusting smell of char that settled on the bridge of her nose.

The woman still savored those vivid sensations.

About those lukewarm, cold corpses.

The Drunkard lowered her head, then wrung out her voice.

*Trickle.*

A watery line trickled down her cheek.

They were none other than tears of relief.

"I ended up thinking... 'thank goodness'."

That the dream she had just seen was not reality.

That no sacrifices had occurred.

That peace still remained.

The woman felt a deep sense of relief.

She muttered "thank goodness" multiple times.

"If things hadn't gone according to plan... I should have worried about Lianne first, I should have despaired over the failed plan... but more than that, seeing the children in front of me alive, realizing that the plan's success was all a dream, and feeling thankful for it, I found myself detestable..."

Her blank expression slowly shattered.

The true feelings she hadn't realized until now.

The guilt she had suppressed under the guise of longing, now bloomed again through the trigger I had planted.

The bud of emotions, having begun to blossom, could no longer be stopped.

The falling tears gradually gained weight.

"Only then did I realize."

I.

"That I loved this place... more than I thought."

Blind love obscures one's vision.

Normal thoughts, her own life, and even love that should have been directed elsewhere.

The Drunkard, bound by her love for her younger sister, closed her eyes.

Only after destroying everything else she had loved.

Did she realize that she had loved them too.

'Foolishly.'

Selena's ultimate regret was likely for that reason.

Because she hadn't realized her love for a long time.

Immersed only in Lianne's death, she had forgotten all the love she had grown to feel for the academy, her teachers, colleagues, and students.

She had abandoned those who had become her home.

"I know. It's too late to go back. I've come too far."

The woman said.

It would have been easier if she had thought only of her sister's resurrection, without realizing anything.

Because at the end of an infinitely extended straight line, she had seen other lights.

"To betray them, I've lost my purpose... and not to, I yearned for Lianne desperately."

Selena.

You had many similarities with me.

No... you were me.

Because we suffered similar wounds and experienced similar brokenness.

I knew what kind of scar longing for loss left.

'If I.'

If I were in the same situation, wouldn't I have been similar?

No... perhaps with power, I might have done something far more terrible than what she did.

As such, I understood you.

That's why, even while reprimanding you, I hoped your ending wouldn't be the same.

Because the ending I faced was complete devastation.

-I'm sorry.

My previous life, where I became a shut-in gamer.

I wished you wouldn't let go of the world like I did.

"What do you plan to do now?"

"......If I can't go back, I should at least stop."

I wanted to save you.

No.

I wanted to save the past me, reflected in the mirror that was you.

We were immersed in intersecting gazes.

"I'm going to end it all. And take full responsibility."

"What does 'responsibility' mean?"

"Anyway, I can't defy them. I made a mana oath in my heart. But it might be possible to tie up loose ends one last time. To punish them and myself."

"Surely you don't mean..."

"Yes, that's right."

Her watery pupils settled.

As if resigning herself to everything.

You spoke, tears streaming down your face.

"I'll die."

A nonchalant declaration of suicide.

Her red eyes were eerily empty, as if relieved.

        
            What is responsibility?

The woman with a relieved gaze recited the meaning.

"I thought about it while lying in bed. I've lived a life no different from a blind person due to my foolishness, so at least this last part must be tied up with my own hands..."

Tears flowed.

Was the meaning contained within them regret? Or self-loathing?

Perhaps it was both, I thought.

"I know I'm not worthy. Even so, I wanted to ask."

It was closer to an plea than a request.

She was an adult swayed by blind love and bound by longing, but she wished that at least the ending would be different by her own hand.

With a resolve not to abandon today for the excuse of yesterday.

Selena’s tears were looking towards a tomorrow that wouldn't exist.

She spoke.

"Please... let me end it."

Silence flowed for a moment.

Where had her characteristic cold atmosphere gone?

Had her indifferent attitude been broken?

Before my eyes, only a single flower was withering.

Her haggard complexion only added to her decay.

An adult was that pathetic.

Just as I was no different.

I simply couldn't shake off the self-portrait of a certain era reflected in her pupils.

Amidst the thick, intertwined sorrow and emptiness, I conveyed my answer.

"If that is truly your will."

A single word that granted the ending.

A faint smile touched the corners of Drunkerd's lips.

"...Student Yuda is a truly good person."

The woman tightly gripped the edge of the blanket.

There was no light in her crimson eyes.

Yet, beyond their murky surface, I was reflected.

Only I existed in Selena's world.

"Thank you."

It was the first time.

That something other than her younger sister existed for her.

"You might think it despicable... but the night we spent at the banquet. My words that you were my first were by no means a lie."

Being so close to another person.

Dancing with a man.

Being held in someone's arms, or truly feeling their languid warmth.

Relying on someone who wasn't her younger sister.

Everything.

"Everything. Not a single thing excluded."

"..."

"All my firsts belonged to Student Yuda."

The sinner's confession was excessively precarious.

As if it would spill out at any moment.

Softly.

The woman raised her body from the sickbed.

She stepped onto the ground with wavering steps.

Her strength hadn't recovered. Where was she trying to go? The woman draped a thin outer garment over her patient's gown.

It was an infinitely insufficient attire to brave the winter outside the window.

For if you peeled back just one layer, her delicate skin would be exposed.

However.

Nevertheless, Drunkerd moved her legs.

Towards the outside of the pure white sickroom.

"...I'll be going now."

With those words.

The woman opened the door.

I watched her receding back for a long time.

Until the lingering afterimage faded forever.

Before long.

It was a memory spanning three days.

***

After the conversation with the snake.

Drunkerd immediately left the academy and headed towards the cultists' stronghold.

It was none other than their laboratory, where she had been granted access as a collaborator.

The personal space of the fellow who introduced himself as [Puppeteer]... beyond that, it was also used as a branch of Baob.

Inside, data and results from experiments were piled up.

In short, a warehouse of collected data.

Selena stood in the center of such a warehouse.

"..."

Crackling.

What lingered at the tip of her nose was a pungent smell of smoke.

Scarlet flames flickered everywhere.

The laboratory was burning in thick flames. Dark crimson blood was spread thickly across the floor.

In the hallway, the corpses of black mages or chimeras lay scattered.

A sudden betrayal by an insider.

It was Drunkerd's doing.

She was clearing out the personnel in the laboratory and burning the data one by one.

Her faint breaths mixed with the heat and vanished.

"Haa..."

The laboratory couldn't cope with the surprise attack.

Because her opponent was a professor.

Although her abilities weren't suited for combat, Selena was also a member of Gallimard Academy.

A key figure in the continent's top educational institution.

She could handle subduing a branch office by herself.

Of course.

Though it had to be accompanied by severe injuries and exhaustion.

The woman staggered, looking tattered.

Even as she spat out blood-tinged phlegm that boiled in her throat, she steadily disposed of the data with her hands.

Piles of documents spilled amidst the blood, corpses, and flames.

Crackling.

'I wonder how much use it will be.'

Selena also knew.

The fact that it was meaningless.

The cultists were a group of unimaginable scale. To the extent they had connections with various noble families.

It was obvious that the loss of just a few documents wouldn't be much of a blow.

Just buying a little time.

Like a moth drawn to a flame for that purpose.

'Still.'

She wanted to personally finish her transgressions.

She wanted to carve out even a little of that sin.

'Is it atonement?'

The woman shook her head.

Because she had no intention of sugarcoating herself with plausible words.

However.

'The Academy.'

The place that had newly become her home.

An affection realized too late.

She wanted to pull back the demon's hand that would reach them, even just a little.

They say spilled water cannot be picked up [a proverb meaning irreversible actions cannot be undone], but even before all her days were soaked in dampness, she wanted to wipe away the dark crimson moisture that was spreading.

The woman moved her hand.

She did not borrow the hands of others.

Because she believed she had to tie up the knot entirely herself.

Drunkerd burned, and burned, and burned everything.

"...This is the last one."

The last remaining document.

Her hand paused for a moment.

Bloodstains and soot clung to the surface of the yellowish paper.

Selena's soiled hand touched the document.

[Selena Drunkerd]

Her name was written there.

It was none other than her own research log.

Transcendence of Providence through Stars and Mana.

Project name: Revival.

It was a record of the days she sought to reclaim her younger sister, and a goal she had considered her entire life for a long time.

Was it because of a certain voice lingering in her ears?

Her hand didn't move easily.

'Lianne...'

If she even threw this away.

It felt as if she would truly accept the fact that Lianne was gone.

Her heart, slowly being whittled down, clung to the woman's sleeve.

Asking if she really intended to give up.

To reconsider.

Asking if she didn't want to see that child's smile one last time.

Piercing longing and regret whispered to her.

But.

'I'm sorry.'

Drunkerd shook it off.

Her long-held lingering attachment.

Her wavering gaze caressed the document one last time, then pushed the bundle of papers she held beyond the flames.

That moment, before she could even chew on it, scattered into bone ash.

Burnt to death.

"Unnie will also... come to meet you soon."

She begged for forgiveness with flowing tears.

Only now had she let that child go.

Only a trace of emptiness rippled in her hollowed-out heart.

It was over.

She had left a letter for the Dean regarding the fact that she was a traitor and the details of her collusion with the cultists.

She believed that Teacher-nim would handle it properly.

On the one hand, she also felt sorry.

She had merely been buried in Lianne's death... but he was no different from family to her either.

Memories of the time when the three of them lived together were still vivid.

-Do you not wish to learn magic under me?

A benefactor who had saved her life, which had been wallowing in the depths.

All she had repaid him with was betrayal.

Her brows furrowed at the particularly bitter aftertaste, but she tried to calm the surging emotions and regret.

There would be no meaning in apologizing at the very end of the path she had reached.

Selena turned around, resigned.

"..."

Behind her stood figures in dark crimson robes.

Each of them aiming magic.

It seemed that reinforcements had arrived from another branch.

Leading them was an executive with whom she had occasionally exchanged greetings.

"The betrayal of a traitor... it seems you've awakened to guilt, albeit late?"

The executive spoke with a frown.

Hostility was fiercely evident.

It was an impossible power difference to overcome.

Her stamina was already bottoming out. Her body was like a rag. Even her heart ached from the mana oath.

Resistance or defiance was meaningless for Drunkerd anymore.

Before long.

Thud.

The strength left her legs.

It was the woman's limit.

As she knelt in place, the robed figures who rushed in after her overpowered her.

Selena's arm was violently twisted, and kicks rained down on her.

Yet, her gaze was utterly serene.

Smack!

The executive slapped Drunkerd's cheek.

Her vision momentarily flashed.

As she chewed on the stinging pain spreading across her face, a question flowed into her ear.

It was a question as if he couldn't understand her.

"Why did you stab us in the back? We thought our interests aligned. Didn't you want to save your younger sister?"

Drunkerd replied with difficulty.

Because of her burst lips, her words kept leaking out with blood.

"I wanted to save her... desperately at that time. No, perhaps even now..."

"Then I understand even less."

Well.

It wasn't a particularly special reason.

"...It's just that I sobered up."

        
            Selena was always intoxicated.
Whether it was by alcohol.
Or longing.
Or sorrow.
She stumbled with sorrowful steps.
As if to sink forever.

But.
Intoxication eventually wears off.
Because reality lies outside the drink.
The drunkard was no different.
Nothing had changed.
The alcohol had simply worn off.
From the prolonged intoxication and liquor.
From memories.
From her younger sister.

“I was drunk for too long.”
The woman sighed softly.
The executive, who had been looking down at her for a while, clicked his tongue.
“What ridiculous hypocrisy.”
“...”
“I will kill you in the most painful way.”

The Mana Oath.
Exploding the inscription infused in her heart would make killing Selena easier than squashing a bug.
But instead of killing her, the executive handed her over to his subordinates.
A deep sneer hung on his lips.
“We shouldn’t let a traitor go so easily.”
The executive commanded.
“Imprison her in the dungeon. In a cell where not even light can enter. I will personally strip the traitor’s bones and flesh.”
After that.
The dark red robes moved busily.
The woman was dragged away helplessly.
“...”
Her retreating figure.
For a moment, on her slender back, a speck of dark shadow seemed to cling.
Soon, it was a shade that dispersed like a dream.

***

In the underground dungeon, where not a single ray of sunlight penetrated.
Selena was bound in chains.
Three days had already passed in this blood-soaked scene.
Was it because she hadn't touched a drop of water all this time?
“...”
The woman had grown as weak as she possibly could.
Her unfocused gaze, the dark red blood that had congealed, and the festering wound on her thigh.
She felt like a flower trampled indiscriminately.
However.
If asked if she was broken, the answer was no.
The drunkard was merely waiting for an opportunity.
A chance to deliver one last blow to them.

*Screech—*
The closed iron bars opened with a shriek.
Following was the man walking in.
It was the executive who had imprisoned Selena here.
For the past three days, he had only kept her in custody without any other measures.
It seemed he had finally decided to do something today.
“How have you been?”
A formal question.
In the man’s hands were a hacksaw, pliers, knives, and various other torture devices.
It seemed his promise to kill her painfully was no joke.
Perhaps he intended to intimidate her.
The executive laid out the devices one by one before her.
Making it easy to infer what kind of pain awaited her.

“Then, I’ll give you one last offer.”
Before beginning everything.
The man made his final proposal.
“I won’t worry about the loss of data. As for burning down a branch… I suppose they were just that caliber of subordinates.”
His tone sounded like he was showing mercy.
“His Excellency still needs your power.”
“Ha.”
“If you declare your willingness to cooperate, His Excellency will take you back under his wing. Meaning, he will show you mercy.”
“Bullsh*t... It’s not mercy; it’s just that there’s still a use for me, isn’t it?”
“Indeed. It’s not easy to plant a spy among the academy’s leadership.”
“Shameless bastards…”
“Choose carefully.”

The hacksaw the man took out gleamed precariously.
As if it could strip flesh and bone at any moment.
The executive whispered.
“His Excellency’s resurrection is imminent. When that time comes, your younger sister might also receive mercy. Haven’t you longed for your family for years? Are you giving that up now?”
Younger sister.
That word alone pierced her heart.
Unconsciously, Lianne came to mind.
—Unnie!
That voice was still vivid.
How could I forget you?
You were my star even at the bottom, the only meaning I loved in life.
My love for you had never changed, not for a single moment.
But.
“Go to hell.”

Lukewarm tears streamed down her cheeks.
Yet, her eyes were wide open.
Because she had decided not to be bound anymore.
Selena Drunkerd.
To her, family no longer referred only to her younger sister.
Her Teacher-nim, who had taken her in from the bottom.
Her fellow professors, with whom she bickered but also stood together.
Even the students who always smiled brightly.
‘Gallimard Academy.’
All of it was her home, and the woman’s family.
It was a belated realization of affection.
And.
—Teacher-nim.
A certain boy.
The child who took many of her firsts.
A grateful yet regretful student.
She wished that even at the end, she wouldn't be ashamed of his kindness.
Even to an adult like her.
—Well, because he’s a good person’s student.
—That, too, would be proof.
—Proof that beneath a seemingly indifferent exterior, a warm heart resides.
For the voice that called her a good person.
Selena stared directly at the man.
For the first time, life gleamed in her murky red eyes.
“Five years of being swayed by you bastards is enough.”

“You’ve made a mistake.”
Perhaps he instinctively knew that persuasion wouldn't work.
The executive clicked his tongue in annoyance.
Finally, the hacksaw was extended.
It was the moment her end was declared.
“Very well… if that’s what you wish, I’ll let you meet your beloved younger sister.”
“You won’t be able to. Lianne will be in heaven.”
The woman laughed with a sense of relief.
Because she knew the end was coming.
“Though a b*tch like me will fall into hell.”
“How unfortunate.”
“And you’ll fall into that hell with me.”
“What?”
The executive was caught off guard.
Selena didn’t miss the opportunity.
It was the move she had hidden until the very end.

“Ugh...!”
She poured mana into the inscription on her heart.
A device she had carved with her own magic just before arriving here.
*Whoosh—!*
An overload occurred in her internal flow.
Energy circulating rapidly.
The [Oath] inscription that existed primarily, and the [Resistance] inscription added secondarily.
The two violently clashed, wielding immense power.
“You, surely…!”
The executive’s eyes filled with panic.
It was an explosion caused by the synthesis of magic formulas.
A self-destruct or suicide attack that created an artificial collision by sacrificing all the mana residing in one’s life.
It contained enough magic to easily blow away a mere branch.
Selena sneered.
“Let’s go. To hell.”

In the slowly unfolding moment.
The woman closed her eyes.
Her body was hot. Soon, her flesh would shatter… no, not even a speck of ash would remain.
A smile formed as she felt the surging mana.
‘If only.’
A meaningless assumption.
Even so, at the very end, one thinks of such things.
In the contemplation that concluded her long life.
‘What if we had been different?’
At the end of her monologue, it was none other than the blond boy who appeared.
The blond boy who was always kind.
‘If I hadn’t been steeped in sorrow…’
If only.
If we had met in a relationship that hadn't gone awry, could Student Yuda and I have had a better relationship?
I had resolved to be indifferent to death… but only you remain as a lingering regret.
Words of gratitude, words of apology, words of affection—I haven't properly conveyed any of my feelings, and they linger in my mind like an unsent letter.
It’s truly laughable.
‘I… perhaps I was.’
The monologue couldn't be completed.
The end pursued her to the very brink of life. And as she exhaled her last breath.

*Snap—!*
“That’s enough.”
A popping sound, like fingers snapping, rang out.
Then a voice was heard.
“Break.”
*Crash—!*
With the sound of shattering glass, an absolute darkness enveloped the drunkard.
Shadows seeped into her skin.
Soon.
The energy that was about to explode vanished without a trace.
As if someone had told a lie.

“...?”
Selena looked confused.
She had sensed death and braced herself for the impending pain, but her limbs were perfectly fine, far from being torn apart.
Even the inscription that had painfully constricted her heart was no longer felt.
It was strange.
A warm temperature was felt from behind her back.
As if she had been embraced by a familiar person.
The woman opened her closed eyes.
And what appeared in her vision was…
“Teacher-nim.”
“Student Yuda…?”
It was none other than the boy.
The boy who had been the subject of her monologue just moments ago.
Their gazes met by chance, extending both briefly and long.
“I came to save you.”
The snake whispered as if answering her question.
By now, a kind smile, as usual, hung on his lips.
“Didn’t I tell you? That I would take responsibility.”

For some reason.
A scene naturally replayed.
It was part of a conversation they had shared alone in the garden on the day they attended the banquet together.
For a brief moment, the instances seemed to overlap.
—Well, what do you think?
—If it’s true… will you take responsibility like a superstition?
—Gladly.
—If you wish it.
Just like then.
The snake held the drunkard in an embrace.
As if he would never let her go.
“I came to keep my promise.”
Her eyelids slowly lifted.
The pupils reflected beyond them were clearly shining.

        
            I stood there, embracing the woman.
Her purple hair fluttered.
Only a thread of silence hung around us.
The air of the underground prison instantly grew heavy.

"......"

I looked down at the warmth in my arms.
The Drunkard's appearance was truly a mess.
Limbs bruised all over, a forehead stained with clear bloodstains, and a haggard complexion utterly devoid of life.
Selena was sitting on the floor, looking up at me.
Her red eyes wavered blankly.

'Did I surprise her too much?'

She seemed unable to grasp the situation.
For her, there was only confusion.
Why she was alive, why her self-destruction had failed, why a familiar face stood before her...
Her confused mind was clearly reflected in her expression.
Given that even her mask of indifference had broken, she must have been quite flustered.

I gave a bitter smile.
'She did it.'

I had been watching continuously.
To see what choice she would make.
Whether she would sober up or repeat her mistakes.
I believed.
I believed in the regret you mumbled with your haggard face.
I believed in the faint glimmer of light that flickered in your eyes.
I was sure that you, unlike my foolish past self, would not be consumed by despair.
I waited for you to choose.
And then.

-It was just that... I sobered up.

You chose the hangover.
Even if the accumulated poison was painful to a sober mind.
To move forward.

"Teacher-nim."

Selena was still bewildered.
I brushed her cheek and whispered softly.

"Thank you."

I gently smiled.
A slight shadow flowed from where my palm touched her cheek.
The writhing shadow that bloomed soon adhered to the woman, slowly absorbing into her skin as if water soaking into fabric.
With the dissolution of the lie, her wounds began to heal.

Swoosh.

Her disheveled appearance began to mend.
What remained was only pristine skin.
As the pain gradually faded, the Drunkard's clouded gaze also returned.
Our gazes met.

"Please sit for a moment. It'll be over soon."

I took off my robe.
And draped it over Selena's shoulders as she sat.
She was an adult stained with dust and blood, but the fabric the boy offered embraced her shoulders with pure white.
As if concealing her tattered essence.

"Hmm."

I turned around.
At the end of my gaze stood angels clad in white.
A formation executed without a single error.
They were none other than Astro's elite unit.

Squish.

Only red stains marked their footsteps.
Corpses lay scattered on the floor.
They were the guards who had been protecting the prison moments ago.
Now, they were nothing more than decaying chunks of flesh.
As I mused over the slowly spreading stench of blood, the angel standing in the front row spoke.
It was the Vice-Captain.

"Master-nim."

"Neria-yang."

"Underground infiltration and securing are complete. Please give the order for the squad members to proceed upstairs."

"The enemy's forces confirmed in this branch number about 200. Our side has ten, so... that means a force difference of nearly 20 times."

I narrowed my eyes.
As if demanding a satisfactory answer befitting a Master.

"How long will it take?"

"Exactly 30 minutes... no, we will clear up to the surface within 20 minutes."

"Then that's fine."

The angels' eyes shone brightly.
I gave the command to Neria and everyone standing behind her.
It was a slaughter.

"Don't leave a single one alive."

The angels bowed their heads in unison.
Suddenly, their fluttering robes captured stars with a pure white afterimage.

"All as you wish."

Immediately after.
The stars began to move.
Until the pure white coverings were stained entirely red.
The light fluttered.

***

The branch was cleared in an instant.
As it was a branch of meager scale to begin with, the internal forces were swept away like autumn leaves.
There was no mercy in the swinging swords and magic of the squad members.
Especially Neria.

"Oh, Light."

Flare!

Brilliant starlight judged evil.
A heat that left no corpses behind.
The cultists tried to counterattack with chimeras and dark magic, but they couldn't stop the silver-haired girl and were reduced to ashes.
The remaining angels followed the Vice-Captain's lead, carrying out their respective executions.
I merely watched the scene of purification unfold.
Had a little over 10 minutes passed like that?

"Master-nim. The cleanup is complete."

"Good work."

There were only ten of them.
They had annihilated a branch where a whopping 200 people resided in just 10 minutes.
Perhaps because they were elites, their firepower was refreshing.
The Vice-Captain saluted me.
By then, the branch's safety had been secured.

Only then did I extend my hand to the Drunkard.

"Teacher-nim."

"......"

Selena, sprawled on the floor.
Had she now somewhat accepted the chaotic situation?
Gone were the surprise and bewilderment from before.
Only a complex expression remained on her face.
The woman, who had been kneeling alone, turned her head away from the hand extended before her.
As if rejecting a kindness.

"It's all over."

"......"

"Let's go back together. To the home everyone is waiting at."

The Academy.
I told her we should go home together.
But the Drunkard still wouldn't take my hand.
Perhaps she was tormented by thoughts. Her reaction suggested she utterly lacked the courage to do so.
Her trembling lips mumbled.

"......Yuda Student."

"Please get up."

"I... can't. Shamelessly, I can't go back there..."

"Excuse me for a moment."

"Huh?"

Grab.

Suddenly, I embraced her.
A faint warmth spread from within my arms.
Without giving her a chance to resist, I lifted the woman's body.
It was a posture commonly known as a 'princess carry'.

"Yu-Yuda Student...?"

"Shh."

We remained as we were.
The banquet where we were each other's firsts. Just as I had escorted her there.
Selena grasped my sleeve at the sudden action.

"W-wait... Where are you going?"

"Didn't I tell you? For home, there's only the Academy, after all. Everyone is waiting for you, Teacher-nim."

"Everyone...?"

"Yes, everyone. A hospitalized patient disappeared, so everyone must be flustered. Not only the Dean, but also the students who learned from you, your fellow professors... even Professor Cadell is looking for you."

"......Why?"

Her head slowly dropped.
Soon, the woman's eyes welled up as if tears would burst forth.
But she swallowed them back, not letting them overflow.
As if she didn't even deserve to shed tears.
She hung the recollection of her spilled sins around her neck like a gallows.
It was intense guilt.

"I don't deserve it. I don't deserve to go back to the Academy..."

"Why do you think that?"

"You know, Yuda Student. You know what I almost did."

"Teacher-nim."

"I almost ruined the things I loved. And at the same time, I almost ruined the things that loved me. And I used my own sorrow as an excuse."

Her pupils trembled.
The Drunkard's gaze was as if she were about to die at any moment.
The shoulders in my arms trembled weakly.

"Just... let me end it here."

A single request.
Perhaps a plea.
The woman longed for an end to her wretched life.
She seemed to want to take responsibility for herself.
But

"How foolish."

Responsibility was not like that.

"What you are doing, Teacher-nim, is merely running away."

Death can never be a means of responsibility.
Nor should it be a means of responsibility.
For those left behind, it becomes a wound, and unresolved conflicts become deep scars.
If one wishes to take responsibility for their mistakes, they must face them properly.
Even if the process is guilt-ridden.

"You must live. Only then will the opportunity for atonement come."

God gives opportunities only to those who live.
After facing death, there is no chance to atone to others, nor a chance to set things right.

"But..."

"Why do you only think everything is over?"

Observing you, I had thought.
A person with many wounds.
Yet a warm person.
Though she always pretended to be indifferent to everything, she never forgot her kindness towards her students, so it was no coincidence that many children at the Academy followed her.
It was a connection the Drunkard had steadily built.
At the same time, it was proof of affection.

'If.'

If you hadn't walked the path of revenge... I thought you would have become a quite good educator.
On the other hand, I also believed it wasn't too late.
Because you had just emerged from a long tunnel of regret.

-Go to hell.

-Five years of being swayed by you bastards is enough.

Now that you had shed your past faults.
Your entire life had just reached the starting line.
You chose what you wished to protect, not out of anger towards something, but out of love for something.
You were finally allowed to remain in the world.
In my world, too.
And in your world.

"Teacher-nim."

In the original story, you deserved to die.
Because simply for reasons of anger and sorrow, you had pushed too many people into misfortune.
But not in this world.
No one was harmed or became unfortunate.

"You... have not ruined anything yet."

If it hasn't been ruined, then opportunity exists.
I believe that to be the truth.

"Because I stopped it."

I stopped your sins.
I stopped a hideous tragedy.
Regret, self-reproach, suicide... all those words that would have someday weighed down your shoulders no longer held meaning.
As I said before, because I wanted to save you.

"So, it's alright."

"But, Yuda Student, you got hurt. Enough to need a wheelchair. With such a noticeably emaciated appearance..."

The hand grasping my sleeve trembled.
Was she recalling a few days ago?
I remember her giving a complicated smile as she saw me in a wheelchair.
It seemed all of that had been agonizing for you.
To the point where it was too hard to bear and turn away from.

"Indeed, your sins might be heavy."

"......"

"However."

I was grateful to you.
For making a different choice.
My wretched past life, filled only with despair and sorrow.
It was a life that never changed until the end... but from your choice, I saw a new possibility.
Perhaps even I, from that time.

"Aren't we bound by a special connection?"

It was just that there was no one to hold my hand.
The possibility that I could have changed if only I had had the chance.
By that alone, I received a small salvation from that time.
I promise.

"When you take responsibility... I will always be by your side."

Taming is like that.
Just as I tamed you, and you tamed me, we must take responsibility for each other.
If individuals merely live as individuals, what meaning would relationships truly hold?
Humans are beings who unite because they conflict, love because they hate, and forgive others because they make mistakes.
If you don't give up, the chance to rise again will come someday.

"Selena Drunkerd."

What you should beg for was not death.
It was forgiveness.
And I.

"I will forgive you."

I no longer resented you.
I poured my complete sincerity onto my lips.

-Everything. Without exception.

-All my firsts were Yuda Student's.

This time, too, I was your first.
The first person to forgive you.
In the future, you would have to live through countless acts of atonement, apologies, and original sins, but precisely because of that, the value of this forgiveness was clear.
Because it would become hope for every step you took.
The hope that someday you could be forgiven for all your sins.

"So, Teacher-nim."

To you.
I had volunteered to be your first hope.

"Let's go back together. To the home waiting for us."

"......"

Her pupils were fixed in a blank stare.
Tears welled up in her red eyes, and soon, overflowing emotions streamed down.
Straight lines of tears drew dark streaks across her cheeks.
Relief, joy, doubt, hope, sorrow... a wave of all these emotions mixed together.
The woman asked, her pronunciation increasingly slurred.

"Why on earth... Yuda Student, why are you so... to me..."

Why.
A question about why I was so kind to her.
Without hesitation, I answered.

"Because, you are my Teacher-nim."

A single phrase that finally made her burst into tears.
The Drunkard buried her face in my chest.
Tears slowly soaked through my shirt.
Embracing her gradually growing sobs, I walked steadily down the dark corridor.
Though surrounded by pitch darkness, my vision was not at all obscured.
Instead, it was bright.
And so.
For the first time, light shone upon the life of a traitor, or perhaps, a drunkard.
Perhaps a light to be cherished forever.

        
            We returned home.
To the academy, no less.
There was no need for any special cleanup regarding the cultists.
Selena had already handled most of it, and the remaining minor details were to be taken care of by the squad members.
Thanks to that, we were able to return without delay.

Of course.
‘It wasn’t entirely over yet.’
Various problems remained within the academy.
The atmosphere among the faculty remained a cold war.
Perhaps because the existence of a traitor was known, a chilly air hung around them.
Since everyone's eyes were sharp, it was necessary to cover up the incident for now.
It was an issue that would be problematic if exposed.

Fortunately.
The problem was resolved more simply than expected.
It was thanks to the Dean’s help, none other.
He conveyed that the matter had been dealt with and that they could let go of any further apprehension.
At the sudden news, the faculty members, while still lukewarm, obeyed the old man’s words.
Having been the leader of the academy all this time, they must have trusted their superior.
Thanks to that, the topic subsided.

‘No matter what, the Dean is still the Dean after all, I suppose.’
In addition.
If there were any other problems we needed to handle, it was the disposal of various traces.
The disposal of traces that proved Selena was a traitor.
Letters, data, and records related to that time had to be erased.
For this problem, too, there was a helping hand.

“I’ve arranged the documents as requested. This should prevent any further talk.”
“Thank you for your help, Professor Cadell.”

That helping hand was none other than Professor Cadell.
A rival figure to Selena.
He helped me erase the traces of her secret dealings and cooperated in diverting the faculty’s attention.
Cadell had known from the beginning that Selena was a traitor.

–Yuda Student.
–I have something serious to discuss.
It was then that we first spoke openly.
After the faculty meeting ended.
Cadell quietly requested a conversation.
It was to ask for my opinion on the traitor.
He was already certain that Selena was the academy’s internal informant.
To summarize what I heard there, it was roughly like this:

–I had suspected her for a long time.
–I merely remained cautious because I lacked certainty, but through this attack, I gained certainty.
–The identity of the internal informant I had been pondering all this time... was none other than Professor Selena.
–The data I had accumulated over time also strengthened this hypothesis.

It wasn’t particularly strange.
In the original story, he was the one who uncovered Selena’s betrayal.
Although his certainty came a step too late, preventing the resurrection of the Dragon and the collapse of the academy, the truth about the internal dealings was able to surface.
It seemed to be the same this time.

–Yuda Student, what will you do?
His voice was calm as he questioned me.
Professor Cadell handed the choice over to me.
How to deal with Selena.
It meant he would grant a brief reprieve before revealing the contents to the faculty meeting.
It also meant he wanted me to confirm the drunkard’s true feelings during that time.
I nodded.

–Then... I trust you understand.
–Please choose wisely. For my part, I am showing mercy to a student, after all.

Thanks to that.
I was able to catch Selena, who was standing at the edge of a cliff.
And return with her to our home, the academy.
Cadell saw our return and nodded.

–You did it.
Afterward.
He even helped with document organization and cooperated with various clean-up tasks.
Honestly, even I couldn’t see through Cadell’s true intentions.
For a character who appeared significantly in the original story, he was always depicted as someone whose true thoughts were unfathomable.
It was to the extent that when the traitor plot thread was developing, most players often suspected Cadell as the traitor.
I was no different.

‘The most unexpected thing was...’
The fact that Cadell didn’t reveal Selena’s betrayal.
Not only that, he even helped with the clean-up.
I had certainly thought the two of them had a bad relationship, so had I seen it wrong?
No... Even so, I wondered if there was any reason for him to cooperate.
Strictly speaking, Selena was in the position of being the academy’s traitor.
This part was utterly incomprehensible.
Ultimately, I decided to ask him directly.

“Honestly, I have a question.”
“Hm?”
“It’s about why Professor-nim is helping. I thought your relationship wasn’t very good.”
“You observed correctly. I dislike Professor Selena.”
“That’s precisely why I’m asking for the reason.”
“Well now.”

Cadell replied vaguely, yet his hand kept moving.
The elegantly moving pen nib inscribed ink letter by letter onto the paper.
Despite his words, his hand was diligent.
I subtly questioned him.

“Could it be that you actually like her?”
“......Pardon?”

It was a reasonable question.
If it were merely a typical bad relationship, he wouldn't have bothered so much.
Here, the cliché would be that Cadell was only pretending to dislike her.
Selena was beautiful and had a ‘violent’ figure, so it wouldn’t be strange for someone to fall in love with her.
Moreover, since they were of similar age, there was ample room for them to be attracted to each other...

“What did you hear me say?”
......Judging by his expression, that wasn't the case.
A look of sheer disgust.
As if it were physically impossible, his brow was furrowed.
Cadell glared at my blunder with icy eyes.
“That was a very rude remark.”
“It seems I misspoke.”
“I am already married to someone I love. Please don’t associate me with such an old maid.”
“......”

Isn’t thirty not exactly the age to be called an old maid?
That thought crossed my mind, but I swallowed it down.
The gaze that poked at my cheek was stinging.
It was also true that it was considered a late age by this world's standards.
Furthermore, he himself reacted with such intense dislike that I had to bow my head with a simple apology.
Though I was a bit bewildered.

“I apologize.”
“......”
Cadell was silent for a moment.
He then sighed and spoke.
“Even though we always bicker, Professor Selena is one of the few geniuses I acknowledge.”

Gallimard, where only the continent’s finest educators gathered.
Among such faculty members, those who could rival Cadell were few.
Perhaps ‘rival’ would be a more apt description.
In that sense, Selena was a good competitor for Cadell.
Even if it wasn’t in battle-related fields, mages of equal caliber to him must have been rare.
He added.

“Since I was assigned to the academy. I’ve served on the faculty with her for a good seven years. Though she might appear to be nothing more than an alcoholic... when it came to students, she was a decent person. Because of that, I even learned various things from Professor Selena. At least I knew she wasn’t someone who took the academy’s importance lightly. That’s why.”

Whether he disliked her or liked her.
A colleague with whom he had walked the same path since their days as probationary teachers.
Even if he claimed to hate her, it would be a lie to say there was no affection.

“I simply concluded that Professor Selena is still a necessary person for Gallimard.”
Perhaps the two were closer than I thought.
As individuals who considered the same place home.

‘Cadell Evans.’
In the original story, he was the homeroom professor of Class A.
He was also in the position of an assistant to the protagonists.
Although he was somewhat lacking in manners and had eccentric tendencies, he was still a kind-hearted person who harbored warmth.
To the extent that he entirely dedicated himself to the academy and its students until he was murdered by the cultists.
I chuckled softly.

“In short... you two were close friends.”
“Please correct that. We are ‘bad friends’.”
“Isn’t that similar?”

‘Bad friend’.
A term referring to a bad companion.
However, it also, in a way, acknowledged the other person as a friend despite that.
I didn’t press the point further.
I merely received the documents with a faint smile.
I bantered lightly.

“You worked hard today. The clean-up of the incident is complete with this.”
“Thanks to that, I pulled all-nighters for three days and nights. That pathetic woman needs to be grateful to me. For having such an exceptionally capable colleague by her side.”
“Haha... I’ll be sure to tell Teacher-nim.”
“Tell her to recover well. I hear she’s still bedridden.”
“She’ll probably be discharged within this week. If you’d like, Professor Cadell, you could visit her...”
“No. Never.”
“I thought as much.”

A crisp, decisive answer.
I chuckled lightly and rose from my seat.
“I’ll be going now.”
Just then, the dark scenery outside the window was brightening.
Morning was slowly arriving.
The sunlight drawing back the night’s curtain.
I stepped forward, heading towards the coming tomorrow.
Exiting the laboratory, I strode down the long corridor.
“Now, what remains is...”

The climax that would adorn the episode.
The drunkard, still in dreamland, but soon to awaken.
I crossed through the dawn to greet her.

Please.
From today onwards.
Hoping your yesterday finds peace.
And praying for a faded tomorrow.

        
            A pristine white hospital room.

Sunlight squeezed through the curtains.

The woman awoke to the gentle air.

“……”

Her eyelids fluttered open.

Red eyes were revealed.

Her sleepy gaze confirmed that morning had arrived.

Selena was lying in the hospital bed.

She wasn't injured or uncomfortable, but it was due to her disciple's earnest plea that she please rest.

The drunkard hesitated but couldn't refuse the eyes looking up at her.

Thanks to that, one could say she got bored.

“—I will take care of the aftermath.
—Teacher-nim, please find peace of mind and body.
—It is your disciple’s earnest request and wish.”

Still.

It wasn't a bad feeling at all.

Others’ concern was quite awkward, yet there was something that gently touched her heart.

She mumbled, feeling her face inexplicably flush.

‘It’s truly hard to understand.’

Should she say he worried too much?

Or that he was kind?

The drunkard chuckled, recalling the boy. Then, she shook off the lingering thoughts as if they were a hangover.

Leaving behind the fleeting afterglow, she slowly raised her upper body, which had been lying down.

“Hmm.”

A new day had dawned.

Boring hospital life.

In other words, peaceful daily life.

Just as she was pondering ‘how should I pass the time today’ and lifted her head.

A voice, originating from somewhere, captivated her ears.

“You’re awake?”

It was a young voice.

Selena instantly held her breath.

“……”

Her shoulders stiffened.

Her eyes wavered.

Perhaps it was because it was a voice she hadn’t heard in too long.

The woman couldn’t hide her confusion and bewilderment.

The voice she had forgotten for the past ten years, the voice she should have forgotten, the voice she didn't want to forget, was echoing in her ears.

Right beside the hospital bed.

“……”

The drunkard turned to look beside her.

Curtains fluttered by the window.

In the pristine white scenery, a girl was looking at her.

It was a face she hadn’t seen in too long as well.

But.

“Still a late sleeper, aren’t you? Not even knowing someone’s right beside you.”

She hadn’t forgotten.

How could she forget your face?

You were half of her lost world.

Selena, her lips parted blankly, uttered the name.

“……Lianne?”

“Unnie.”

Upon hearing her name, the girl smiled brightly.

Even that appearance was just as she remembered.

Lianne Drunkard.

The drunkard was facing the ghost of her younger sister.

Trembling slowly settled in her red pupils.

“How…?”

Was this a hallucination?

Or a dream?

Selena couldn’t tell the difference.

She only realized that it was by no means reality.

Otherwise, her consciousness wouldn't be so clear.

‘This is.’

The girl hadn't changed at all.

Her appearance was exactly as Selena remembered it.

That’s why she was even more certain.

Lianne's life might have stopped at fifteen, but for those left behind, ten years had passed.

Selena’s reason whispered that all she saw was nothing but an illusion.

But.

“Lin…!”

What did that matter?

Emotion, by nature, always takes a step ahead of reason.

With a lurch!

The woman embraced the girl before her.

Tight, as if revealing all the longing she had harbored.

‘Lin.’

The affectionate nickname she used for her younger sister.

It had been almost ten years.

Since such a pronunciation and resonance had come from the drunkard’s lips.

Because there had been no reason to call her after Lianne died.

“Oh! Isn’t your reaction a bit too intense? You missed your cute younger sister, didn't you, Unnie?”

It was an innocently bright voice, unchanged.

A faint yet distinct warmth completely permeated the drunkard’s embrace.

It was warm.

“Ah, ahh…”

Perhaps it was due to her choked-up throat.

Words wouldn’t come out.

She certainly had many things she wanted to say.

If only she could meet her again, she had accumulated stories as if to share them for a lifetime.

Stories about magic, stories about old times, stories about the days without her… everything had piled up in her heart like mountains and seas.

She couldn’t possibly let them out.

As if she were under a terrible spell.

“Lianne, Lin…”

Selena simply repeated the precious name once more.

Like a drunk person.

“Unnie.”

As if to say she understood her Unnie’s feelings.

The girl, after smiling for a moment in her embrace, soon patted the woman’s back with her small hand.

As if telling her not to cry.

“It must have been very hard, right?”

“……”

“Don’t be in pain. I know that Unnie tried her best.”

“No… Lianne. I almost ruined everything. You shouldn’t comfort me with such words…”

“Shh.”

Emotions gradually escalating.

Lianne cut off her sister's self-reproach.

“Unnie. Do you remember?”

The conversation we had on the last day.

I told you I was sorry.

I wanted to stay by your side, I hoped you would stay by my side… and I was sorry I couldn't.

I always wanted to apologize.

Because those words seemed to hurt you even more.

Because my sorrow seemed to taint you.

So.

“I’m sorry.”

“No… Lianne, I’m sorry. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

“Unnie has absolutely no need to apologize.”

“But…!”

“Because Unnie is still the coolest Unnie in my world!”

With a tight embrace.

Hands that never truly grew up.

Just as her Unnie had done for her, she, too, held her Unnie tightly.

Both of their eyes were now crimson red like a spring sunset.

The girl whispered.

“I hope Unnie won’t be sad.”

I hope you’ll stop drinking too.

I hope you’ll smile often.

I hope you won’t suffer from nightmares.

I hope you’ll build relationships with others and no longer be alone.

I hope you’ll reconcile with Teacher-nim, who has grown distant now.

I hope.

“I hope Unnie will be happy.”

“……”

Following the calm resonance, tears finally fell.

The thin lines tracing down her cheeks were hot.

The drunkard replied with a voice full of sobs.

About the truth she had suffered with for the past ten years.

“I wanted to protect you.”

She wanted to protect her.

At rock bottom. In that damned life, they had no one to lean on but each other.

She thought that as long as they were together, whatever it took, it would be enough.

However.

“I’m sorry.”

Ultimately.

Because she couldn’t protect her.

“A choked sound… I’m sorry for giving up. I’m sorry I couldn’t die with you. I wanted to suffer in your stead, but I’m sorry I couldn’t even do that. I’m sorry I ruined everything. I’m sorry for being an Unnie who couldn’t do anything for you…”

“Don’t cry, Unnie. If Unnie is sad, I’ll be sad too.”

A lukewarm warmth.

Even through her choked sobs, her meaning was clear.

Emotions that had been accumulated for so long.

Selena did not stop speaking, even as her pronunciation crumbled and her voice slurred.

How many times had her voice broken and resumed?

“Ah.”

The woman instinctively knew.

That she was about to wake from her dream.

Her clear consciousness was fading.

“Lianne.”

The end was already approaching.

The sweet time crumbled into the word 'momentary'.

What she loved would scatter like mist.

Waking up in the morning would surely be painful.

‘Before that.’

There was something she wanted to convey.

And something she had to convey.

The drunkard forced herself to stop crying.

She steadied her trembling breath.

She managed a clumsy smile on her lips, and with her eyes, she looked at the eyes that resembled her own.

They were red, so red, as if to prove their blood relation.

Selena opened her mouth towards the transparent pupils.

“I… I’m going to try to live properly from now on.”

The drunkard realized through a series of events.

How foolish her own life had been.

“—I’ll die.”

That’s why.

Immediately after realizing, she tried to give up everything.

Saying there were no more chances left.

“—Selena Drunkard.
—I will forgive you.”

But.

A certain boy saved her.

He told her to come back with him.

She knew it was undeserved affection for someone as ugly as herself.

Precisely because of that, she didn’t want to miss this moment.

Selena Drunkard.

She was no longer alone.

“I won’t be sad anymore.”

I’ll quit drinking now too.

I’ll smile often for my students.

I won’t stay up all night with bad thoughts.

I won’t be abrasive to my fellow professors and will approach them as kindly as possible.

I’ll apologize to Teacher-nim, who has grown distant now.

I will.

“I will try to be happy.”

The hospital room slowly crumbled.

The dream was collapsing.

And at the same time, her consciousness grew hazy, and her younger sister scattered into dust.

The drunkard smiled, tears soaking her sleeves.

Leaving her last words.

“That way… if I grow old enough, and can reach you later. Then I’ll tell you all the stories you never got to experience.”

Then, for sure.

Let's meet each other without crying.

“Goodbye. My eternal other half.”

Shatter!

A sound like glass breaking echoed from somewhere.

Selena’s consciousness quickly faded away.

What she saw at the end of the scattering dreamscape was none other than the girl nodding her head.

The answer that originated from beyond her imagination left an afterimage like an echo.

Clearly.

“Yes! I’ll look forward to it…!”

Immediately after.

The woman awoke from her dream.

***

A pristine white hospital room.

Sunlight squeezed through the curtains.

The woman awoke to the gentle air.

“……”

Her eyelids fluttered open.

Red eyes were revealed.

The moisture remaining around her eyes confirmed that morning had arrived.

Selena was lying in the hospital bed.

As she savored the lingering feelings of the previous night, suddenly, a voice was heard again.

“You’re awake, Teacher-nim.”

It was the blonde boy.

He stood in the exact spot where her younger sister had been standing just moments before.

The woman quickly tidied her face, which was a mess from tears.

Then, she quietly asked.

“Student Yuda.”

“Yes.”

“The dream I just had. Was that also your ability? Or…”

“Do you truly wish to hear the answer?”

“……Please forget it.”

Selena thought for a moment, then shook her head.

Instead of hearing the answer, she opened her arms and embraced the boy standing beside her.

Just as she had done with her younger sister.

But a little differently.

“Thank you.”

Her face buried in his chest.

The drunkard mumbled so her expression couldn’t be seen.

The boy, embraced by the woman, patted her back.

Just as her younger sister had done for her.

But a little differently.

“For telling me a lie.”

A lie does not contain truth.

Thus, some might judge it to be wrong, or meaningless.

But there are also those who live by leaning on such emptiness.

Humans are weak, and thus find solace in lies.

Especially adults.

“Don’t mention it.”

“Please continue to look after me.”

“I’ll be counting on you as well.”

The drunkard could now.

Finally completely shake off her scarred past.

She hugged the snake for a long time.

Until their warmth completely mingled.

***

The next day.

All matters were concluded.

I found myself having a private audience with an unexpected person.

Though it felt more like I'd unilaterally intruded than a proper private audience.

I picked up my teacup.

“So.”

Across the table sat a white-haired old man.

He, too, was holding a cup of black tea.

He asked.

“What is the reason for your visit?”

Dean Gaston Gallimard.

I was facing the [Prophet of the End].

        
            The Prophet of the End.

An old man bearing the karma of the world.

The dean looked at the boy in front of him, along with a cooling teacup.

Across the table sat a blonde with a brazen smile.

He had suddenly barged in during work hours, claiming to have business, and had taken the most inconvenient seat in his line of sight.

An unexpected private audience.

"Ahem."

He had come to have a conversation.

But this time, he didn't speak, just fiddled with his teacup.

Smiling meaningfully each time their eyes met.

"......"

He was waiting for the other to speak first.

The old man sighed softly. He was used to that cunning way of speaking.

In truth.

Though this was only his second proper conversation with the boy, the dean reacted as if he were already accustomed to it.

No. Perhaps he truly was accustomed to it.

For him, the present was merely a fragment cut from the future.

The old man eventually decided to humor the young man's conversation for a while.

"I heard about this matter."

A voice that began lightly.

A few sentences that recalled the previous topic and its aftermath.

The dean recalled a memory from a few days ago and spoke.

"Selena... that child has noticeably improved,"

"Did you speak with her separately?"

"I briefly stopped by her sickroom. How could a teacher be indifferent when their only disciple is bedridden?"

"Then that's good. I thought your relationship had been awkward all this time."

"Indeed. We had a deep conversation after a long time."

A brief recollection.

The old man remembered his disciple lying in the sickbed.

The atmosphere had completely changed in just a few days.

Her eyes, which had always seemed devoid of emotion, softened, and tears welled up in her red pupils.

The unexpected downpour of tears streamed down her pale cheeks all day.

While tightly clutching the old man's wrinkled hand.

-I'm sorry, Teacher-nim...

Her weeping echoed in his ears.

Gaston muttered, recalling the warmth that still lingered on his fingertips.

"It had been a long time."

Nearly ten years.

It had been so long since Selena had expressed such intense emotions that the memory was now fading.

When he came to his senses, several new wrinkles had appeared on the old man's forehead.

His mouth tasted bitter from the unbidden old memories.

-You... have talent.

-From today, call me Teacher.

Just for a moment.

He remembered the moment he took in the young girl.

The old man rinsed his mouth with lukewarm black tea.

"I suddenly found myself reminiscing. Of the time when Lianne was still alive."

"......"

"It was a time when nothing had yet gone wrong."

Lianne.

The atmosphere grew heavy when her name was mentioned.

Neither of them spoke for a while.

If one were to ask why they suddenly fell silent, it was because of the question the boy was about to ask, and because the old man already knew the content of that question.

The boy nonchalantly sipped his tea.

"There was always one part I didn't understand."

Clink.

He set the cup down.

"Why did you take her in?"

"......"

The reason.

The boy was asking about the reason.

Their gazes calmly intersected.

'Selena.'

The boy knew a part of the future.

At the same time, he also knew that the old man before him was a prophet.

Thus, he couldn't help but have questions.

Why did he take in a child who would become the seed of disaster?

Why did he merely watch as her younger sister was manipulated by the cult's schemes?

Why couldn't he protect the two of them?

The brief question contained countless 'whys'.

The old man silently fondled the cup resting on his fingertips.

'A reason, you say.'

Well.

There were two answers to the question.

One.

The old man could not oppose the will of the world.

As the boy in front of him also knew.

For his ability came with the condition, 'one must not interfere with the story.'

This did not simply mean doing nothing.

It was closer to the process of fully executing the script and role given by the world.

If he had foreseen a future A, the old man had no choice to go to B or C, nor to not go at all.

He merely moved according to the script A, which the world had designated.

'Puppet.'

The old man called himself that.

For he was an existence living according to a given script.

Taking in Selena was also in the same context.

Whether she half-destroyed the academy as a traitor, or repented and lived as the boy's assistant.

In any future, the woman was a central figure in the story.

Gaston had no choice but to bring Selena in.

And the second was.

'Juda Snakers.'

Because the boy existed.

Long before he met Selena, the old man knew she would be saved.

That's why he had searched through all the slums of the empire to find her.

-Teacher-nim.

A life conforming to fate.

However, that did not mean the loss of emotion.

Selena was the old man's only disciple and family.

How could he not love her?

The old man had always wished for her salvation.

From the serpent.

"......"

Though there was no way to convey it to others.

Gaston had followed the best course of action available to him.

Clink-.

The old man tilted his teacup in silence.

Had he been lost in thought for quite some time?

The liquid that touched his lips had already grown cold.

The boy opposite him furrowed his brow, then soon averted his gaze as if giving up.

He relaxed the cool atmosphere and leaned back in his seat.

He spoke briefly.

"Well... I wasn't expecting an answer."

Simply.

The boy merely needed someone to confide in, as if talking to himself.

Or rather, a kind of complaint.

"It's hard to talk about these kinds of things. It just so happened that you came to mind as a suitable person, so I came."

A story about the future.

It was a topic difficult to confide in or explain to others.

In that sense, the old man was a fitting subject for his soliloquy.

Because he was someone who, like the boy, knew the future of the world, and wouldn't be flustered by any nonsense.

If a silent listener was the role he needed, the old man was willing to accommodate.

Since it wasn't a particularly difficult role.

"If you feel like it, let's have tea sometimes."

"That's unexpected. I thought you'd be disgusted by such trivial conversations."

"When you think about it, aren't we in a relationship of a disciple's disciple, or a teacher's teacher?"

Furthermore.

In some futures, they were also friends.

The old man swallowed the words that followed.

"...Therefore, I have no intention of treating you coldly."

"Those are welcoming words."

"However, I'm concerned that I'm not eloquent. I hope you understand that I can't answer many questions."

"Oh dear... that might indeed be a minus factor."

A soft laugh.

The boy shrugged, as if to say that was enough.

He then set the teacup he was holding down on the table.

Perhaps he had a next appointment.

The boy soon got up from his seat.

"I'll be going now."

"Do so."

"See you next time."

"If there is a next time, that is."

"Of course."

A faint smile.

The boy turned his back with a brief smile.

The old man followed the receding figure with his eyes for a moment.

Soon, the dean's office door closed, and the serpent completely disappeared.

"......"

The space was once again left empty.

Gaston idly fiddled with his left hand, which was covered by a glove.

Beyond the feel of the leather, nothing existed.

Last time. While leaving a prophecy to the boy, he had forced out a few extra words and paid the price.

His hand, shattered into a handful of ashes, could not be restored by magic or divine power.

It was a kind of warning.

'Damn it.'

The world declared.

It meant not to overstep his bounds.

The role given to the old man was not that of a prophet, but an observer.

Fate cannot be changed without a terrible price.

'Not yet.'

Foresight.

The old man's ability transcended providence.

For it was fundamentally different from what astrologers typically performed.

To such an extreme degree that it became a problem.

For example, like this.

The old man knew everything.

From the fact that the boy would visit today, to what conversation would take place between them.

Even after entering the dean's office. The number of times he inhaled, the amount of time he held the teacup in his hand, and how many sips he took from the cup.

'834 times. 12 minutes 56 seconds. 21 sips.'

It wasn't simply remembered through observation.

He had 'known' it all along.

That was.

Even before the boy entered the dean's office.

Or before this morning dawned.

No, even before this cultist attack happened.

Perhaps even before he enrolled in the academy.

In fact, ever since the old man was a fifteen-year-old boy, from the moment he received the calling from the stars.

The prophet foresaw, memorized, and saw through all days.

Countless pieces of information flooded his mind, as if about to burst.

All along.

The old man had been living in a superimposed reality.

It felt as if he had been trapped in a dream for a long time.

The present and future intertwined in a chaotic mess.

Now, it was difficult to distinguish whether the scene before him was truly reality, or if he was seeing the future through prophecy.

As the story increasingly came into orbit, the prophet's mind was collapsing.

Gaston realized that the remaining time was not very long.

'One more year, then.'

Sixty years had passed since he received the calling of the end.

From a young fifteen-year-old boy to an old man reaching eighty.

Gaston had consistently endured all that karma.

Solely for the future.

'The conclusion arrives.'

An undeniable thesis.

For disaster would break the peace and appear in the not-too-distant future.

The main and supporting characters would have to choose their final paths.

And.

The old man, too.

'Indeed.'

Had to choose his final path.

Whether to remain an observer of the world, or to die as a chronicler, or another role...

The prophet pondered his complete utility to the world.

Along with the sunset fading outside the window.

The prophet thus fell silent.

        
            Three weeks since the attack.
Routine had returned to the academy.
Was it due to their swift response?
The chaotic atmosphere was remembered by the students as nothing more than a simple commotion.

The faculty also relaxed their heightened vigilance slightly.
“Don’t worry.”
“The traitor has already been identified, and the purge has already been completed.”
“As this is confidential, everyone should keep silent.”

They seemed to trust the dean's vague explanation.
The old man had been the head of Gallimard for the past forty years.
A bond, you could say, between them.

Of course.
A faint tension remained.
The fundamental problem was still there.
Only the internal traitors had been dealt with; the fact that the academy was being targeted from the outside remained unchanged.

The professors often scrutinized their surroundings with sharp eyes, more than usual.
That didn't mean it was a bad thing.
Rather, it was good.

‘It's probably good to maintain a reasonable level of vigilance.’

The story had changed.
Originally, the academy should have collapsed by now.
But due to my intervention, the academy remained intact.
However, as the steering wheel of the story had sharply turned, predicting the future became even more difficult.

Therefore, the faculty also needed to contribute their strength for the academy's defense.
They were a sufficiently strong force, after all.

‘Besides, everyone is favorable towards me.’

Since the last attack.
I received great gratitude from the faculty.
My contribution in discovering the hidden passage in the academy's basement and subduing the cultists was recognized.
Especially my appearance, moving around in a wheelchair with a pale complexion, seemed to have left a strong impression.
Thanks to this, the faculty's evaluation of me rose vertically.

“If it weren’t for Yuda Student… it would have been a really big problem.”
“He prevented what could have easily become a disaster.”
“Someone of such caliber truly seems unique.”
“I’ve underestimated him until now, but this time, I can’t help but acknowledge him. Such great courage. To confront the cultists directly to protect the academy.”
“Tsk tsk… No matter how I think about it, it’s regrettable. I really should have taken him as a disciple.”
“He went under Professor Selena, didn’t he? It’s understandable for a young man to be attracted to a mature woman. Hmph, I have no intention of taking a student who is swayed by looks as my disciple either.”
“Professor Lucy. Why don’t you just honestly say you’re jealous?”
“Ugh…! You’re right! My guts are twisting all over the place! Why Professor Selena?! I’m confident I could treat him better!”
“Disgraceful.”

It was strangely awkward.
Although I was already in a position that garnered attention, it felt as if this incident had pushed my favorability to its maximum.
It felt strange to have gentlemen renowned for their haughtiness become friendly.

Anyway.
‘It’s back.’
The academy’s atmosphere had returned to how it was before.
A winter where no tragedies occurred.
Of course, having walked a bumpy road, there were also parts that had changed from the original.

If I had to pick one person who changed most drastically, it would be Selena.
My Teacher-nim.

“Yuda Student.”
The drunkard.
Even that epithet no longer suited her.
Since that day, she had stayed away from alcohol.
As the fading drunkenness followed the scent of alcohol, her gloomy atmosphere also gradually brightened.
A faint smile touched her melancholic expression, which had been like a broken doll.
The woman whispered.

“It’s all thanks to Yuda Student.”

Long-term treatment is essential for alcohol addiction.
It would take a long time to overcome it.
However.
The woman’s steps no longer lingered in sorrow. Even if she faltered, she was moving towards a clear light.
I believed that if her will didn’t break, she would surely reach tomorrow.
I decided to watch over her.

–I… I’m going to try to live properly from now on.

The promise she made to her younger sibling.
Selena also approached the faculty members with whom she had been awkward.
She broke the chilly silence and initiated greetings.
For the other professors, it must have been confusing.
Someone who had treated those around her like air for the past seven years had suddenly changed so drastically.
There were even people who worried if she had contracted a terminal illness.
It seemed it would take quite some time to form bonds with her colleagues.

Still, it felt fresh.
‘It’s good to see.’
Watching her trying to change.
It often made me feel trivial sentiments like, ‘I really did change something.’

‘Should I say I feel proud?’

It goes without saying.
Progress also occurred in my relationship with Selena.
The subtle wall that had existed between us crumbled, and it felt as if our distance had suddenly closed.

However, the problem was…
“Yuda Student. May I ask you a favor today as well?”
“A favor, you say?”
Perhaps I should say the distance had become too close.

The woman murmured in a low voice.
“I… I’d like you to hold me like that time.”

That time.
After waking from her dream. Had the memory of being held in my arms left a strong impression?
Selena would often open her arms and ask for a hug.

“No…?”
A slight hesitation.
Even as she lifted her head as if thirsting for affection, her reddish eyes trembled ungracefully.
As if she feared the answer would be a refusal.
The woman always lacked composure.

Of course.
“If Teacher-nim wishes.”
I did not refuse.

“……Thank you, always.”
“Don’t mention it. Please come here.”

Each time, I would hold her for a long while.
If we spent roughly three hours in the laboratory, two of those hours were spent clinging to each other.
Selena would bury her face in my chest, desperately craving body heat.
When she did, her anxious mind apparently stabilized.
I stood still and gently patted her slender back.
For several hours like that.

“……”
Eventually, it began to interfere with work.
After a few days of apparent contemplation, the woman finally decided to sit on my lap while working.
Thanks to that, I had to handle documents while embracing Selena from behind.
Perhaps because of the close posture, I could clearly feel the other person’s body temperature and curves.
Occasionally, the scratching sound of the pen nib would stop, and whenever her violet hair rested on my shoulder, our lips were at a distance where they could almost touch.
It felt strange to realize our breaths mingling, separated by a hair’s breadth.
No matter if we were Teacher and student, weren’t we too close?

“It’s nice. Being together.”
Selena murmured in a weary voice.
Her faint smile erased the needless thoughts that had filled my mind.
The woman spoke.

“Thank you.”
“I feel like you say that too often.”
“I feel this isn’t even enough.”
“I am simply glad you express it that way.”
“Because thanks to you, I’ve gained a new meaning. A meaning to live for in the future.”

The meaning of life.
The woman’s finger seemed to point towards me.
Her close fingertip brushed my lips.

“So… I’ll cherish everything Yuda Student has given me.”

Following that.
The drunkard took the finger that had touched my lips and placed it over her own.
Her eyes, curved as our gazes met, were uniquely captivating.
It was truly experience, perhaps.
Her movements and gaze were enchanting.
The woman embraced me once again.

“Because from now on, I will live for those things.”
Selena whispered softly.
I nodded.
The day continued beyond mingling body heat and breaths.
Their relationship was growing even deeper.

***

The spinning routine.
As time passed, small changes also occurred for me.

“Hmm.”
Namely, my body had largely recovered.
As my depleted vitality returned, daily life became possible once again.
Well… daily life was possible even before, but still.
It was refreshing to be able to bid farewell to the wheelchair I had been forced to use.

“Too bad. It was good to see us in the same state.”
Elize said, subtly sounding disappointed.
She seemed regretful that their wheelchair duo of the past fortnight had been broken.

“If I’m in a wheelchair, who will push Your Highness?”
“Well, my sister would push you. And sometimes Tanya would push you too.”
“You’re being too much.”
“I don’t think that’s something a physician who wags his tail everywhere should say.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“It seems you’ve even seduced a professor this time. Be careful, or you might actually get imprisoned.”
“Ha, haha…”

The long-awaited peace passed by busily.
Then, one day, as exactly a month was nearing since the cultist attack.
A mysterious letter arrived at my dormitory.

“Take this.”
“Hmm? What is it, Irene?”
“It arrived via magical mail earlier this afternoon. Judging by the lack of a sender, it seems to have been sent from the headquarters.”
“A letter from the headquarters…”

I had a guess.
I carefully broke the seal.
Thud.
What came out was a thick document.
On the very first page, the title was written.
[Report on Manastone Disease]
[Authored by: Medro Andreas]

As expected.
After briefly glancing through the report, I soon murmured.
“Has the time come?”

It seemed.
The time to cure Rose’s illness had arrived.

        
            The lights were off in the dormitory.

In the darkness where not a single ray of light entered, faint signs of life occasionally echoed.

It was a pained breath.

“Agh…”

Faint heat seeped out.

A thoroughly disheveled appearance.

Her cascading red hair adorned the blanket.

In a scene like fallen petals, a girl lay sprawled on the blanket.

It was none other than Rose.

“Hah, hah…”

Rough, repetitive breathing.

Her leaf-like green eyes held a muddied look.

I was gently stroking the girl's stomach.

A treatment performed regularly.

It was a process of releasing the mana accumulated in her dantian and loosening the surrounding tense muscles.

My gently extended fingertips caressed her pristine white skin.

Swish-.

“Hmph, ugh…”

Following that.

A low moan escaped between her tightly clenched lips.

Rose exhaled with a mix of heat.

Her gaze wavered.

I asked mischievously.

“Why are you suppressing your sounds? There’s no one else in the room besides us, after all.”

“Don’t, hah, say useless things… just finish it quickly.”

Only the two of us were in the spacious dormitory.

Originally, Elize, Charlotte, and their exclusive maid Tanya lived here together, but the other two had stepped out for the treatment.

They wouldn't be coming back inside for at least three hours.

In other words, there was no need to suppress her moans as she was doing now.

But for some stubborn reason, Rose maintained her consciousness even while panting.

As if refusing to yield.

“I don’t understand the meaning of that…”

“You’re really annoying.”

The girl's attire was close to half-naked.

The area she was wearing was that minimal.

It was an ordinary negligee, but her clothes were lifted to expose her stomach.

Obstacles had to be minimized for the treatment.

Naturally, it was difficult to cover her body with such thin fabric.

Because of this, Rose exposed her curved lines and the underside of her breasts, barely concealing only the very tips.

Her pale cheeks were now as red, and even redder, than Rose's hair and petals.

Was that blush shame?

Or a lingering aftereffect?

I had no way of knowing.

I merely continued the treatment.

“As you commanded.”

My hand touched her lower abdomen.

A shadow slowly seeped through her skin.

Immediately after, Elize's focus melted away.

It was due to her highly sensitized body. Her sensitivity was nearly twice as high as usual.

As the entangled mana released in response, a pure white tremor pulsed.

The girl twitched her lower body.

“A sharp gasp!?”

Her waist lightly arched.

As I firmly pressed down on her arching dantian, I simultaneously held Rose's trembling hand.

Each time her abdomen was pressed, a tingling current flowed down Elize's spine.

Her eyes, unfocused, shimmered.

Was it due to the intense stimulation?

Moisture gathered at the corners of her eyes.

I stroked the girl's hair as if reassuring her.

As if to say she was enduring well.

“It’s almost over.”

Sweat streamed down.

The damp heat soiled the blanket, and a thick body odor spread throughout the room.

Her faint breathing filled the pitch-black interior.

Her petals trembled as if they would soon shatter.

Was it because I found such a reaction cute?

I found a highly sensitive spot and firmly pressed down on it with my index and middle fingers.

Then Elize’s pupils dilated, and her shoulders twitched.

The girl glared at me as if resentful.

“You again…!”

“Shh.”

I quickly placed my finger on Rose's lips.

Otherwise, I was sure to get an earful.

My hand pressed on her abdomen before any further chatter could ensue.

The mana tangled within her released, and her tense muscles gently relaxed.

Following that, the stimulation striking her brain became even sharper. All her nerves focused on her lower abdomen, where my fingertips touched.

Something hot and congealed enveloped the girl.

Everything sinking in like that.

“Relax yourself.”

Sliiiide-.

As I lightly traced a circle on her stomach, her waist arched up once more.

I put strength into my palm so her posture wouldn't break.

Her rising lower abdomen and my pressing hand interlocked, applying even stronger pressure.

“Ugh, haah…”

Had she melted from the repeated stimulation?

Her once sharp eyes were now unfocused again.

Her lips, where my finger still rested.

I gently caressed that soft flesh with my slowly moving index finger.

My thumb pushed into the moist, parted fissure.

“Suck… mmm, ugh, haah…”

The sensation of her fully enveloping my finger.

The hot, moist heat from inside her mouth seemed to be fully transmitted.

At the end of where I’d pushed in, there was a welcoming tongue.

Although it was still somewhat stiff, perhaps she had grown used to it through the treatments, as she seemed to accept the foreign sensation in her mouth.

Her moisture-filled tongue calmly covered my finger.

Though she had glared as if she wanted to kill me at first, now even this kind of contact had become routine.

At times like these, the first moments we had together would inexplicably come to mind.

Rose from the time when she had her thorns fully raised.

-You… I’ll kill you.

-How dare you, after doing something like this…!

Even that day.

Now she was shattered like petals facing winter.

She had lowered her own thorns.

I gently stroked her red hair.

“Hehe, you’re good.”

“Don’t treat me like a child.”

“Shall I stop stroking you then?”

“……You’re really annoying.”

Instead of answering, Elize turned her head.

It was a request for me to continue.

While the treatment progressed, I continued stroking the girl’s stomach and head.

The act ended only after her nightgown was thoroughly soaked in sweat.

***

The treatment had continued for well over two hours.

The tumultuous process had concluded well.

As I was quietly tidying up, Rose, her brow furrowed, suddenly spoke.

Her eyes held a hint of ill-temper.

“Today… wasn’t something excessive?”

“I am always the same.”

“You’re probably the only one who can freely molest a princess of this nation like this.”

“It’s simply a medical procedure. There’s no other meaning to it.”

“Well… if you look at my state, people would believe it if you said it was rape.”

“So, do you dislike it? If Your Highness wishes, I can stop at any time.”

“……You’re cunning.”

The girl mumbled.

Had she suddenly fallen into thought?

Silence descended with her pursed lips.

Soon, Elize uttered a single word with a low breath.

It was a serious voice.

“Do you remember?”

“What are you referring to?”

“I told you before. That I would accept anything you do.”

“I remember. You certainly did say that.”

“Even if… it were rape. If it’s you, I would accept it.”

“You’re saying something dangerous.”

“That means I’m that serious. Because this is never a lie.”

“Indeed. Your will to receive treatment is truly remarkable.”

“Well… I didn’t specify which one I was serious about.”

“Either way, I am simply pleased. It means I am trusted by you.”

“You always manage to wiggle your way out of it.”

“Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment, you know?”

The gentle banter continued.

Even amidst that, I tidied up the messy surroundings.

I lightly flicked my fingers, smoothing the blanket.

Rose, perhaps exhausted during the treatment, sat on the bed completely spent.

As I quietly stayed by her side, something suddenly caught my eye.

It was none other than the white bandages wrapped around both her arms and neck.

I carefully took her wrist.

“Have you cut yourself again?”

“……”

“I’ve told you many times that self-harm isn’t good.”

“I just… did it habitually. It also strangely made me feel at ease.”

“You promised me, didn’t you? That you would try.”

“……Sorry.”

When I pressed her firmly, the girl’s complexion darkened.

My gaze, though slight, had cooled.

The atmosphere withered.

Although it made me feel bad, as her attending physician, I couldn’t just indulge her.

Because this was a problem she had to overcome herself.

I slowly unwrapped the bandages and replaced them with new ones.

Rustle-.

Reddish lines and marks revealed themselves beneath the thin fabric.

I applied medicine over the field where the wounds bloomed.

“Um…”

Was it because of my unpleasant expression?

Elize, uncharacteristically, hesitated and clutched my sleeve.

“I’m sorry… I just, I’m so used to pain, sometimes, it’s so hard to bear that…”

A voice lacking confidence.

Normally, she was vicious and tyrannical, but in moments like these, she would act as if she might break at any moment.

Rose simply didn’t show it, but she was quite mindful of my reactions.

Whether she was bothering me, whether she was annoying me, or perhaps if she would be abandoned because of it.

Even with all those sharp thorns outwardly added, her fragile essence remained unchanged.

Even that appearance resembled a rose.

The girl said.

“So… please don’t make that face.”

Elize bit her lip.

Loneliness or a bittersweet ache.

Such things were held within her green eyes.

I couldn’t easily open my mouth.

“……”

I had resolved to be strict.

But I couldn’t ignore those lonely eyes.

A needless bitter taste spread in my mouth.

‘She shouldn’t be sorry to me.’

Indeed.

What fault could this child have?

Her only sin is being born with a twisted fate, so who could blame her no matter how broken she became?

I simply didn’t want to see such a delicate flower wither.

I took the girl’s hand, the atmosphere slightly eased.

Her body temperature was warm.

“Your Highness.”

“Yes.”

“I wish Your Highness would cherish your own body.”

“I know… but I just can’t get used to it.”

“I know Your Highness is trying. I merely said it to encourage you a little. My feelings aren’t hurt at all. So, you don’t need to worry so much.”

“……I wasn’t particularly worried about that, you know?”

A needlessly prickly response in return.

I stroked Elize with a faint burst of laughter.

Afterward, I added a few pieces of news. It seemed like the best time to speak of it now.

I met her quiet green eyes.

“As it happens, I have something to tell you.”

“What is it now?”

“It seems the time has finally come to fulfill the promise I made to Your Highness.”

“A promise…?”

“There is one, isn’t there?”

The very first promise we made.

That I would give hope to your life, and thereby break your curse.

“Surely not…”

“That’s right. The research on the Mana-Stone Sickness just concluded yesterday.”

I smiled faintly.

Perhaps having deduced the true nature of the promise, the girl’s eyes momentarily went blank.

A fleeting spark of vitality shone in her leaf-like pupils.

As if answering that hope, I spoke.

“I will break your curse.”

“……”

“Let’s head to the imperial palace immediately tomorrow. All the keys are there.”

Valkaros Rantana von Stauphen.

That damned emperor bastard.

Because there were many things I needed to hear from him.

About Elize’s curse and all its connections.

[Report on Mana-Stone Sickness]

[Authored by: Medro Andreas]

-The Mana-Stone Sickness is less a disease and more a form of curse.

-Ancient records exist stating that the curse’s inherent properties were utilized to transfer its effects to others.

-This process of Curse Sharing significantly lowers the patient’s mortality rate.

-However, the curse can only be exchanged between blood relatives within two degrees of kinship.

Parts of the report’s contents.

I chewed on those words, muttering as if lamenting.

“All the answers… will be with him.”

A long, long time.

It was time to conclude the curse.

        
            “It doesn’t quite feel real.”
In the carriage heading to the imperial palace, Rose, who was looking out the window, suddenly murmured.
Her calm eyes resembled the verdant green of summer.
I questioned the girl’s voice.
“What do you mean?”
“Nothing.”
Elize responded as if it was nothing important.
Still, the atmosphere remained quiet.
Ever since they finished talking yesterday, she had been in this state.
She seemed to waver as if lost in deep thought.
Rose replied softly.
“The curse I’ve been carrying, you know.”
“More precisely, it’s a disease.”
“Yes, a disease. Now that it’s actually going to be cured, I don’t know, it just doesn’t feel real.”

Cure.
Perhaps such a concept was unfamiliar to the girl.
Her expression was particularly confused.
“I understand.”
I nodded.
Having lived her entire life struggling with pain, a few words wouldn’t be enough for it to sink in.
For now, the feeling of unreality would likely precede any joy.
Elize said with an awkward smile.
“It just needlessly complicates my mind.”
“It’s alright. Time will soon take care of it.”

The short conversation continued.
As we exchanged words, passing the time, the two people listening from the opposite side also joined in.
It was none other than Charlotte, and Rose’s personal maid, Tanya.
“I never thought a day like this would come…”
“Really? Has Princess Elize finally…?”
Charlotte’s usually blank eyes sparkled, and Tanya, perhaps overwhelmed with emotion, began to tear up.
A painful and lonely life.
These two had been the only family to stay by Elize’s side.
Having lived through the most difficult times together, they couldn't help but well up with emotion at the hope that had finally arrived.
I smiled as if in response to them.
“Of course.”

The delight grew even clearer.
Elize shook her head as if exasperated by their reactions.
“Everyone’s making too much of a fuss.”
“You’re happy, but just feigning indifference.”
“……I am not!”
“Your Highness has no talent for lying.”
“And you must be pleased, unlike me, with your outstanding talent for lying.”
“Thank you.”
“That wasn’t a compliment.”
The conversation continued, despite her grumbling.
Rose was leaning against my shoulder as usual.
As I brushed her long red hair, a question casually dropped.

“But… is there a reason we absolutely have to go to the imperial palace?”
“Unfortunately, yes. Are you perhaps reluctant?”
“It would be a lie to say no. It’s where I’ve been confined my entire life. And I’ll have to see the face of that man who is my biological father.”
“By biological father… you mean His Majesty?”
“There’s no one else, is there?”

Her voice returned, subdued.
The choice to use the term "biological father" must have been an expression of resentment towards the Emperor.
After all, he was the one who had imprisoned her in such a lonely cage.
I carefully asked.
“Do you resent him?”
“Well… actually, his face is even blurry. It’s a memory from when I was very young.”
“You said you haven’t seen His Majesty since being confined to the detached palace.”
“He probably didn’t want to see the cursed child. Before that, he seemed like a reasonably good person, but as soon as I fell ill, he changed completely.”
“Changed completely, you say…”
I softly repeated her last words.
Elize muttered with a bitter smile.
“If it was going to be like this, he shouldn’t have had me.”

“Your Highness.”
“It’s something I often thought when I was young. Back then, living was just too difficult.”
“Those are heartbreaking words for a physician to hear.”
“It’s not like that anymore, so don’t make that face.”
“When I understand your pain, how could I smile?”
“I’m fine. Now, I don’t just think negatively about life; I even think it’s a good thing I’m alive.”
And that was because.
“Thanks to that, I met you.”

Elize tilted her head.
Our gazes briefly met.
Not a trace of wavering lingered in her clear green eyes.
Our hands, placed one over the other, were intertwined as if melting into each other’s warmth.
The girl softly curved the corners of her eyes.
“So, I’m fine.”

Words that affirmed life itself.
Her voice, clear and unwavering.
Only after a moment did I nod.
With a faint smile on my lips.
“I will live up to that expectation.”

Truly.
It was simply troubling how enchanting she became with each passing day.
I then uttered a single prayer.
“For you, a truly happy ending.”
“Heh. I’ll be looking forward to it.”
The carriage continued onward.
Until it reached the tomb where all truths awaited.

***

The imperial palace, after nearly four months.
Even after so much time had passed, the scenery of the cage remained unchanged.
It was as it had always been, as if untouched by human hands.
We briefly stayed at Rose’s former residence, waiting for permission for an audience.
If the hypothesis I had constructed was correct… there would be no reason for the Emperor to refuse an audience.
I was reasonably confident, so I wasn’t worried.

“Hehe… it feels like it’s been ages!”
“It certainly has. More than a whole season has passed.”
“Your Highness, do you believe that you’ve truly escaped this place?”
“It still feels like a dream. I practically rotted away in this room my whole life.”
“Me too!”
“…Aren’t you a little too excited?”
“Am I? It just feels like I’m steeped in memories…”
“Memories, you little squirt?”
“I-I’m not a squirt!”
Tanya puffed out her cheeks.
Elize, with an indifferent look, nevertheless stroked the small girl in front of her.
Charlotte, behind them, held onto the wheelchair with a soft smile.
The scene that unfolded for a brief moment was so leisurely.

Meanwhile.
Silence fell over me.
I was organizing my thoughts alone.

[Report on Mana Stone Disease]
[Authored by: Medro Andreas]
My attention was entirely on the report from a few days ago.
Perhaps because the contents were so shocking, every single sentence shimmered in my vision.
I quietly pondered it.
‘A curse, huh.’

This research had been conducted based on ancient texts.
Modern medicine could not find a cure for the disease.
As such, it was an uncertain world… We had sought new possibilities from the unknown.
Because I thought that by searching through various records, I would find clues.
Byproducts collected from hunting cultists, research materials, and even forbidden texts were also helpful.
In particular, priests from Lysit, including Medro, greatly assisted with the translation of the forbidden texts.
As expected of veterans who had seen much action, they were reliable.

‘Anyway.’
The work continued for nearly three months.
Through continuous cultist hunting and the assistance of the priests, records related to the disease were found.
The relevant text was discovered in a frontier branch where war spoils were kept.
It barely filled two pages, and only two cases were recorded, but the mere fact of its existence was a miracle.
Because Mana Stone Disease was that rare.
The organized record was as follows.

[Mana Stone Disease]
- Mana Stone Disease takes a form closer to a curse than a disease.
- Ancient records exist of the disease’s influence being transferred to others by utilizing the inherent characteristics of curses.
- This process of ‘Curse Sharing’ drastically reduces the patient’s mortality rate.
- However, the curse can only be exchanged within blood relations of up to two degrees of kinship.
- This concept will be described separately.

One might consider this normal so far.
However, the following content was the core of my hypothesis.
[‘Curse Sharing’]
- Curse Sharing refers to the state of transferring or sharing a curse.
- For this spell to be activated, two people must satisfy the condition of being ‘blood relatives’.
- This condition is due to the nature of curses, which react sensitively to blood, and the closer the blood connection, the stronger the effect.

Of course.
As it was a spell that defied natural law, there were also accompanying side effects.
According to the records, severe mental deterioration occurred, or a loss of emotions was a common side effect.
Furthermore.
‘The side effects only appeared on the recipient’s side…’
In short.
It meant that the recipient would also bear the side effects of the curse.
At this point, I understood why the related records had been so tightly concealed.
‘It was sealed knowledge.’

Sealed knowledge.
Some of the academic fields and knowledge known to have been suppressed by the first emperor.
It must have been among the concepts swept away in ancient times.
Because it was an excessively inhumane spell.
‘But.’
Isn’t it strange?
Sealed knowledge.
In other words, it wasn’t annihilated.
It had maintained its existence for hundreds of years, stored in the imperial archives.
Why would the first emperor deliberately leave such a possibility open?
The answer was simple.
‘There may be many stars, but there is only one sun [a proverb about the singular nature of supreme power].’

        
            It was as they said.

If, by chance, the Emperor were to suffer from a curse, it meant surviving by sacrificing his children.

It was cruel. Yet, it was also an extremely rational way of thinking.

For if a star falls, it is merely sad.

But if the sun extinguishes, it becomes a disaster.

Thus, it was knowledge permitted only to the sun.

I was facing that dirty truth.

‘First off.’

It was confirmed that the Emperor knew about ‘Curse sharing’ and used it.

All circumstances fit smoothly.

‘There’s clear evidence to back it up, too.’

It was none other than Elize’s lifespan.

The life expectancy of a patient with Mana Stone Disease was at most three years.

In a typical case, she should have died long ago.

But Rose had continued battling the illness for nearly ten years.

She was living for approximately three times her expected lifespan.

That wasn't all.

[EP???. For Elize]

-Lonely Sanctuary, Rose Wilting in Winter-

An extra episode.

Even in the original story, Rose did not die from illness.

Driven to the brink mentally, she had ended her life through suicide.

In other words, it meant she still had lifespan remaining at that point.

It was a part I never understood.

Now, I finally understood.

It was because one person's curse had been split into two.

I murmured in a somewhat subdued atmosphere.

‘The Imperial Family's relationship chart isn't that complicated.’

Moreover, there were only two blood relatives within the second degree.

Valkaros.

And.

“Yuda? What’s wrong?”

Did she feel my obvious gaze?

Charlotte tilted her head.

I shook my head, indicating she shouldn’t worry.

To change the subject, I casually said:

“Permission for an audience will be granted soon.”

“Well… I wonder if that person will want to see our faces.”

“Yes. I believe it. Because it’s Yuda’s word.”

“We’re going to have a rather serious conversation today.”

Before that.

I should tell the children about these things too.

“There’s something I’d like you to hear.”

I calmly began my explanation.

As if meticulously organizing the contents of my mind, I laid out the information I had just pieced together.

Following my voice, the girls’ eyes grew increasingly serious.

They asked.

“Curse sharing, you say…”

“Why are you telling us this? Did someone try to put a curse on me?”

“There are only two family members within the second degree of Elize.”

“……Surely not.”

Their gazes converged.

Shaking eyes.

Eyes filled with blue and green trembled.

I didn’t rush to answer.

I simply rose slowly from the sofa I had been sitting on.

Because I felt a faint presence approaching from outside.

Knock, knock.

“Well.”

Following that.

The sound of knocking broke the quiet space.

A voice emerged from beyond the door.

-His Majesty has granted an audience.

I tidied my clothes.

I spoke with a slightly bitter smile.

“Shall we go and hear the rest of the story?”

No matter how painful the truth they would face.

If they were to hear it, it would be best to hear it from the person concerned.

We left the room.

***

We soon arrived at the audience chamber.

We knelt before the towering imperial throne.

In my fleeting upward glance, a middle-aged man appeared.

He was none other than the Empire’s supreme sun.

“……”

His expression was still tired.

As I had seen him before.

No.

Rather, he seemed to have grown weaker.

Dark circles, which hadn't been there before, now rested under his eyes.

The Emperor opened his mouth with his characteristic impassive expression.

“Indeed. You said you had a reason for seeking Us.”

“That is correct.”

“Is it important enough to barge into the Imperial Palace without prior notice?”

“As one entrusted with the duty of the princess’s physician, it was something I absolutely had to convey.”

“You pique Our interest.”

There weren’t many people in the audience chamber.

It would be accurate to say there was no one else besides us.

Even his closest retainers had been sent outside.

He seemed to have roughly guessed that it was about Elize.

“Have you finally managed to cure the Second Princess’s illness?”

“Perhaps it’s a more important matter.”

“A matter more important than a cure.”

“Before I speak… there are a few things I wish to ask His Majesty. Please forgive me if I commit an impertinence.”

“We don’t know what impertinence it will be, but do as you please. What’s there to forbid? You, a scoundrel who treats the princesses as his own.”

“Thank you for your mercy.”

Again.

The Emperor did not call his daughters by name.

He merely referred to them with stiff titles.

Before, he had even called Charlotte ‘she’.

He was not a person with whom common sense applied.

His eyes were like withered leaves.

The light in them was particularly cold.

They were not the eyes of someone looking at family, but of someone looking at an object.

The Emperor’s heart was cold, devoid of even a trace of warmth.

I maintained my composure and asked.

“First… what was the reason for confining the Second Princess to the detached palace?”

“That is an obvious question. If it became known that a member of the Imperial Family was cursed, would it not undermine Our authority in many ways? Sometimes, shameful parts must be cut off.”

“You are extremely cold.”

“We merely act for the Empire.”

A lie.

I muttered inwardly.

“……”

Was it because of my overly direct words?

Rose’s brow furrowed slightly.

Her hand clenched into a tight fist.

I calmed her with a brief glance.

Now was the time to maintain reason.

“I will continue my questions.”

I had to know.

I had pieced together all the things you had done, but I wanted to know your exact motives.

Because you were a character whose background was barely revealed in the original story.

I knew nothing about you.

So, I had to find out.

Why.

Why you had done such things.

“There’s something I learned while investigating.”

“You boldly claim to have investigated the Imperial Family.”

“There was no other choice.”

“Proceed.”

“It is said that His Majesty was… an exceptionally devoted husband in his youth.”

“Indeed. I don’t recall clearly. It’s been nearly twenty years, you see.”

“Then, what about the story from eighteen years ago? When the Empress returned to the side of the stars early, due to complications after giving birth to the Second Princess?”

“……”

Return to the side of the stars.

In the Empire, this phrase was used to mean 'passed away'.

The Emperor, who had been silent for a moment, soon nodded.

“Yes. I remember that.”

As expected.

It seemed his memory wasn't a problem.

Now, all situations made sense.

“I don’t know what you were curious about, but has this resolved it?”

“It was sufficient. Thank you.”

The Emperor’s eyes remained frigid.

I met that gaze directly.

Because now was the time to reveal the truth.

As I slowly articulated my words, various explanations ran through my mind.

It was a kind of contemplation.

‘Curse sharing.’

This much was certain.

The Emperor shared a disease.

The curse could only be shared with blood relatives within the second degree.

Under these conditions, we considered two possibilities.

Either the Emperor’s illness was transferred to Elize, or Charlotte’s illness was transferred to Elize.

I also thought this was the basic premise.

‘But.’

All of it was wrong.

Everyone was missing one detail.

None other than a few lines about the side effects.

-There are side effects to this process.

-Extreme mental erosion, or the loss of emotions, are prime examples.

-Side effects only occur in the recipient of the shared curse.

Isn’t it strange?

According to the previous hypothesis, Rose was the recipient of the shared curse.

However, Elize’s emotions were not shattered at all.

She clearly knew how to rejoice and how to grieve.

This was also true for Charlotte.

‘Then.’

Who could it be?

If it’s neither Elize nor Charlotte.

Who in this room is the only person without emotions?

Who could be the one bearing such profound sin?

“It was you.”

Yes.

Perhaps our perspective had been too narrow.

Because the preceding deduction had opened my eyes anew.

Misunderstandings often arise from confirmed biases.

I had been blind for too long.

‘Why.’

Why.

Why did we only think Elize had received the curse?

Why did we not consider that someone might have taken her curse?

How could I not have known of that foolish sacrifice?

“Your Majesty.”

I looked up at the man seated on the imperial throne.

His hazy pupils showed no vitality, no interest, no emotion.

As if he had lost his heart.

I gazed at him with sad eyes.

“Your Majesty… you took your daughter’s curse.”

The frail Rose.

The one who had borne her cursed fate with her.

Was the father, who was called her birth father.

Valkaros Rantana von Staufen.

-We merely act for the Empire.

Not once.

Had he acted for the Empire.

        
            The Sun.
The light that illuminates the world, and a name that reigns over all that is noble.
People looked up to such a being and called him Emperor.

'Valkaros Rantana von Staupen.'
The man was no different.
Born with the Staupen name, he had to bear the responsibility of the celestial sun.

The weight of the golden crown and the blood-red cloak was heavy.
A being who, because he reigned, could not truly be with others.
And yet, they say people love people.
Even the Emperor had one allowed place to lean on.
That was none other than his family.

"-Valkaros."
"-I heard you had a big fight with the retainers again today?"
"-How many times do I have to tell you to fix that quick temper of yours..."
"-Anyway."

The most noble flower.
The Empress.

"-Still... you worked hard."
"-I know you always try your best."

The lonely throne of the empire.
Perhaps it was because of that loneliness.
The Emperor particularly cherished the Empress.

Even while maintaining a sharply severe atmosphere, he was unfailingly gentle when dealing with his wife.
She was a unique source of strength in the dirty political arena.
Thanks to her, Valkaros was consistently known as a devoted husband.

"-Remember, Valkaros."
"-That I am always by your side."

The words she whispered when the day was hard.
The scent of her skin that settled on the bridge of his nose.
The warmth of their bodies as they quietly embraced each other.
Even her green eyes that crinkled into a smile whenever their gazes met.
Not a single glimmer of light had faded from his memories.
They were that vivid.

However.
Even that fragile peace was shattered.
The first misfortune found the man.

'My God.'
The Empress was inherently weak.
To the extent that she constantly lived with medicine and doctors.
Nevertheless, she undertook pregnancy and childbirth for the sake of an heir, and her fragile body could not endure it.

Ultimately, right after giving birth to their second child, the Empress could not overcome the aftereffects and fell ill in bed.
As her petals withered, Valkaros's world also crumbled.

Yet.
"-Valkaros."
"-Even if I'm not here... please take care of the children."

The Empress's last words.
That faint echo held Valkaros.
It embraced him so he couldn't give up.

"-I was happy because I loved you."
Eventually.
The Empress passed away.
Valkaros, holding her limp hand, swore.
That he would protect his children no matter what.

'From now on... you will be my life.'
Thereafter were days of tireless effort.
Valkaros, at the very least, did his best.

He wanted the children not to feel their mother's absence.
Thus, even while staying up all night with the overwhelming work, he made sure to spend time by his daughters' sides and show his face.
Even his somewhat sharp personality softened.
It was astonishing.

"-I told you to fix your temper."
"-Everyone finds it hard to approach you because you're always so sharp."
"-Well... I like it because it feels like I have you all to myself."
"-But still, you'd be lonely living as a loner, wouldn't you?"

Words he had heard so often they'd formed calluses on his ears.
He, who hadn't changed even under the Empress's nagging, was changing for the sake of his children.
Even enduring difficult work, a smile would spontaneously appear when he thought of his children.
At that time, those small beings were his only reason for living.

'Please.'
Elize.
Although he had lost the Empress, he did not resent the child.
Because her red hair, exactly like her mother's, was beautiful.
Because her green eyes, which seemed to have stolen his heart, were endearing.

Valkaros's only joy was to chase the fleeting glimpses of the Empress's image reflected in his daughters.
Memories that faded like light resembled the bittersweet aftertaste of tea.
That was life.
To grieve.
And yet to hope.

'May this life last forever.'
However.
Even in the dawn of such desperate struggles, the ill-fated pack of wolves did not pass him by.
Rather, they bared their fangs as if mocking the Emperor.

"-Your Majesty."
"-I'm afraid you must prepare yourself."

The second misfortune arrived.
The personal physician delivered the news with a devastated expression.

"-At most, one year."
Elize.
A terminal diagnosis had fallen upon his daughter.
From the explanation, it was an incurable disease.

'Mana Petrification Disease.'
A disease notorious for its cruelty.
A bolt from the blue struck the imperial family.

A curse from God. If it became known that such a thing had appeared in the princess of a nation, it would clearly harm the authority of the Emperor as the Sun.
The naive would be agitated, claiming ill omens had entered the empire.
The cunning would seize this opportunity to make ominous moves.
The political problems were enough to cause a headache.

However.
Valkaros had no capacity to consider such matters.
He simply stared blankly, losing his senses.

"-Why?"
His daughter was facing death.
How many parents could maintain their sanity in such a situation?
Especially in Valkaros's case, his attachment to his children was strong.
Because they were the only remnants left by the Empress.

"-Find it."
"-Search the entire continent and find a way...!"

Even knowing it was a futile struggle.
Valkaros sought answers for the petrification disease by all means possible.
He dispatched his secretly retained confidantes to wander the continent.
Renowned doctors proficient in all kinds of illnesses, sorcerers knowledgeable in curses, priests who had reached the pinnacle of divinity, and even herbalists who handled miraculous herbs...
He eagerly pounced on anything that seemed even slightly helpful.
It was to grasp even the faintest hope.

"-Not this time."
He set aside his duties as a monarch.
For him, only his daughter came first.
Because of this, he even received harsh words from his retainers.
He didn't care.

"-Please, give me time..."
A raging storm.
The Emperor could only struggle to keep himself from sinking into despair.

Time flowed by without any significant results.
Half a year later.
No answer was found.
In fact, it was hard to even find proper records of the disease.
And that was because it was a disease that appeared perhaps once in a hundred years, even in the vast continent.
Indeed, there was a reason it was called a curse from God.

"-The patient's condition is not good."
"-Given her inherently weak body... there's a high possibility she won't even last the predicted year."
"-To be honest, it's a miracle she's lasted this long."

Elize's condition worsened day by day.
Now, it was truly a stage where her life could end any day.
Valkaros, hanging by a thread, also felt his limits.
Repeated failures were the main culprits, debilitating his mind and suffocating his life.
Was there truly no choice but to give up like this?

At that time of despair.
"-Your Majesty."
"-Would you be willing to listen to what I have to say?"

Someone came to find Valkaros.
"-There is a way."
"-It's temporary, but... a way to suppress the worsening of the disease."
"-Eventually, it may even be possible to prevent death."

The old man spoke abruptly.
The exhausted Emperor could not dismiss such a voice.
Especially since the person before him was not one to indulge in nonsense.

The identity of the old man who offered the advice was as follows:
"-Marquis Galimar."

Galimar Academy.
One of the educational institutions considered the best on the continent even at that time.
It was Gaston Galimar, its dean.

"-Go to the Imperial Archives."
The Imperial Archives.
It was a place even the Emperor himself didn't fully grasp.
That's how full of secrets the ancestral legacy was.

"-What my destiny allows me to say ends here."
"-May the stars always be with you."

The old man left after leaving only a few brief words.
Valkaros had no choice.
He simply frantically rummaged through the archives, taking a chance as if being tricked.

A space that had existed for hundreds of years. It took several days to sift through the countless piled records.
Was it around the time he had spent nearly half a month trapped among the bookshelves?
He finally found it.

"-Is this it...?"
The clue about the Mana Petrification Disease that the old man had mentioned.
It was listed as part of the [Forbidden Books] sealed by the First Emperor.

The Emperor was happy for a moment.
For he had finally found a clue to cure Elize.
However.
As he checked the contents, his brow furrowed again.
Such a thought suddenly crossed the Emperor's mind.
That there was a good reason this document was designated as a forbidden book.

'Curse Sharing'.
It was an excessively inhumane spell.
A spell that sacrifices a family member as an offering to save one.
Valkaros agonized, with the old document before his eyes.
For a long time thereafter.

"-What about me?"
Curse Sharing.
It was a spell that diluted the curse over a long period and ultimately transferred it.
If the role was to take on his daughter's curse, he had to be the one to do it.
There was no other option.
He didn't even want to consider Charlotte as the target.
If there was to be a sacrifice, it was the father's place.

However.
"-Your Majesty... you must attend to state affairs."
"-The lives of the poor lambs hang on your shoulders."
"-Please, remain steadfast."

He was the Emperor.
The reigning Sun.
Moreover, the one who shed light even on the darkest and lowest places.
And at the same time, the one who bore such responsibilities.

'If I were to take on the curse... it surely wouldn't end in mere disaster.'
A chaos unlike any before would arrive.
In the case of the princess, perhaps, but for the Emperor, who symbolized the sun, to die from receiving a 'curse from God'?
It was difficult to even imagine what kind of repercussions and chaos would ensue.
The hyenas who had been waiting for their chance would also truly bare their fangs upwards.
It might be a bit extreme, but the empire's system could even collapse.
Valkaros agonized.

        
            ‘Valkaros Lantana von Stauffen.’

This was a duty.

From the moment he was born with the surname Stauffen, it had always rested on his humble shoulders.

Because of this, Valkaros couldn’t help but hesitate at the threshold of choice.

Which path should he choose?

‘I am.’

The well-being of the Empire.

Or his daughter’s life.

A cruel dilemma.

Valkaros found it difficult to make a choice.

Because countless shadows held his ankles.

What was right?

Could simply saying it was for his love be an excuse?

Could he condone his own demise with such a flimsy statement?

‘I don’t know.’

Is it right to sacrifice the small for the large?

But what if that small thing was everything to him?

Could he truly choose the large without hesitation?

‘What on earth.’

Which choice was befitting a monarch’s virtue?

Conversely, which choice was befitting a father’s aspect?

What was a monarch in the first place?

And what was a father?

What should be judged as right, or as wrong?

After making a judgment, which should he choose between the right and the wrong?

Valkaros sank into the chaotic questions of each moment.

-Valkaros.

A chain of conflict.

If there was someone who pushed him forward even amidst such turmoil, it was her again.

-Even if I’m gone… please take care of the children.

-I was happy because I loved you.

A voice.

A confession so timidly sad.

The will of a crumbling flower petal.

Valkaros absolutely could not break his promise to the Empress.

The sorrow of losing a loved one left him with no energy to endure, nor confidence to live on.

Therefore, Valkaros was quite the coward.

‘It didn’t matter.’

Yes.

It didn’t matter.

Even if he was a coward.

Even if it was merely a choice to flee.

He only prayed that Elize would live.

-What is a monarch?

-How should the sun rightfully shine?

Valkaros was not bound by such words.

Instead, he draped the chains of sin around his neck.

By abandoning his rightful duties.

By turning his back on the Empire.

He chose the path of becoming the worst Emperor.

That was the man’s damned original sin.

-Oh, God.

-Do not forgive your sun.

-I have lost my light.

The Emperor prepared the ritual.

He informed only a few trusted retainers of the truth, managing it so that not even the smallest piece of information leaked to others.

With a few incantations, Valkaros absorbed Rose’s curse into himself.

Although the loss of emotion that would come as a side effect bothered him.

He believed Charlotte would take good care of her younger sister, even without him.

Even knowing that its end was ruin.

“……”

Just before performing the ritual.

Valkaros embraced the deeply sleeping Rose, and offered his last prayer to her slender warmth.

Along with flowing tears.

“My beloved child.”

Please.

“May you be happy by making me your stepping stone.”

Afterward.

The Emperor took a step from which he could not return.

***

Time flowed, and ten years passed.

Days that withered day by day.

Elize had now turned seventeen, and the curse was slowly reaching its critical point.

Valkaros’s emotions had long since been lost due to the aftermath of the spell.

Nothing remained within him anymore.

Only the cross-section of a hollowed-out heart shimmered.

The Emperor had, by then, become an inorganic being pursuing rationality.

‘I still don’t understand.’

Because of that.

Valkaros found it difficult to understand his past self.

Since he had forgotten emotions that had accumulated for a long time.

Why he had made such a sacrifice.

Why he was still protecting Rose even afterwards.

He had even forgotten his original goal.

‘Why did I choose the Second Princess?’

If he were to weigh the Empire and the Second Princess, choosing the former would be rational.

Why had he made such a foolish choice?

Memories from that time were the most unfathomable mystery to the Emperor.

The reason he could continue protecting Rose amidst all this was none other than the guidelines left by his past self.

Valkaros always kept that memo close.

[Guidelines for the Second Princess]

Valkaros from ten years ago.

He worried that his emotionless self might ruin things.

Therefore, before sharing the curse, he wrote down tasks he needed to handle and a few rules.

And he even placed a restriction on his heart to prevent him from breaking or revealing these.

Thanks to this, the Emperor had no choice but to continue protecting Rose even after losing his emotions.

Even without feeling a shred of affection.

‘Hmm.’

Confining Rose was also part of the guidelines.

Curse sharing.

This spell kept the body’s mana in a sensitive state, making it susceptible to influence from others’ mana.

If this process repeated, there was a risk of problems with the spell or strain on the individual’s body.

Valkaros was a robust adult and was receiving the curse, so he was fine.

However, for Elize, who was transferring the curse and was only a seven-year-old girl, it was too dangerous a burden.

Therefore, Rose needed to be completely isolated from her surroundings.

The reason the Emperor didn’t place people in the detached palace was also in this context.

Thanks to this, Elize had to remain alone in that isolated place for ten years.

‘The guidelines stated [Protection], not confinement, but… well, interpreting it this way should be fine.’

Fortunately.

Because Charlotte was by Elize’s side, and later, a maid named Tanya arrived.

She was able to endure the terribly lonely times.

Valkaros merely watched from afar.

“Cough…!”

Day by day, as they flowed by.

Although the Emperor didn’t show it outwardly, the permeating curse was becoming increasingly distinct.

Not much time remained until he would fully take the illness from Rose.

Now, daily life was impossible without casting pain-relief magic over his entire body.

However, Valkaros calmly accepted his choice.

[Guidelines for the Second Princess]

-’Curse sharing’ must not be discovered by anyone.

-At least until the Second Princess fully recovers, he must fulfill the Emperor’s role and duties.

-In short, he must act.

Such details were even recorded in the guidelines.

The Emperor layered magic to the point of straining his body, and continued his daily life.

‘Is it ending soon?’

The finish line was slowly appearing.

The damnedly long spell was coming to an end.

Though, once all the processes were complete, he was destined to die within a year.

At any rate, he had been able to complete his past objective.

Valkaros waited quietly.

It was then.

-Your Majesty.

-Someone has set foot in Rose’s palace.

Charlotte brought someone before Elize.

He had intended to dismiss them as a quack, as usual, but the news that there was actually progress piqued his interest.

The Emperor immediately sought him out.

-I greet the supreme sun of the Empire.

He was an interesting boy.

From what he heard, the boy seemed skilled, and also had confidence that he could cure the illness.

Valkaros decided to observe what his ulterior motive was first.

And a few days later.

-I will take the Second Princess from the detached palace to the Academy.

-I humbly request Your Majesty’s permission.

A bold request arrived.

The Emperor pondered for a moment.

Valkaros, who had been delaying, soon nodded.

Since the curse transfer was nearing its end, he had been thinking of ending Rose’s confinement anyway.

He thought it was a good opportunity.

Moreover.

‘Gaston Gallimard.’

That old man was also at the Academy.

The old man who had informed him about information from the archives that even the Emperor himself didn’t know, though he didn’t know how the old man found out.

It was a place that piqued his interest in many ways, so he permitted Rose’s departure.

Since Charlotte was going with her, there seemed to be no need to worry about her safety.

Thus.

Valkaros remained alone in the palace.

With less than a year left of his lifespan.

‘Now… all that’s left is to await death, then?’

The Emperor, who had put an end to his calling.

Valkaros was a dead man, following his dead emotions, waiting for his heart to finally stop.

The autumn after the children left passed.

The winter he spent alone flowed by.

Just as spring was approaching.

“Your Majesty.”

The boy he thought he would never see again had come.

Accompanied by his two daughters.

***

Returning to the present.

The Emperor, seated on his throne, looked down.

“It was you, Your Majesty.”

“……”

“Your Majesty… you took your daughter’s curse.”

The boy, looking up at him and speaking.

His already dead emotions felt no sentiment whatsoever.

A coldly dead heart, a festering inner self, and a body whose death was now only a day or two away.

Valkaros was already like a doll without a heart.

However.

-Valkaros.

-I was happy because I loved you.

Because there was one unchanging memory.

That he had to protect the children.

He had long forgotten the reason, but he had never forgotten the goal.

Because he had lived the rest of his life according to that will.

“Your Majesty.”

A call expecting an answer.

Since no guidelines had been prepared for this situation, he thought it might be fine to respond as he pleased at this point.

Beneath the lofty sun, three pairs of eyes gazed up at him.

Blue eyes, seemingly lost in a daze.

Green eyes, with a hint of surprise.

And.

Even white eyes, carrying a hint of sadness.

The Emperor, whose gaze crossed theirs for a moment, then nodded.

“You are correct.”

Valkaros had never once acted for the Empire.

Today, he felt a strange thirst from that sentence.

For some reason, he couldn’t tell why.

A faint pain jabbed at his lungs.

[Guidelines for the Second Princess]

-I am afraid of losing my emotions.

-Because I fear I might forget that there was a goal even in this messed-up beginning.

-Therefore, before starting the guidelines, I wish to write this down first.

-Even if other guidelines are forgotten, this one must never be forgotten.

-Because these words prove that I am still their father.

Content written at the beginning of the guidelines.

Valkaros recalled the next sentence and opened his mouth.

“Everything.”

All for my beloved daughter.

“I took the Second Princess’s curse.”

Yes.

For Elize.

        
            Valcaros Lantana von Staufen.

In the original story, no related information ever appeared. There was no point where the Emperor was specifically dealt with, nor were there any special side story episodes. Players, however, only inferred based on the stories of the princesses.

Was that why? The evaluation of Valcaros was not good.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: No matter how I look at it, the Emperor is the root of all evil in the Rose arc]

Seriously, there's no character as hateful as this bastard.
He neglected his only blood relatives, his daughters, from a young age, and rarely showed his face. What's more, when the Second Princess fell ill, he immediately confined the 8-year-old, not caring at all. In the end, the family broke apart. The close sisterly bond was also ruined. Elize suffered alone for over 10 years, falling into various mental illnesses and self-harm addiction, eventually dying by extreme choice before her lifespan ended. Charlotte was traumatized by it, leading to reduced social skills.

In the story, if the Headmaster is the absolute top in incompetence, this Emperor bastard is the absolute top in hatefulness.

[He really is a complete bastard.]
-> They say even beasts cherish their offspring.
-> If you read the Rose side story, your hatred for the Emperor boils over.

[Headmaster vs. Emperor]
-> A battle of unlikability where superiority cannot be determined.
-> Trash and waste, wow.

Everyone threw stones at him. I was no different. At the time, there was almost no given information. To notice something strange, our eyes were already biased. Hypotheses pieced together became solidified as a single proposition. It wasn't particularly surprising.

'That's how it is.'

Understanding. It is only achieved after sufficient truth. If there is no light, steps are bound to go astray. Misunderstanding, misconception, distortion... that's how we often refer to a deviation from understanding. At the same time, we live within such words.

'However.'

This time was different. We were finally able to understand each other. The report on the illness, knowledge of the original work, actions discovered through inquiries... The unearthed clues soon wove into a single thread, revealing the truth. At the end of a long, long process, the situation was telling a completely opposite story. A story about a certain possibility.

'Everything.'

Eyes that showed no emotion. A voice in which not even a shred of warmth could be felt. An indifferent attitude in all matters. The coldness of personally confining his daughter, and the strangely cold times. I realize that all those winters were love for you. I understand that it was the best dedication for you.

[Category: Q&A Board]

[Title: So why did the Emperor die in the story?]

When you enter the final chapter in the game, he suddenly dies. There's no proper explanation given; you're just playing, and then a sudden obituary is announced. The timing is just before the Grand Cathedral collapses, so it's early in the final chapter... What happened to the Emperor? Did the cult take out the imperial family while destroying the church? Does anyone know what happened?

[That hasn't been properly revealed yet.]
-> There's no separate official appearance.
-> It's an unresolved plot point, like the Headmaster (Prophet).
-> What the heck, this game is full of unresolved plot points.

[There are a few theories.]
-> There's a theory that the cult assassinated him.
-> There are nobles who incite rebellion, right? Like the Benity ducal family... Anyway, there's also a theory that they silently took him out.
-> Or there's a theory that an existing chronic illness worsened.
-> In fact, these are all just hypotheses, and nothing has been clearly revealed yet.
-> Ugh, they're talking around the fact that they don't know so much.

[Honestly, I don't care that the trashy Emperor died.]
-> From a gameplay perspective, I felt it was a shame. He was a guy who would readily send support if you asked.
-> If you rank him by supporter tier, he'd be at least Tier 2.
-> The Emperor is an angel compared to the Headmaster, lol.
-> Emperor, truly epic.
-> Charlotte, turn off the Wi-Fi.
-> The performance-focused players are immediately hyping up the Emperor.
-> Always the same WWE.

A mysterious death. Valcaros always died a solitary death around the final chapter in all routes. He suddenly withdrew from the story, his exact cause of death never revealed. At the time, it remained an unresolved plot point, but now, the truth beyond it could be faced.

The Emperor's cause of death was none other than illness.

'Manastone Curse.'

He had died, fully embracing that curse. A story from approximately half a year from now. Elize had already taken her own life, but Valcaros, having received the illness, had no way to reverse it. Therefore, the Emperor had to die himself, unable to save his daughter. The end of the imperial family was thus so tragic.

-What... what should I live for now?
-I couldn't protect anything.

After the consecutive deaths of the two. Charlotte, left alone, wandered aimlessly. The imperial family had collapsed in an instant. The Rose, whom she had made her life's goal, died, and even the Emperor, who had sustained the empire, died a solitary death. Charlotte was burdened with duties even before she could shake off her sorrow and confusion. Because she was the sole successor.

-Is this what it means to be an adult?
-Tears won't come.

Charlotte ascended to the throne. The tears that had once flowed endlessly gradually dried up with time. Her characteristic innocent appearance could no longer be found.

[EP41. The Emperor of the Old Empire]

-As she became an adult, the no-longer-young girl-

The Little Prince. The epithet that referred to her could no longer be followed by "young." The girl who stepped into the world of adults sat on the Imperial Throne. Thus, the content of Charlotte's narrative was that she inherited the throne in a world on the brink of destruction and confronted the impending catastrophe. This narrative was well-received for its beautiful portrayal of psychological conflict and gloom. In other words, it was a story fraught with anguish and misfortune.

-Answer me, Elize.
-Can I, who couldn't even save you... truly lead the Empire?
-I'm afraid I won't be able to save anyone this time either.
-I am just endlessly small.

The guilt of not being able to protect her sister. The burden of the crown on her head. The sudden loneliness and confusion of the girl who became an adult. That's why I didn't like Charlotte's story. Because it was so somber.

'If it's for pity.'

The misfortune of the imperial family stemmed from misunderstanding. The lack of communication soon bred misfortune. Perhaps. They might have had a different ending. Elize not giving up on life in the end. Valcaros finding a way to survive. Charlotte might have had a chance not to despair. If only there had been a brief opportunity for them to understand each other. That gap, like a single sheet of paper, made the story even more regrettable. Indeed, that is the nature of tragedy.

'This time is different.'

An opportunity to understand each other. What wasn't in the original story now existed. As mentioned earlier, if ignorance is the starting point of misunderstanding, then the remedy for it is none other than knowledge. I was taking it upon myself to become the knowledge in their story, mixed with misunderstanding. Through just a few words of conversation.

""......""

The children were immersed in silence. In their hands was a thick book. It was none other than a directive written in the Emperor's own hand. When we asked him about the past, he tossed us the book, saying it would be faster to read it themselves. There, Valcaros's past actions and goals were meticulously recorded. The neatly arranged characters supplemented our 'knowledge.' The faint scent of ink spreading as the pages turned. The princesses seemed unable to fully process the situation yet.

""......""

However. Even in confusion, the truth before one's eyes remains unsullied. For if the aesthetic of falsehood is ever-changing, the aesthetic of truth is immutable. Truth, at least, never contains falsehood. It merely requires time to be accepted. I waited for the children's confusion to subside.

"My mind can't follow."

"......"

"If what's written in this book is true, then all His Majesty's actions until now were for Elize..."

"You saw correctly. The First Princess's words are right."

Charlotte mumbled, looking bewildered. As if he heard the soft sound, Valcaros answered indifferently. His gaze still held a cold, indifferent hue. It was like a machine.

"Of course, my current self cannot understand, but it seems my past self had different thoughts."

An expression of annoyance.

"To weigh the Empire against the Second Princess and choose the latter. It was a completely irrational choice. If only one had been sacrificed, everyone could have been at peace. If it were my current self, I would have personally beheaded the Second Princess. For the crime of carrying such a vulgar curse in a royal body."

Sentences spat out casually. Words without a heart were so sharp. Yet, no one was hurt by them. Because they now knew what process had led to the heart being excised from that voice. Even his utterly cruel tongue was proof of days gone by.

"......"

Elize remained silent. The emotion reflected in her green eyes was difficult to discern. She was sinking into the confusing situation. Resentment, hatred, loneliness that had lasted for almost 10 years... to think that all of it was actually false. It was as if all the time she had lived until now had been nullified. Her slender fingers gripped the directive tightly.

[Directives for the Second Princess]

-Everything for my beloved daughter.
-For Elize.

Such sentences were written on the open page. Elize couldn't bring herself to turn the page. It seemed it would take quite some time to accept the confusion. It would be difficult to overturn 10 years of resentment with merely an hour of devotion. Once she knew the truth, she had no reason to oppose Valcaros, but humans do not live solely by reason. The deep emotional chasm, long established, was not easily resolved.

I turned away from the princesses and had a conversation.

"It seems the princesses need some time."

"Indeed. I will give them a little space."

The Emperor was still looking at us, not his daughters. He was giving his attention to whatever currently piqued his interest. He said.

"By the way, it's surprising. I didn't expect you to even uncover the part about the spell."

"That's because I have quite capable people by my side."

"You are truly interesting, as expected."

"You flatter me."

"But it's already too late."

"What do you mean?"

"It means nothing will change."

Lifeless pupils. The man's eyes were like withered leaves.

"The spell is almost complete. In another fortnight, I will have taken all of the Second Princess's curse. And I will end my life within a year."

The predetermined fate remained unchanged.

        
            “The spell is almost complete. In another half-month, it will have drawn in all of the Second Princess’s curse. And I, too, will conclude my life within a year.”

The fated destiny remained unchanged.

It was too late to sever the connected spell now, as they had already come too far.

The Emperor already knew he was consumed by the curse.

“It’s too late to live.”

The reality of impending death.

However.

My lies are not bound by mere reality.

For a lie, by its very nature, is valuable in breaking down truth.

If someone were to speak of this damned fate.

“Do you truly believe that?”

“What good is belief against a predetermined fate?”

“From now on, you will have to believe in me.”

“Hmm?”

I would make this moment worthwhile.

“Because I will break both of your curses.”

“Break the curse...?”

The Emperor reacted with doubt.

I spoke, a relaxed smile playing on my lips.

“Didn’t I tell you before?”

That I could solve it.

I wanted to help them reclaim their positions.

A silence fell over the audience chamber for a while.

***

After the conversation in the audience chamber.

We headed straight to the prepared infirmary without delay.

Since the questionable parts had been revealed, there was no longer any reason to hesitate with the treatment.

At this very moment, the curse was gnawing at both their hearts.

Now was the time for a miracle.

“……”

Rose and the Emperor, each lying on a sickbed.

Few words were exchanged.

Only Valkaros quietly posed a question.

His voice was still unwavering.

“Is it truly possible?”

“Of course.”

“Honestly, I find it hard to believe. You claim to solve a task that the history of the continent couldn’t.”

“One cannot remain stuck in the past forever.”

“Your words are true.”

I calmly prepared for the treatment.

As I gathered my lies at my fingertips, someone soon clutched at my sleeve.

My gaze gently turned to where a red-haired girl lay.

It was none other than Rose.

“Your Highness.”

“……”

Elize, who had remained silent all this time.

She was probably confused.

The truth she had belatedly faced negated ten years of resentment, and now, suddenly, the narrative had shifted to curing the illness.

In merely two hours, the world that defined her was on the verge of being overturned.

The sudden change was enough to incite fear.

Her eyes, resembling blades of grass, slowly wavered.

*Gently.*

I slowly stroked the girl’s head.

Meaning that everything would be alright.

“There’s no need to be afraid.”

“But…”

Her eyes seemed on the verge of breaking.

I took Rose’s hand.

“Do you remember? The promise I made.”

“……”

“You don’t have to worry. I will always be by Your Highness’s side.”

“……I’m sorry for acting weak. I just felt scared for no reason.”

“Your Highness is strong enough.”

It was not an empty compliment.

Elize was a much stronger person than someone like me, at the very least.

The scars remaining on her arms and wrists proved it.

“Yuda… I’ll trust you.”

Yuda.

It was rare for me to be called by my name.

She definitely seemed psychologically shaken.

Even so, since she said she’d trust me, it was right to reciprocate that trust.

I slowly expanded shadows around me, smiling.

“Then.”

*Clap!*

I lightly clapped my hands.

“Let’s begin.”

The next moment.

Pitch black darkness enveloped the entire infirmary.

It was meant to block mana from the outside.

Inside, only a black background and two sickbeds, arranged side by side, existed.

I extended a hand towards the Emperor and Rose, each lying on their respective beds.

My palms touched their dantian.

“……”

All eyes were focused.

Behind me, Charlotte and Tanya watched with anxious expressions.

Tension swirled like pitch-black darkness. I calmly moved my hands.

Wavering shadows soon thinly coated my palms.

*Slowly.*

The generated shadows seeped into the patients.

I lifted my eyelids.

‘Mana Calcification Disease.’

A disease known to be incurable.

It wasn’t exactly wrong.

Even Astro, despite repeated research, had never found a solution.

It was an unreasonable disease where death was certain from the moment of onset.

It was like an inescapable fate or natural order.

‘If so…’

There was only one way.

To shatter that absurd fate.

This time too, I had to transcend the natural order.

‘Untangle the chaotic mana lines and re-establish them in the correct arrangement.’

According to the lore.

Mana lines typically run directly alongside blood vessels.

In other words, the branches of the mana lines are as immense as the blood vessels that extend throughout the entire body.

Especially in the abdomen, where mana lines converge, the complexity of the structure surpasses that of the heart.

From now on, I intended to meticulously repair each one of those structures.

Literally, one by one.

‘Purify the permeated curse.’

This was no simple treatment.

A form closer to decomposition and reconstruction than recovery.

Strictly speaking, it was a process no different from restoring a chimeric creature to its original form.

However, this time the conditions were even more restrictive. Because I had to treat two people simultaneously.

The curse, dispersed on both sides, made the treatment even more difficult.

The spell mixed in midway was also a factor.

‘As expected, it won’t be easy.’

I clicked my tongue, yet still increased the output.

Divinity and stars fabricated by lies.

The power of both mixed in an appropriate form, erasing the curses that touched my fingertips one by one.

The night, once filled only with pitch black, soon overflowed with pure white light.

Even in the dazzling vision, I kept my eyes wide open.

– *Ding!*

[Current remaining output: 86.4%]

– *Ding!*

[Current remaining output: 62.1%]

– *Ding!*

[Current remaining output: 49.7%]

Output plummeting in chunks.

Indeed, continuously transcending providence was not an easy feat.

I thought that if I expended some of the vitality I had accumulated, I might barely succeed.

I was worried my body would be weak for a while, but there was no other way.

Moreover, there were many ways to recover vitality, so the burden was less.

‘It’s a relief I don’t have to use my lifespan.’

It was fortunate that both my output and vitality were sufficient.

Because I didn’t have to break my vow to never use my lifespan again.

I silently continued the treatment.

Light drives out darkness.

Erasing curses, undoing spells, correcting all that was wrong.

As I chipped away at my own vitality, a few thoughts crossed my mind.

A question I had heard countless times while walking this path.

– Why do you.

The world always asked for a reason.

The reason I always stepped forward.

The reason I displayed such paltry hypocrisy, claiming to save others.

The reason I was devoted to those who were practically strangers.

I always answered.

‘That’s not what I am.’

I was not a good person.

Nor was I a righteous person.

‘Usurpation War.’

That sinful year.

Even during the time I fought a war from the bottom, I was drenched in countless blood and evil.

By my own estimation, I was closer to being a villain than a virtuous person.

But.

‘I… I just wanted to see.’

Even if it meant drowning in a chilling original sin.

There was a story I absolutely had to see.

It was none other than the happy ending of a world that had only repeated destruction.

I finally wanted to see the protagonists be happy.

‘That’s why.’

Misunderstanding, sorrow, despair.

I believed that those weren’t the only words that defined the world.

I believed that somewhere, salvation also existed for them.

‘What if.’

If this damned world wouldn’t allow salvation.

If it was determined to push you into misfortune.

I intended to become your salvation myself.

For that reason, I remained here, continuing the struggle for the ending.

Perhaps it was lingering regret or a sense of debt from the past.

I moved my hand.

‘Is it almost over?’

Despite the dazzling light, my clear vision looked down at Rose.

And then, I gazed at the Emperor.

Valkaros, his eyes calmly closed.

The spell entwined around his heart was no ordinary venomous one.

To the extent that one wondered how he had lived for the past ten years.

I imbued a faint monologue into the starlight.

‘Valkaros Rantana von Stauphen.’

Love.

Your devotion that entirely burned your life.

I remember that desperate struggle.

You have fulfilled a father’s duty, so this time, I will take over the role.

I will ensure she no longer drowns in a cursed fate.

“O lowly curse.”

Before I knew it, my lips were chanting the final incantation.

The shining star soon caused cracks.

*Crack, snap!*

The infirmary was filled with divine light.

A backdrop of stars surging like waves.

With the wavering pure white light, I snapped my fingers.

Blood surged back and spurted from my mouth.

Nevertheless, I continued the chant.

“As the Star’s Emissary commands…”

All of it, for my pitiable Princess.

“Shatter.”

Yes.

For Elize.

        
            The infirmary, shrouded in shadows.

After a single flash of light burned away the darkness, brilliantly shattered fragments of shadow adorned the space.

A scene vaguely resembling a night sky without a single cloud.

Starlight is truly beautiful.

Before long, the ceiling was a celestial wonderland dotted with white jade.

In the flowing world, a pristine genesis breathed.

The landscape painting veered off course for a moment.

And so, time passed.

“……”

The Emperor opened his eyes.

His consciousness, which had been cut off during treatment, had returned.

Valkaros groaned, clutching his forehead, then slowly raised himself from the sickbed.

Only then did he realize he had been asleep.

How much time had passed?

"Ugh..."

"Your Majesty."

While he briefly regained his breath.

The boy waiting beside him spoke.

"You're awake."

Juda Snakers.

He was still guarding the infirmary.

Seeing that the other children also remained in their places, he knew not much time had passed.

At most, perhaps 30 minutes?

It was a strange feeling.

Subjectively, it felt like he had been asleep for almost ten years.

He diverted his thoughts from the lingering stiffness.

Valkaros scanned his surroundings.

'Was the treatment successful? What about the Second Princess?'

First, he needed to assess the situation.

The Emperor cleared his blurred vision and lifted his head, performing a dry wash of his face.

Just then, a strange sensation ran down Valkaros's spine.

He involuntarily flinched his shoulders.

“……?”

Strangely, his body felt light.

To be precise, the process of waking up was not painful at all.

The headache that would normally have already appeared was nowhere to be found.

At first, he thought his senses were dulled right after waking, but as his consciousness became clearer, the painlessness became more vivid.

The Emperor was perplexed.

'Why?'

Had this ever happened before?

Ten years ago.

Ever since he contracted the illness from Rose, he hadn't known a single day of comfort from pain.

The shackles of the curse were a destiny that could never be broken.

For Valkaros, pain was both a chosen proof and a brand.

The fact that it had disappeared meant...

“……Surely not.”

The Emperor muttered softly.

He then turned to look at the boy beside him with a stunned expression.

Juda was gazing at Valkaros with a triumphant smile.

Had he read the question in the man's eyes?

The boy, as if he had been waiting, casually tossed out a remark.

"Your Majesty's thoughts are correct."

“……”

"It concluded successfully."

What?

Even adding such a question was meaningless.

The strange sensation swirling throughout his entire body supported the hypothesis.

For the first time in almost ten years, his body felt refreshed.

The sensation of every single blood vessel tearing with each movement of his body.

His consciousness, hazy due to excessively applied pain-relieving magic.

Muscles twisting every moment, a head throbbing as if it would shatter, and shimmering auditory hallucinations in his ears.

Despite all this, his fists were always tightly clenched due to the unbearable pain.

All of it was gone.

"Ah..."

Valkaros, who had been lost in thought for a long time.

He soon seemed to recall something and looked at the sickbed on the opposite side.

At the end of his gaze, a red-haired girl was situated.

It seemed she had regained consciousness before him.

"It really turned out well..."

"Hiccup... Your Highness is recovered, I'm so happy..."

"Both of you, stop crying. I'm fine."

"But Elize is crying too."

"This is just... ugh, because my sister and Tanya suddenly clung to me."

Elize.

Charlotte and Tanya were clinging to her.

Had they already passed through a flood of tears?

The girls were leaning against each other, their eyes redder than autumn foliage.

Such a scene signified only one thing.

'The end.'

A period had been put.

Even to the winter that seemed eternal, spring had finally arrived.

The world filled with curses had already been shattered.

Valkaros muttered to himself blankly.

'Something I had dismissed as impossible.'

Contextually, he had entrusted the treatment to the boy.

As Emperor, he had held no expectations whatsoever.

There was a reason why a mere illness had been given the name 'God's Curse'.

Even after yearning for a solution for nearly ten years, the only conclusion reached was a few cold words: there was no way.

Therefore, he had abandoned belief.

But.

'The mana circulation...'

The man circulated the mana throughout his entire body several times.

The meridians that had been completely blocked just hours ago.

Normally, pain from cutting, tearing, and twisting should have accompanied it, but now only a smooth flow continued.

The mana, delivered to every corner, cleared his mind and simultaneously invigorated him.

There was no sense of foreignness even in his inner self, which was as calm as a stream.

Such signals proved a body condition that was nothing short of perfectly healthy.

Valkaros couldn't close his mouth.

'A miracle.'

Yes.

The man was witnessing a miracle.

The common sense he had accumulated was shattered.

The boy's 'lie' was a complete contradiction of the laws of nature.

But the march of miracles didn't stop there.

'Remember, Valkaros.'

Suddenly.

The voice of a woman brushed past his ears.

The Emperor momentarily stopped breathing.

'That I am always by your side.'

His heart was pierced.

It felt as if a sharp awl was piercing through his lungs.

It was unfamiliar.

It was a different feeling from the pain caused by the curse.

It was something far clumsier, more fundamental, and more emotional.

The man involuntarily stiffened at the unfamiliar sensation.

Even then, the auditory hallucination continued.

'I was happy loving you.'

The Empress.

It was the voice of the Empress, whom he had long forgotten.

A tremor intensified in his heart.

'Why?'

Something was strange.

His perfectly clear vision suddenly blurred.

Both his eyes pricked, and soon the world reflected in water droplets began to ripple.

The softly breaking foam turned into transparent watercolor and flowed down.

Drip drip-.

Raindrops were falling on his cheeks.

The repeated accumulation and overflowing of celestial waters was like suffering from an unknown high fever, and after the long streaks formed, they felt as hot as burns.

Words, broken into pieces, scattered.

His heart surged as if it might overflow and spill out.

The man felt dizzy.

Thump-thump-.

A wild pulse, crying out that it was alive.

His throat felt constricted, as if lukewarm dough was stuck in it.

Although he was clearly inhaling air, he couldn't breathe.

It was the result of a swirling flurry of emotions.

'Valkaros.'

It hurt.

Valkaros's eyes hurt.

Therefore, rain continued to fall in his world.

His vision had no intention of clearing up.

Thump-.

His heart sank.

No. Was it his heart?

Perhaps it was something else entirely.

But to Valkaros in that moment, it didn't matter.

His eyes, resembling blades of grass, trembled.

“……”

The Emperor's gaze still lingered on the princesses.

Towards the platinum-blonde and red-haired.

'Even if I'm not here... please take care of the children.'

The persistent chest pain.

Following the image reflected in his pupils, the formless pain became more vivid.

Nevertheless, Valkaros couldn't avert his gaze.

'They've grown so much.'

The children before his eyes were safe.

He didn't know when they had grown so much, but both had become proper young ladies.

Why did such things weigh so heavily on his mind?

It was the reason for the continuous pain he had felt since earlier.

'This is.'

His heart felt as if it had been pierced by a flame.

The reflected world was incomparably diluted.

The pupils filled with raindrops, the white ripples on their surface resembling a spring day.

His tightly clenched fists felt no pain.

Despite all these overwhelming sensations.

He was so stirred that he might have burst into tears.

Valkaros knew the name of this pain.

Moments from past years flashed by like pages turning with a swish.

His wrinkled lips uttered a language he hadn't known for a long time.

He uttered a language forgotten from long ago.

'......Love.'

Yes.

It was love.

Amidst the countless catacombs of characters, a buried word raised its head.

It was something he had thought was completely lost.

It was in his heart.

"How do you feel?"

A voice cut in at that moment.

The boy was giving him a faint smile.

"This feeling you're experiencing after a long time."

“……”

The Emperor couldn't answer.

He merely hesitated, repeatedly opening and closing his mouth.

A complete thought couldn't form.

The string of words rolling around in his mouth was so fragile that if he tried to place them on his tongue, they would shatter into tiny pieces.

Fragments that couldn't quite form sentences flowed smoothly like grains of sand.

In his clear vision, the spring rain did not cease.

The chorus of winter and spring.

As he hesitated for a moment amidst the widespread petals, the boy behind him gently pushed his back.

It was a push devoid of any formality.

Thud-.

"Go on. Isn't this the moment you've yearned for?"

Valkaros, caught off guard, moved forward.

        
            Valkaros stepped forward, dazed. Even amidst his confusion, his steps didn't falter, as if knowing what they desired.

Thump.

The Emperor finally reached the sickbed of Rose on the opposite side. Had they sensed his approach? The red-haired and platinum-haired girls were looking back at their father. Perhaps it was because they now knew the full story of the curse, but their eyes no longer held animosity. Still, a sense of unfamiliarity was unavoidable. Of course, the man didn't care.

“……”

The tears simply wouldn't stop. Valkaros couldn’t even think of wiping away his shabby appearance. He simply met the children’s gaze. Various scenes flashed before his eyes. Even during the days when he had lost his emotions, the memories remained vivid: the path he had always walked, coldly; the children who had to be lonely because of him; the helplessness of ultimately failing to protect them. Even himself from a few hours ago, who had dismissed the tumultuous ups and downs as merely 'pointless.' All emotions surged like a storm, as if making up for the past decade’s void.

'I was the worst father.'

The swirling emotions had names: self-reproach, relief, joy... And love, love, love. Though his voice was wretched, his pronunciation constantly slurred, Valkaros spoke, squeezing out the words with all his might.

“……Charlotte. Elize.”

For a moment, the girls’ pupils trembled. It was something they hadn't heard in nearly a decade. After always using stiff titles like 'Princess' or 'Your Grace,' the names he suddenly uttered were enough to fluster them. At the same time, it served as a catalyst for them to notice the Emperor's change.

“Perhaps.”

It was the flickering symbol of a past era. A scar that would never return, yet never fade.

“Just for a moment… may I embrace you?”

Valkaros opened his mouth. He knew it was shameless. He was a terrible father who had neglected his children when they were most lonely. Even with circumstances, it was an unforgivable sin.

However.

Overwhelming emotions were not to be controlled. It was almost a miracle that he had asked first, before immediately wanting to embrace them. The Emperor was exercising superhuman patience, holding back his steps.

The moment passed like an eternity.

“……”

Deep down, he was afraid. Would they push him away? Would the resentment accumulated over the years return as karma? A myriad of worries tightened the man's heart. It was a new anxiety he hadn't known before.

'If they refuse... I must accept it.'

He was no different than a wound to those children. He bit his lip, his emotions thin.

Silence settled for a while. At its end came...

“……Yes, Your Majesty.”

“It’s no problem.”

It was none other than the girls' nod. They hesitated for a moment, then met his gaze as if having made up their minds. Yuda, who had been watching from the side, had secretly given them a signal, letting them know it was alright.

“Ah…”

A soft gasp. Valkaros spread his arms wide.

Whump!

A warm embrace pulled the two girls in. The Emperor, finally breaking, leaned against his children and lowered his head. The falling raindrops grew thicker and stronger. Charlotte and Elize wore unfamiliar expressions, then, perhaps assimilated by the tears, their eyes reddened. They timidly wrapped their arms around their father in response to his embrace. The awkward atmosphere, mingling with the spring rain, completely melted away.

Valkaros continued to whisper.

“Thank you… and I’m sorry.”

Even as he cried, fragments that couldn't be formed into words scattered piece by piece. The warmth he felt after so long seemed overwhelmingly emotional.

“Thank you for growing up so wonderfully… I’m sorry I couldn’t be by your side…”

The father repeated it again and again. The daughters in his arms slowly embraced his back. Outside the window, the sun was already setting. The iron-clad winter, which had seemed eternal, agonizing, and sinful, also met its end, transitioning into a brilliant spring.

“Heh heh.”

The boy who had brought about this entire scene simply watched them from a step behind, with a faint smile on his face.

***

A day that had passed in a blur. Even the complaints that had seemed eternal faded into the night sky like faint wisps. Though it felt like three days had passed since arriving at the imperial palace, a full morning had yet to dawn outside the window. Meaning they had spent an incredibly intense day. It was a distant dawn, still too early for daybreak.

“……”

Elize couldn't sleep. Lying sprawled on the bed, she could only toss and turn. Her green eyes simply stared up at the innocent ceiling. It felt new. It had been a long time since she had slept in the detached palace. Just a few months ago, she had spent her daily life here.

After blinking for a moment, a voice reached her.

“Can’t you sleep?”

It was none other than Yuda. He was sitting on one side of the bed, guarding Rose’s side. It was because she had asked him to stay with her.

Elize mumbled softly.

“Yeah… It’s strange not to feel any pain.”

It was strange. Should she say it felt like the shackles that had followed her for a lifetime had been broken? It wasn't merely the absence of pain; it transcended that level. The gravity that had weighed down her body seemed to have lightened overall. In the severed past, only a refreshing phantom pain remained. The girl clenched and unclenched her fist, then turned her head towards the boy. The surroundings were utterly silent.

“I’m a little confused.”

Her eyes, an exceptionally deep green, were clearly trembling.

“The feeling of being completely cured is faint, and I don't quite understand about His Majesty either… I guess I still need time.”

“I understand. These were very sudden events.”

Too much had happened in just one day. Her destiny freed from the curse, the revelation about her biological father, and stories she hadn’t known. It was too vast a volume of information to absorb in just a few hours.

Elize wore a peculiar expression. Yuda, as if understanding her reaction, calmly stroked her hair. Feeling her inner self gradually stabilizing, Rose came to realize once again that it was all thanks to this warmth.

“It’s strange.”

“What is strange?”

“Since meeting you, my whole world seems to have changed.”

The girl remembered. A few months ago, in this very room, she had glared at the boy as if to kill him. Every night, she would cut her arms and neck with a knife, spend the dawns crying blood and tears, hurl insults at her loved ones, and simply wait for the death that was soon to come.

But now.

'If the me from half a year ago saw this, she'd be horrified.'

Now, she was docilely receiving his strokes. It was something that had changed since she met the boy. The brief recollection of the past left its mark on Rose's heart. Pushing back a needless blush, Elize took the hand that had been caressing her hair. And then rubbed her cheek against his broad palm. The warm touch calmed her breathing.

“You know.”

The preamble that followed carried a profound emotion.

“I… was scared to die.”

Words remembering the past. It was an honest fear. It was also the truth she had always pretended to ignore, acting strong.

“I didn’t want to die.”

No matter how desensitized to pain she had become, she was still just an immature girl. She resented life. Why it had to be her. Happiness was so far away. Alone, she waited for an unfair, lonely, and desolate death. At that time, Elize hated everything about herself.

– Die quickly.
– If you’re going to interfere with everything, then get lost too.
– Please, just give up.

She hated herself for hurting Tanya with harsh words. She felt guilty for pushing her sister away with words she didn't mean. Nevertheless, consumed by fear, she couldn't stop her self-destructive behavior. Struggling in agony until the end, she felt like she would be extinguished by a single spark. Because she feared such an end, the girl always lived with suicide in mind, promising that when the despair of her life crossed its breaking point, she would leave so she wouldn't be pathetic any longer. It was the last thorn held by the pathetic rose.

However.

“Then… you appeared.”

You came like a star. To the dawn that was not even allowed a hint of sunlight, you granted it light for the first time.

– I will give you a miracle.
– I can promise it all.
– I can fulfill the hope you had to abandon.
– You just need to take my hand.

The hand extended into the abyss. The hope that corrected her resignation. The voice that whispered she didn't have to hurt anymore. And your smile, which waited for her to accept, without once showing irritation, even as she despaired. Thanks to you, I held onto you at the edge of the cliff. My world greeted the morning because of you. Breaking through the terrible dawn.

“Thank you.”

        
            “Thank you.”

“……”

“Everything you did was salvation for me.”

Tears were already flowing.

Fine lines streamed across her white cheeks, wetting the pillowcase.

Similarly, the dew of the Rose touched the boy’s palm.

The girl bit her lip and spoke.
“I’m happy… and that makes me anxious.”

The rose blooming in the night sky was precarious.

As if hoping for an answer, her wet eyes fully reflected the boy's golden hair.

“What if all of this is a dream?”

“Your Highness…”

Elize was anxious.

Afraid that if she fell asleep tonight, nothing would remain.

Afraid that the sweet reality would scatter into dreams, and she would once again open her eyes in a dark room.

Afraid that Yuda wouldn't be by her side.

“……”

Vivid loneliness.

The boy, after a brief pause, then whispered to the delicate flower petal.
If what reflected in your eyes was merely a dream…

“…Then I will protect your dream.”

So that you don’t wake from your dream.

So that your paradise may continue forever, even if by such means.

“I will stay in your night.”

A calm voice.

Sentences that were, in some ways, even poignant.

The Rose’s heart was colored by such resonance.

The snake wiped her tear-filled cheeks and spoke.
“Didn’t I tell you? That I would certainly make you happy.”

“Pff… Yes. You always were like that.”

Elize let out a small laugh.

The smile that blossomed through her tears resembled a forget-me-not at dawn.

Because dew was forming drop by drop.

-Of course.

-Because I want you to be happy.

-For you, certainly a happy ending.

The girl recalled the promise.

The savior who came into her life.

And at the same time, the person who reassured her that he wouldn't leave.

Her lips suddenly uttered what she had realized.

“Thanks to you… I came to love the world.”

The world she had only hated.

Since he had overturned her perspective, which had been filled with resentment, he was everything that had gifted her life.

To the extent that she could no longer even imagine a world without the boy.

Elize’s heart sank deep.

She slowly raised her sprawling body.

“So.”

“Your Highness…?”

The distance narrowed.

Following him, his body temperature, the scent of his skin, his voice became clearer.

Although they had always had close contact during treatments, this was the first time she had directly approached him like this.

The Rose embraced the boy’s shoulders with a lighthearted sentiment.

Of course, she didn't stop there.

“Peck…”

She kissed his nape.

Lips that lightly touched and then pulled away.

Nevertheless, the moment felt long enough to seem like an eternity.

The sensation that made her cheeks burn, the boy’s addictive warmth, and the scent of his body brushing against her nose bleached her mind white.

Her pounding heart was already on the verge of bursting.

As if mimicking her own red hair, Elize's cheeks were crimson.

Plop-.

A tear that flowed down fell onto Yuda’s nape.

She didn't want to let go of even that scene.

The Rose carefully pulled her lips away.

Their gazes intersected.

“Yuda.”

The girl now knew.

What the name of the emotion that made her so dizzy and happy was.

She had learned it from none other than the person before her eyes.

“There’s something I want to tell you someday.”

“What is it…?”

“It’s a secret for now.”

But.

She shouldn't convey it rashly.

‘I don’t know you yet.’

Yuda had many secrets.

Because he wasn't the type to reveal himself to others.

She couldn't even tell what kind of story was hidden within him.

In such a situation, she had no intention of complicating things for him out of unnecessary greed.

She planned to approach him with time.

-Do you know about taming?

-It’s a word that completely weaves together relationships between people.

Yes.

Just as the boy had once told her.

Slowly taming, building a relationship.

‘That I… came to love you.’

The freshness of spring filled a corner of the flower petal.

The girl held a faint smile.

Swallowing her true feelings whole, she leaned her body against the boy's shoulder once more.

Lips overlapped on his nape, as if repeating the previous moment.

Slightly, her lips parted.

“Mwah…”

This time, it lingered a little longer.

At most, it might have been about a minute.

Sticky saliva.

A sweet thrill spread to the tip of her tongue.

Tooth marks left on his skin, and a reddish mark as if implying something.

Subsequently, Elize, having pulled away from the boy, touched her own lips as if savoring the warmth.

And then she whispered in his ear.

“I’ll always be by your side.”

Just as you were for me.

Of course.

“My life… is yours.”

On the bed, where dawn had settled.

The boy and girl lay entwined in each other's arms, waiting for the starlight outside the window to fade.

The Rose would never forget that beautiful night for the rest of her life.

The mark she had left on his neck.

***

The night just before dawn.

After confirming that Elize was fast asleep, I was finally able to leave the bedroom.

The cloudless sky was filled only with starlight.

Since the dawn air was cool, I headed to the nearby garden.

I intended to take a light stroll.

“……”

Thud thud-.

Blades of grass swayed with each step I took.

Just a few weeks ago, this garden would have been covered in snow, but now it was a cradle of life where sprouts were emerging.

Just by taking a deep breath, I could feel the rich scent of soil and the season.

Spring truly is coming.

I chuckled at the childish sentiment.

“Hmm.”

As I savored the brief moment of leisure, my hand suddenly went to my nape.

It was the spot where Elize had left a mark.

“I certainly didn’t expect it to turn out like this.”

It was quite unexpected for the Rose to make the approach.

I had thought that if anyone left a mark, it would be me, not that she would be the first to bite my nape.

I traced the reddish mark with my fingertip and mumbled.

‘A lot did happen, though.’

Especially today, she must have been very emotionally shaken.

Even if it was her acting spoiled, it was within acceptable limits.

“It should be fine.”

Whoosh-.

I swept my bangs aside with the passing wind.

In the landscape where stars descended, I was alone.

At times like this, I had a habit of getting emotional and getting lost in various thoughts.

Today, I was reflecting on a particular scene.

The scene from a few hours ago.

-Charlotte. Elize.

-May I… embrace you two for a moment?

-Thank you for growing up so wonderfully… I’m sorry I couldn’t be by your side…

An ending that transcended tragedy.

It was also a beautiful moment because they never gave up.

It was sufficient to be the climax of the episode.

The only bitter point, however, was.

‘That tears didn’t flow, perhaps.’

Clearly.

My heart was pierced so deeply it ached.

Memories felt like they could overflow at any moment, and emotions created more foam than that.

Nevertheless, not even a trace of moisture gathered at the corner of my eyes.

Was it because of withered emotions?

Had I become dulled to sadness?

Or if not…

‘…No.’

I shook off the pointless thoughts.

Focusing on this sort of thing repeatedly brought no progress.

For now, the relief that things had gone smoothly and the admiration for the children who had deviated from the original story were enough.

I stopped against the backdrop of falling stars.

“Hoo…”

My stomach churned.

Was it the belated recoil from over-expending my vitality?

I had been fine while lying in bed, but after moving for a short while, the reaction seemed to come immediately.

I crouched down on wobbly legs.

And then, I coughed, holding my breath.

“Cough…!”

Bloodstains fell onto the grass.

It was light hemoptysis.

It appeared to be internal injuries sustained during the process of breaking the curse.

Normally, this amount of time would have been more than enough for recovery, but perhaps due to my precarious vitality, the recovery was slow.

It seemed I would have to make sure to drink some potions for a while.

Because I needed to regain my original physical condition within at least a week.

There were countless things yet to come.

“Pant, pant…”

Rough breathing after a long cough.

Only after completely spitting out the blood that had welled up, was I able to calm my stomach.

I lightly cleaned my soiled mouth and sleeve with a touch of magic.

‘It’s a relief no one saw.’

It was fortunate that there were no eyes watching.

If the other children had been here, they surely would have put me in a wheelchair and caused a huge fuss, just like last time.

I quietly felt relieved.

Thud-.

Just as I had finished cleaning up and was leisurely getting up.

As if mocking my complacency, a presence was heard behind me.

“Yuda.”

A familiar voice.

I involuntarily paused and replied to the call.

“Your Highness…?”

Charlotte.

Where I turned, the platinum-haired girl was looking my way.

It seemed she had approached during my moment of carelessness.

“Are you unwell again…?”

“Ah.”

Her azure eyes had a subtly sorrowful light.

Her gaze was fixed on the sleeve that had just been stained with blood from the hemoptysis.

“……”

I had no choice but to remain silent.

All while silently muttering my frustration through unparted lips.

No.

Why do you have to appear exactly at times like this?

        
            The cool winter breeze completely painted the sky.
Brilliant starlight descended upon the surrounding scenery.
A garden where spring had yet to arrive. Nevertheless, a fresh vitality shimmered nearby.

Charlotte and I were strolling side by side through such blades of grass.
Each of our steps left a gentle crunching sound in their wake.
Crunch, crunch...

The seasons flowed calmly.
A soft west wind blew.
Golden hair and platinum blonde hair lightly fluttered, as if disheveled.

I gazed sideways, brushing back my bangs.

“……”

Charlotte was immersed in silence.
Without even a single word.
She merely traversed the landscape, which was full of winter.

She had been in this state ever since witnessing me vomit blood just moments ago.
I could read gloom in her eyes.

‘Did I worry her too much?’

Her delicate features held a blank expression.
Her appearance was not much different from usual.
However, having spent time together, I could now read the emotions reflected beyond her pupils.
Her calm, settled blue eyes surely held sadness.

Noticing this, I spoke first.

“I’m fine.”

“……”

“I overexerted myself more than expected, but it’s too minor to call a problem.”

“But you vomited blood. And you were breathing as if in pain.”

“I wasn’t particularly in pain or anything, but…”

“Another lie.”

“Oh dear.”

A slightly sulky voice.
It seemed she was quite angry.

I said with a wry smile.

“It seems I’ve caused Your Highness worry.”

“……”

“I will be more careful next time.”

“That’s not what I wanted to hear.”

“Huh?”

Her blue eyes gazed directly at me.
Beyond their clear surface, only the blonde boy was fully reflected.

“Yuda never tells me when he’s having a hard time.”

“That’s because I’m not having a hard time. I can’t just complain without a reason.”

“That part.”

Poke.

A slender finger poked my cheek.
Her brows furrowed slightly.
Yet, perhaps because her impression was so gentle, she simply looked adorable.

Her characteristic unwavering blue eyes expressed displeasure.
Perhaps it was an emotion she had suppressed for quite some time.

“There were many things that must have been difficult.”

“I can’t particularly recall any.”

“You were in pain and hurting every time, yet you just keep trying to hide it like now.”

“Everyone lives with a secret or two.”

“Yuda has too many of them.”

“Wouldn’t I be considered average?”

A conversation running on parallel lines.
As I evaded each accompanying remark, there was one phrase that briefly struck my heart.

It was a short question.

“Are you perhaps afraid?”

“……”

Just a question.
A sentence that didn't even specify what was feared.
Nevertheless, I couldn't answer immediately.

Perhaps it was because of the countless branches of yesterday and tomorrow.
Rusty memories slowly surfaced in my mind.

I.

-Oppa!

I shook off unnecessary thoughts.
Afterward, I smoothly deflected the girl’s question.

“Is there anyone in this world without fear?”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“You can’t always expect the correct answer every time.”

“Yuda, you’re unfair. You always change the subject like this.”

“Heh heh… Isn’t being unfair precisely my charm?”

“Perhaps.”

Charlotte nodded plainly.
Still, I stroked her head as a sign of gratitude.
The touch of her exquisite hair met my fingertips.

“Thank you for your concern.”

“Mm…”

The girl silently accepted my touch.

‘She’s docile.’

It wasn’t a bad feeling.
Becoming someone’s worry also meant that I was a precious existence to them.
In fact, Charlotte often showed a variety of emotions when she was with me.
Unlike her usual rigid and emotionless demeanor.

-Yu, Yuda… You mustn’t die.

Last time, when I was injured, she even shed tears.
It must mean that even if she seems blunt, she’s still a tender child inside.
She was so idiosyncratic that there were incomprehensible parts to her, but even that wasn’t out of ill intent.

Swipe.

I cautiously withdrew my hand.
Charlotte silently remained quiet.
Whether the person herself was aware or not.
Their relationship was deepening as much as the flowing seasons.

“……”

Silence descended.
However, the gloom in the girl’s eyes had not lessened.
It seemed there was something she kept thinking about.

This time, it was my turn to ask.

“Your Highness.”

I asked softly.

“What are you thinking so deeply about?”

“Hm…?”

“Do you have something on your mind?”

“Well, I don’t know either.”

Charlotte answered softly.
As she did, her blue eyes looked up at the distant night sky.
As if chasing the fading starlight along the retreating night.

“My heart is stirring.”

“Stirring, you say.”

“It feels empty… as if a hole has been torn in my heart.”

Was it because it was just before dawn?
The dawn was exceptionally dark.
The word ‘emptiness’ uttered in the pitch black held a strange magic.
As if treading into a void from which one might not escape.
The girl’s gaze simply wandered, unable to find the stars.

“Elize’s curse has finally been broken.”

“Don’t you feel it much?”

“No. I’m incredibly happy. I’ve lived my entire life thinking only of that.”

“Your Highness was always desperate. You personally recruited renowned doctors, devoured various books, and at times even pursued cultists.”

“Yuda, you know everything.”

“I’m told I have rather sharp ears.”

“Right. Then it seems we can get to the point quickly.”

Charlotte.
A child who had always lived with the sole conviction of saving the Rose.
Her devotion to her younger sister was on par with the Emperor’s, never inferior.
Could it be that she was experiencing confusion precisely because of this?
The girl’s eyes were clearly wavering.

A soft voice echoed.

“I don’t know what to do now.”

And so it was.

“I only ever thought about saving Elize. I never imagined what would come after.”

The purpose of life.
Charlotte had lived prioritizing that over herself.
Because for her, her ailing younger sister always came first.

‘But.’

Not anymore.
A miracle had found them, and her wish had been granted.
She no longer had to cling to anything.
However, from now on, the girl had to think about the future.
Her tomorrow and future, which she had never envisioned while clinging to her purpose.
The girl’s confusion stemmed from that sense of disconnect.

I quietly replied.

“I think I understand.”

“Really…?”

“Why do you think I wouldn’t?”

I’ve experienced similar things myself.
A younger sibling diagnosed with a terminal illness.
Looking back at my past life, we had no time to envision tomorrow.
Because even just getting through today was a struggle.

“Being able to envision tomorrow is a blessing. It means you have enough leeway not to worry about today. I also once had a time when I couldn’t envision tomorrow. Though that was a very long time ago.”

“……”

“Your Highness must be feeling confused, aren’t you?”

Things children commonly worry about.
What to do in the future, what kind of person to become, or whom to love.
The girl had no answers to any of those questions.
More precisely, it was the first time.

“Mm… I think so.”

“Unfamiliar paths are always frightening.”

Duty and devotion.
The chains that had long bound your limbs.

But.

“Nevertheless, you must move forward.”

Nothing bound you anymore.
Because my light had shattered the restraints.
A sense of liberation she had known for the first time.
You were finally living your own life, albeit belatedly.
A life where you could pursue your own tomorrow, not one where you chased someone else’s shadow.

What I saved was not just the Rose or the Emperor.

“Because you now have a tomorrow to step into.”

Your tomorrow was touched by my salvation.
Colors were added to a world that had been gray.
Before long, Charlotte’s eyes were looking up at me.
Soon, a small question was heard.

“……Then. What should I do now?”

“You just need to find a new goal.”

An unhesitating reply.
I added a faint smile to my lips.

“Your Highness can choose.”

What to do in the future, what kind of person to become, or whom to love.
Because you will have your own life and path.
Because nothing binds you anymore.
You have finally gained a complete stride.

“Freedom.”

“……”

“That is the name of the gift I gave you.”

Stroke.

I lightly caressed the girl’s cheek.
Warm body heat colored my palm.
As I felt the soft skin, my gaze met her clear blue eyes.
The platinum-haired princess was lost in thought, against the backdrop of the swirling winter.

It was a beautiful scene.

“Just what, you are…”

A voice unable to continue.
Dew gathered in her blue pupils, forming small pools.
That transparency soon shimmered with a certain dawn.

I deliberately whispered playfully.

“It will be morning soon.”

There are people who don't suit the night.
Charlotte was one of them.
Regardless of her personal preferences, she was a person who belonged in the morning.
Because she was too pure to remain in such a desolate place.
The role of despairing in the gutter was enough for adults.
Night was for them.
And for me.

-Answer me, Elize.
-Could I, who couldn’t even save you, truly lead the Empire?
-I’m afraid I won’t be able to save anyone this time either.
-I’m just infinitely small.

The girl from the original story, who used to mutter such things, was not here.
This time, she hadn’t lost her younger sister, hadn’t lost her father, and hadn’t been deprived of her will to live.
I made it so.

-Is this what it means to be an adult?

I wanted her to always remain young.
I wanted her to remain a quirky, pure, and sometimes innocent child, just as she was now.
Moreover, I wanted the ending you all faced to be one of complete happiness.
It was with such a wish that I stepped into this story.
Breaking through countless bad endings.

“……Thank you.”

Had her emotions finally welled up?
Water-colored lines streamed down.
The streaks of color drawn on her pure white cheek, straight without the slightest brushstroke, completely contained her overflowing emotions.
Joy, sorrow, tenderness… at the end of various mixed emotions, a new pronunciation emerged.
Perhaps it was an emotion Charlotte had never experienced before.
However, for now, she was busy shedding tears.

“For saving Elize, for saving Father…”

Carefully extending her arms.
The girl then nestled into my embrace.
As if melting into my small warmth.

“And for saving me.”

Thank you.

Though a short sentence, her sincerity was clear.
My heart softened at her desperate embrace.
Charlotte, who had buried her face in my chest, soon lifted her head and met my gaze.
The blue in her eyes, like a pond, was no longer wavering.
Only gentle ripples stirred.

“You saved my everything.”

Her voice gradually became choked up.
However, the girl continued to speak as clearly as possible.

“If I find a new goal, it will be you. Yuda.”

Only you.
Are someone I can trust.
Someone I can lean on.
Someone I can give my heart to.

I.

“I… will live for you from now on.”

Charlotte’s smile returned with those words.
It wasn’t a faint, pale smile like usual.
She was giving such a vivid smile that her lips curved like an upper crescent moon, and her eye-smile almost formed a lower crescent moon.
It was a perfect smile that couldn’t be seen even after playing the original thousands of times.

I replied with a soft whisper.

“I will look forward to it.”

“Mm…!”

Our voices echoed like a reverberation.
I also wore a gentle smile.

Whoosh.

My bangs fluttered in the gentle winter breeze.
As I briefly adjusted my obscured vision, a faint warmth then colored the back of my hand.
It was sunlight.

“……”

Beyond the horizon, the scene of morning breaking could be seen.
For a moment, every instant passed slowly.
The sun’s rays soaring over the clear night sky.
A platinum-colored ecstasy that brilliantly shattered along the gentle undulations.
Fragments of radiance advancing, cutting straight through the darkness of dawn.
That hot resonance illuminated the girl, making her dark platinum hair dazzling again.
Charlotte’s steps no longer lingered in the night.
Now, she was a person standing on the morning.

“Tomorrow has dawned.”

I murmured.
Light had dawned for everyone.

***

And so.

All schedules at the Imperial Palace concluded.
Peace that came after a fierce war.
I planned to leisurely spend my time until returning to the Academy.

But then…

“So, Master Snakers.”

“Did you call, Your Majesty?”

“There’s something I want to ask you.”

“If it is a question, I will gladly answer.”

“Between Charlotte and Elize, who do you intend to marry?”

“……Pardon?”

Marriage?
What is this sudden remark?

        
            A story that was short if short, and long if long.

As if to prove the steps taken so far.

The scent of approaching spring completely erased the lingering winter that had settled over the season.

Outside the window, the fresh scent of grass leaves wafted by.

Completely melted snow, a world of pure white, a cloud-covered sky—all of it became traces of the past.

Like paint dissolving from a brush, the world softened.

We spent calm and quiet days.

‘Peaceful.’

Leisure.

Perhaps a value that re-evaluated a life once strained.

The imperial atmosphere was utterly calm.

‘Of course.’

They weren't merely indulging in leisure.

There was a reason they had remained at the imperial palace for a while even after the treatment ended.

It was for Elize.

“It’s strange that my body doesn’t hurt.”

“It’s a little confusing.”

“The feeling of being completely cured is faint, and I don’t quite understand His Majesty either… I guess I still need time.”

Literally.

Elize needed time to adapt.

Because there had been a 10-year gap.

Now that her body had recovered and she was no longer confined to a wheelchair, she had to get used to walking on her own.

This process was essential for a girl facing a new world and new stories.

Once she returned to the academy, she would take many steps.

Perhaps it would be easier to think of it as a reprieve for tomorrow.

‘Moreover.’

I wanted to give the family time too.

Valkaros, Charlotte, Elize.

Having passed through a long-tangled skein, they were finally beginning to understand each other.

I hoped they would at least talk to each other while they stayed at the imperial palace.

It was a small consideration, perhaps close to meddling.

‘The atmosphere doesn’t seem bad either.’

Was it because he was such a doting father?

Valkaros actively tried to close the distance with his daughters, the princesses.

Of course, as 10 years was by no means a short gap, it was also true that there was still a long way to go.

However, the important thing was that hope was slowly budding.

Whatever path they walked, it would be incomparable to their past.

I merely believed that tomorrow would shine a little brighter.

“Yuda.”

Anyway.

We lived each day bustlingly.

Even if it wasn't a very long period of leisure.

“Whew… it’s still tough.”

“You’ve worked hard, Your Highness.”

Elize collapsed onto the prepared wheelchair.

Her clothes were soaked with sweat.

It was right after finishing her physical training, which had proceeded as usual today.

In truth, the training was nothing more than a stroll in the garden, but for Elize, who rarely had the chance to move, even this was a great challenge.

“Your stamina has improved greatly, Your Highness. You’ve been moving for almost half a day today.”

“My entire body aches from muscle soreness…”

“That’s because you’re using muscles that were neglected before.”

“It was easier just riding in a wheelchair.”

“Even though you grumble every time, you always do your best once you start.”

“Because I can’t remain disabled forever.”

“In that regard, you are truly admirable, Your Highness.”

The girl always did her best.

Once she got out of the wheelchair, she would keep walking until she was utterly exhausted.

In her no longer dark eyes, only resolute determination shone.

As if she would surely overcome the present and reach a recovered tomorrow.

“I never imagined you would be so passionate, Your Highness.”

“Well, I promised.”

*Poke.*

Her index finger poked my cheek.

Where her gaze landed, only a meaningful smile bloomed like a wave.

Her alluringly curved eye-corners were somehow fatal.

Elize said.

“That I would always be by your side.”

“……”

“To do that, I need to be at least a little healthy.”

“Your Highness is truly a wonderful person.”

“No need for flattery.”

Elize shrugged her shoulders as if it wasn't necessary.

I stroked the girl's hair.

Her damp red hair resembled petals in the morning dew.

Just by placing my hand, I could feel the hot warmth from her tired breaths.

However, it didn't feel particularly unpleasant.

Perhaps due to her natural scent, a fragrance similar to spring flowers wafted from her.

Seeing that she didn't even have the typical smell of sweat, I even wondered if royalty was truly a different species.

I sorted out these idle thoughts.

“There will be good news soon, Your Highness.”

“I truly hope so.”

It wasn't empty talk.

Although intense activities were still too much for her, her recovery was steadily progressing.

I was certain she would be able to stand on her own in the not-too-distant future.

If that happened, would my role as her personal physician no longer be needed?

On one hand, I felt a sense of regret.

Because quite a few memories had accumulated during that time.

“I greet the second star of the Empire.”

“My name is Juda Snakers, and as of today, I will be Your Highness’s personal physician.”

To think that was already five months ago.

It was a moment that made me realize the passage of seasons anew.

We walked in silence, each lost in our own thoughts.

*Thump thump.*

The rolling wheels and footsteps exited the garden.

As I pushed the wheelchair in the momentary quiet, the girl suddenly opened her mouth.

What followed was a soft call.

“Um… Yuda.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Was it just my imagination?

Elize’s voice was somewhat subdued.

“There’s something I want to ask of you.”

“Hmm?”

A request.

I showed interest in the sudden topic.

It was rare for her to express herself so directly.

Elize hesitated, unable to continue her words.

‘What is it?’

Elize, her expression stiff.

She had seemed deep in thought for a while, but what could she want to say that made her hesitate so much?

I became curious. I looked down into her green eyes as if asking for a reason.

Then the girl subtly avoided my gaze.

And then, she parted her lips.

“This is something I’ve thought about a lot.”

“You’re uncharacteristically pausing, Your Highness.”

“Because it’s that important to me.”

“Please speak.”

“Could you possibly… continue to be my personal physician in the future?”

“Are you referring to the imperial family’s personal physician…?”

“More precisely, my personal physician.”

I was merely a temporary physician.

Having taken on the role temporarily at Charlotte’s request, it was right for me to step down now that the problem was resolved.

Since I hadn't followed proper procedures from the start, my position was also ambiguous.

Even without this, I had been preparing the relevant documents a few days prior.

It was during this time that the proposal or request came in.

“A formal employment, then.”

“A personal physician isn’t only needed when someone is sick, you know.”

She was right.

The duties of a personal physician included fundamental aspects such as examinations, consultations, and management.

A personal physician was a role dedicated to the patient in a broader sense.

Elize added, as if aware of my thoughts.

“His Majesty has already given his permission. No one will object to that decision.”

Of course.

For the girl, I came first.

“If you don’t want to, I won’t force you. I’ve already received so much from you. Just having you by my side is enough.”

I was silent for a moment.

What should I say?

Was this being upright, or was it being considerate?

Given her position as a princess, she could have been coercive.

The girl mumbled, barely audible.

“I don’t want to do anything that would make you dislike me, you see.”

“Even if you had, I wouldn’t have disliked you, Your Highness.”

I chuckled softly.

There was none of her usual prickly demeanor; only an obedient flower had bloomed.

The authoritative princess simply became a vulnerable girl in front of the boy.

A side of her shown only to me, and no one else.

Valkaros, Tanya, even Charlotte wouldn't know.

The fact that Elize, famous for being prickly, could become so docile.

Our gazes intertwined and crossed.

“You’re truly cute at times like this, Your Highness.”

“……Will you just answer me?”

Her cheeks flushed.

In her leaf-like pupils, only my blonde hair was reflected. Her eyes conveyed a lack of interest in anything else.

*A subtle caress.*

A strange sense of immorality tickled my heart.

I swallowed the smile that threatened to escape and gently caressed her pale cheek.

Then, the girl’s affection was fully contained in my palm.

The lukewarm body heat that spread was hot yet cool.

Only then did I reply.

“Is there any reason for me to refuse, Your Highness?”

“……”

“I had no intention of becoming anyone else’s personal physician anyway.”

“Then…?”

“I will gladly accept.”

Her expression instantly softened.

It was a small relief.

Subsequently, having regained her usual composure, she added.

It was an extension of the request that began with the personal physician role.

“And, just one more thing.”

“What is it, Your Highness?”

“The treatment I’ve been receiving… I’d like you to continue it.”

“But your Mana Stone Sickness should already be completely cured?”

“I just want to keep receiving it. Is that not allowed…?”

“There’s no reason it wouldn’t be allowed. It’s also true that it has excellent effects on mana circulation. If you wish to continue receiving it, it will likely proceed more as a massage in the future.”

“Good. Do that.”

Elize nodded.

For some reason, she seemed subtly in a better mood.

“This kind of treatment, have you ever done it for other people?”

“Pardon? Not particularly, but why do you ask…?”

“Don’t do it anywhere else. Especially not for other women.”

“That’s not a difficult request, Your Highness.”

“……Because it’s an important matter to me.”

“I am a person who keeps promises, Your Highness.”

“Alright, I’ll trust you.”

She let out a soft laugh.

Suddenly, Elize grabbed my sleeve and pulled, as if beckoning me closer.

Without much resistance, I bent down to meet her eye level.

Our lips were separated by only a hand-span of breath.

Her slender arms wrapped around my neck.

The girl hugged me as if clinging to me.

Accompanied by a captivating whisper in my ear.

“Because you are, and always will be, my personal physician.”

“Those are joyful words, Your Highness.”

“I won’t let you leave.”

“I had no intention of leaving anyway, Your Highness.”

“Always remember.”

Her voice stretched like several strands of thread.

Words, threaded through a needle, joined together, then unfurled into meaningful sentences.

Her eye-corners curved.

“Because you are the most precious person to me.”

*Kiss.*

Elize then kissed my neck.

Just like the one left last night, she left a reddish mark on the boy.

The pattern covering my skin, the feel of her hot tongue, and her breathing that had become rough again.

When her lips soon parted, a glistening trail of saliva stretched long.

The girl smiled alluringly.

“Understood?”

A distinct mark remained on my neck.

Had she perhaps taken a liking to it recently?

Since the night she first made the mark, Elize had been renewing it every day.

Thanks to this, the embarrassing mark showed no sign of fading.

I mumbled with a troubled smile.

“This mark… His Majesty was angry about it just two days ago, you know.”

“It won’t be erased in the future. I plan to keep leaving it there.”

“I hope you would please refrain, Your Highness.”

“I want to go back to the academy soon. I want to show this to that vixen.”

“I’d appreciate it if you would also refrain from clashing with Miss Irene…”

“The beast-folk are the ones who act insolently first.”

Voices went back and forth, bustlingly.

We continued our conversation for a while, traversing the long corridor.

At the end of our path lay the next schedule.

‘Dinner.’

Valkaros.

It was dinner with the Emperor, who had been constantly making proposals for an imperial consort recently.

Worried about being pestered again today, I walked with a bitter smile.

        
            Valkaros Lantana von Staufen.
The sun reigning over the Empire.
Recently, he had become fixated on one particular interest.

‘A prospective son-in-law.’

It was none other than an imperial marriage.
Since the princesses were approaching adulthood, it was only natural for him to show interest in such a topic.
After all, neither of the two had even a political marriage, which was common in noble society.
In fact, compared to other young nobles, they were rather late.
In such a situation, seeking a prospective son-in-law was a natural progression from the Emperor’s perspective.

Yes. I had no particular objection to this.
The only problem, however…

“So, Imperial Son-in-law.”
“……Yes, Your Majesty.”

Was it that I was the designated target?
A sudden call.
I stopped the cutlery in my hand.
At the end of my gaze, Valkaros was staring at me so intensely it was burdensome.
Unable to continue eating, I forced an an awkward smile.
The Emperor spoke as if he had been waiting for our eyes to meet.

“When do you plan to give me an answer regarding my previous request?”
“By answer, do you mean…”
“I’m talking about the imperial marriage. Didn’t I ask who you intend to marry?”

Of course, I remembered.
Charlotte and Elize.
It was a question that came with blatant pressure, asking which of the two I would marry.
It was also a question that had been repeated endlessly over the past few days.
Valkaros wore an ominous smile.

“I’d like to hear your answer as soon as possible.”
“……”
“Are you still deliberating?”
“Regrettably…”
“There’s nothing to regret. You are to be a member of the Imperial Family and my son-in-law, aren’t you? You can be more open now than before.”
“Thank you for your gracious words.”

It seemed my role as son-in-law was already a decided matter.
I smiled with complex emotions.
How did it come to this?
Being grilled like this at every meal, I couldn’t even tell which way the food was going.
I worried that a disaster might occur, where I’d accidentally shove a steak up my nose.
Setting aside such idle fantasies, I straightened my posture.

“I will provide an answer as soon as possible.”
“You’d better. Or I might just overturn the Snakers family, you see.”

The Emperor spoke casually, as if nothing.
However, the content of his words was utterly terrifying.
I felt a real-time chill run down my spine.

‘This is complicated.’

Perhaps it might seem strange.
The Emperor, who supposedly ruled the Empire.
Yet, such a person was so insistent on picking a scoundrel like me as his son-in-law.
Surely there were better matches than a humble family like Snakers…
I had already asked him a few days ago.
I was curious myself.

-Isn’t our family from the remote regions?
-For an imperial marriage… there must be many excellent matches among the central nobles, or like the ducal houses.
-I am curious why you would set aside such options and give me this opportunity.

A perfectly normal question.
But the answer I received was far from it.

-Even if it’s humble, it’s still an Earldom, isn’t it?
-That’s more than enough.
-As your family has been renowned for alchemy since the early days of the Empire, few would deny that it is a prestigious house.
-It’s just that its adherence to mysticism has ingrained the perception of it being a backwater…
-Who would dare protest? Against a decision made by me.

‘Who cares.’
Valkaros dismissed it with a single phrase.
I gave up asking further questions.
Judging by his complete lack of hesitation, it seemed he was quite fond of me.
Thanks to that, I had been tormented by the same topic for the entire past week.
And it was no different now.

“Furthermore, you’ve been coming back with strange marks lately, haven’t you? On your neck, that is.”
“This is…”

He was referring to the marking Elize had left.
A fresh mark renewed just hours ago.
Thanks to it, a reddish tint still remained on my neck.
Its vividness, far from fading, only grew deeper with each passing day.
I subtly covered it with my palm.
Of course, even that action only made Valkaros’s gaze sharper.
Valkaros said,

“I trust you haven’t toyed with them as one-night stands.”
“There’s a slight misunderstanding about that part…”
“If you’ve taken their purity, you must take responsibility.”
“……I haven’t taken their purity, or anything else for that matter.”
“So, does that mean you dislike it?”

No.
Just a moment ago he was trying to entice me into being his son-in-law, so why was he now glaring at me as if to kill me?
I wished he would just set his course clearly.
Then I could play along.

‘Of course, it doesn’t feel like genuine hatred, but…’

At least regarding the marriage, he seemed unwilling to back down.
A difficult situation in many ways.
I looked at Rose as if seeking help, but they were already in on it.
Perhaps the rare sight of me flustered was enjoyable for her.
The girl wore a subtle smile.

“Well… I want to hear the answer too, you know? Who you plan to choose.”

Her captivating green eyes curved.
The mischievous curve resembled a blade of grass on a spring day.

“You promised, didn’t you? That you’d make me happy.”

Rose rested her chin on her hand and looked at me.
Her gaze, clinging to me with significant meaning.
It was like pouring oil on a fire [a proverb about exacerbating a bad situation].
Though she herself seemed caught in that blaze, her face was flushed with heat.
Why was she attacking me like this, even while looking so embarrassed?

“Excuse me.”

Just as the standoff continued.
The one who interrupted Elize’s question was none other than Charlotte, seated beside me.
She looked up at me with her characteristic clear eyes.
The next moment.

“Do you have to choose?”
“Your Highness?”
“Can’t you just marry both of us?”
“……Huh?”

A bombshell dropped onto the dining table.
We, who had been conversing just moments before, were utterly stunned.
We were trying to confirm if we had heard correctly.
As the surroundings fell silent, Charlotte tilted her head.
Her expression was blank, as if she didn't understand why.

“Why is everyone like this?”

Where should I even begin to point it out?
As no one grasped the situation and a brief silence continued, Charlotte suddenly grabbed my sleeve.
She looked back and forth between Elize across from her and me beside her.
Then, she added.

“It’s not fair for Elize to monopolize you.”
“Sis, Sister…?”
“Conversely, it’s not fair for me to monopolize you either. So, if you marry both of us, it solves everything.”
“I… I understand what you’re saying… no, honestly, I don’t. But even so, isn’t marrying two princesses a bit much?”
“Why?”

A direct question.
Elize, who had been trying to answer, found herself speechless.
Charlotte said with a slightly dejected expression,

“I don’t want to be separated over something like this.”
“……”
“Elize and Yuda… they’re like my entire world. So, this time, I won’t give in.”

The short paragraph contained a special meaning.
The elder sister, who had always been devoted to her younger sister.
Such a precious person had declared.
That this time, she would not yield her will.
As the younger sister who had witnessed her older sister’s sacrifices all this time, there was no way she could refuse that voice.
She could only watch the situation with a bewildered gaze.
Charlotte smiled with satisfaction.

“Yuda.”

*Shift*.
Her blue eyes turned towards me.
The girl had come close without me realizing.
She suddenly opened her arms and hugged me, then unexpectedly pressed her face close to mine.
The lips that approached instantly touched my cheek and then drew away.

*Peck*.

A short, soft sound.
It was close enough that if it had missed slightly, our lips would have met.
A lukewarm, sweet, and soft sensation lingered.
It was a situation so sudden that no one could react.
Everyone around us froze in shock.

“I succeeded.”

Whether she knew it or not.
The person herself was wearing a proud smile.

“This means you’ve taken my purity too. So, we all have to take responsibility.”
“……”

I couldn't find anything to say in response.
Did she even know the meaning of purity?
As far as I knew, Charlotte was completely ignorant about matters related to sex.
Perhaps resembling the unique innocence of a young prince, she had shown no interest in relationships between men and women.

‘In a word.’

A blank canvas.
She probably didn’t even know the process of how life came to be.
The girl’s voice fell out casually, without any particular intention.
Of course.

“Hey, Elize.”
“U-Uh…?”
“It’d be good to have about five children each, don’t you think?”
“Pfft! Cough, cough…!”

In the end, Elize choked and coughed.
Her face was so flushed with heat that it looked as if smoke would immediately rise from her forehead.
Charlotte tilted her head, as if not understanding her sister’s reaction.
It was utter chaos.

“……”

I had my head bowed.
Because of the intense gazes piercing me.
Valkaros laughed with a dark killing intent.

“To think you’ve charmed both of them.”
“……”
“Let’s get along well in the future, Imperial Son-in-law.”
“Ha, haha…”

It seemed it wouldn’t be easy going forward either.

***

Days passed peacefully.
Ten days had already gone by since we started staying at the Imperial Palace.
We were slowly getting ready to return to the academy.

“Are you leaving?”
“I plan to return to my original place.”

Valkaros spoke with a hint of regret.
Of course, he didn’t try to stop me.
He knew that both I and his daughters had places to return to.
The father, left alone, simply offered a short farewell.
The Emperor said,

“I owe you much.”

The man’s eyes were serene.
As if reminiscing about some past.

“It was a life where I couldn’t save anything… my Empress, my children, the Empire, and in the end, even myself.”
“Your Majesty has always done your best, haven’t you?”
“Perhaps.”

He smiled as if it didn’t matter.
Valkaros patted my shoulder several times with a heavy hand.
A certain emotion was imbued in the weighty taps.
What was it?

“I have much I wish to say. Much I need to say.”

But I couldn’t ask.
I merely listened to the monologue that continued in silence.

“However, I’ll keep it brief. Such laments would hardly be interesting.”

Thank you.
That single phrase filled the audience chamber.
Because it was a profoundly meaningful echo.
Beyond the clearly articulated sentences, only a faint smile was visible.
The conclusion I had once resolved upon must surely be something like this.

“You saved the princesses, you saved the Emperor, and furthermore, you saved the Empire. I express my gratitude for all the mercy you have shown.”

A shining moment.

“The Imperial Family will always stand by your side.”

Indeed, greetings are meant to carry vitality.
Whether it’s a greeting of well-being, a promise, or an expression of gratitude.
Even in thin words, peace can sometimes dwell.
I could feel that moment now.

“Please take good care of my children.”

An outstretched hand.
I didn’t hesitate to shake it.
Reflecting an unwavering, firm resolve.

“Gladly.”

Only then did I conclude the farewell.
Afterward.
As I walked out of the audience chamber.
The red-haired and platinum-blonde girls were waiting along that path.
They, too, had gentle smiles spreading across their lips.
I said,

“Shall we return then?”
“Yes. I’ve been waiting.”
“It feels like it’s been a long time, somehow.”

The home where everyone would be waiting.
We walked forward without hesitation.

[EP???. For Elize]

-A lonely nest, a rose withering in winter-

A new story.
A new tomorrow.
And, towards the Academy.

***

Meanwhile.
In the shadows behind the Empire, another evil was stirring.
A nightmare that had held its breath for a long time.

“To think… they would stop the four-headed dragon at the academy.”

The mysterious shadow, seated at the head of the table, muttered.
His face was obscured by the surrounding demonic energy.
However, from his strong presence and the executives lined up beside him, it was clear he was the leader of the group.
Only a dark red banner, symbolizing the cult, was spread across the table.
The shadow lamented.

“The grandest plan has gone awry.”
“We are truly sorry.”
“What responsibility could you bear? It is all a consequence of my own shortcomings.”
“How do you intend to accomplish the unfulfilled great task?”
“Perhaps.”

The shadow, speaking with his right-hand man.
He seemed lost in thought for a while, then a sinister smile spread across his lips.
The demonic energy that instantly surged sent an ominous shiver down my spine.
He was a dangerous being.

“The collapse of the Grand Cathedral, and the Academy… both are essential for [Him] to resurrect.”

They had suffered a bitter defeat before.
Their long-cherished great task had been foiled, along with the death of the Puppeteer, one of their core forces.
However, shadows always deepen when the light shining upon them is brighter.
The shadow commanded,

“We must prepare for a holy war.”
“However, Prelate-nim. Due to the previous attack, the academy staff’s security is fierce. It seems difficult to infiltrate without another method.”
“As for that, isn’t there a way?”
“By way, do you mean…?”
“Those who allied with us under [His] name. Let us move the treasured items we’ve kept hidden.”
“O Summoner. Which individuals do you intend to bring into play?”
“A businessman, and the Duke Venity’s family should be sufficient.”
“I will send a letter immediately.”

*Bow*.
The executive bowed his head in deference.
The shadow added one more thing.

“And one more thing.”
“Speak, please.”
“I heard that the twins of the Duke Venity’s family are currently attending the academy.”
“That is correct. The older sister is Emilia Venity, and the younger brother is Ruthka Venity.”
“Indeed… the young sacrifices will finally have a use.”
“Which child will you choose as the agent for the great task?”
“The one easier to use would naturally be the younger one.”
“I will prepare the name Ruthka for the elders.”
“Good.”

A story unfolding like a puzzle.
The world was now on the brink of true chaos.

        
            During Yuda's absence, the children spent their time individually.
Perhaps the sight of the boy in the wheelchair had left a profound impact.
They continued their rigorous training and daily routines.
The purpose of their training was entirely focused on individual skill.
A desire to become even slightly useful.
The girls' efforts were particularly poignant.

“Efry! You worked hard today too.”
“Let's slowly ramp up the firepower starting tomorrow!”
Regia focused on connecting with her summoned beast.
It was a process of fully mastering the dragon-derived power that had been difficult to control until now.
Her presence, growing stronger by the day, proved she was the protagonist.

Pilot was close to the original.
“Haa... It's still difficult.”
“That person would have been much sharper, you know.”
“I don't think I can ever reach that level.”

Emilia devoted herself to her unique magic.
Her goal was to refine the properties of ice.
Just like when she borrowed power from Yuda before, she was attempting to fuse winter and shadow.
Of course, ‘property alteration’ was not easy, as it was a process of elevating a mage's rank.
However, the villainess simply diligently added effort and time.
Her characteristic tenacity shone through.

“This place is truly endlessly vast.”
“It might be dangerous... but it's my only disciple's request.”
“When he returns, I'll have to ask him to hold me all day.”
Selena explored the labyrinth beneath the academy.
It was to fulfill her disciple's request.
Its scale was so vast it couldn't even be estimated. In the last raid, it had also been used as an infiltration route by cultists.
As such, the faculty considered it essential to understand the labyrinth.
However, as it was an ancient structure, it was difficult to penetrate.
Though several professors were working together, no significant results had emerged.
Some even voiced concerns about safety.

“We must prioritize the students' safety.”
“With uncertain dangers still lingering.”
“Shouldn't we temporarily close the academy? At least until we've fully conquered the labyrinth.”
“At this very moment, sinister forces might be targeting the academy.”

The labyrinth's structure, not even half understood.
This was an extremely rational point.
However, practical issues stood in the way of a hasty decision to close.
Perhaps it was the adults' circumstances.

“Closure is too extreme a solution.”
“We must consider the losses that would incur.”
The profits and losses that were automatically calculated.
Of course, such minor issues were secondary.
The real problem was...

“Our decision isn't limited to profits and losses.”
“The Great War that continued until just six years ago... After our victory over the brutal cult, the academy, along with the Grand Cathedral, became a symbol of peace.”
“What if one of such renowned symbols were to falter?”
“It would only serve to acknowledge the cult's influence.”
“This is an issue that could bring instability to the entire continent!”

The faculty members were split into two sides, arguing their points.
A problem difficult to choose either side.
Indeed, conflict tends to intensify the more ambiguous right and wrong become.
The chaotic atmosphere showed no signs of settling.

“Such logic is merely a leap!”
“Shouldn't we prioritize the absolute safety of our students?”
“If we simply cover it up and the situation escalates, then it will truly become irreversible!”
“As educators, we must fulfill our duties!”
“We can't just keep spouting idealism!”
“While we certainly hold the title of educators, we are also guardians of the Empire.”
“The cult's influence is incomparable to six years ago.”
“Even now, the academy's defenses have been heightened. They lack the power to breach them!”
“If we back down in such a situation, it will only expand the cult's influence.”
“Have you all forgotten that the source of their wicked power is ‘fear’?”
“If we're not careful, it could trigger a wave!”

The chaotic, scattered voices.
However, the matter of closure ultimately fell through.
This was because the dean had not given direct approval.
The old man remained silent once again.
Selena, despite being caught in the faculty's disputes, consistently sent letters and materials to her disciple.
So that he could grasp the overall situation even while he was away from the academy.
Thus, everyone did their best in their respective positions.

“Haa, haa...”
Meanwhile.
Irene was staying at Astro's headquarters, not the academy.
She had sought out the Sword Saint to receive guidance.
The fox-like girl raised her sword tip with ragged breaths.
Whoosh-!
Before she could even finish exhaling, a silver trajectory fell from above her head.
The girl angled her blade to defend.
Two blades collided.
A powerful clang of steel erupted.
Clang-!
“Kuh...!”
A simple strike.
Even so, the fox-like girl's stance collapsed.
Immediately after, her precarious center of gravity shattered.
The girl tried to regain her balance belatedly, but her opponent did not miss the momentary opening.
A glittering thin line touched her cheek as if it had always been there.
The cool temperature of the steel cooled her sweat.
“......I lost.”
Clink-.
Irene finally let go of her sword.
It was a simple sign of surrender.
In response to that signal, her opponent also withdrew the blade he had aimed.
Only then did the girl slump to the floor.
She then gasped for breath.

“Ha... That was damn hard.”
“Hahaha! Still, you lasted quite a while this time, didn't you!”
A hearty laugh burst forth.
The one holding a sword before the fox-like girl was a middle-aged man with flowing red hair.
Despite having exchanged blows for a full six hours, he showed no signs of fatigue.
Irene furrowed her brow as if in exasperation.

“It's infuriating how perfectly fine you look.”
“Blame your own weakness then.”
The Red Sword Saint, Kyle Strovane.
A figure said to have shone brightest among all the stars throughout history.
The man laughed leisurely.

“At this rate, when do you plan to catch up?”
“You're so strong, there's no way to even win or lose.”
“Compared to my prime, I've declined immeasurably, you know?”
“That's certainly a motivating thing to say.”
“Does getting stomped by a retired chef make you feel self-pity?”
“You don't have to point it out specifically, you know...?”

The girl grumbled softly.
The two, having finished their sparring, slowly began to clean up the area.
Shattered sword blades lay scattered on the floor.
It was the trace of intense, continuous training.
Irene sighed faintly and asked a question.

“How was the sparring today?”
“Excellent! Your growth rate is becoming steeper by the day, you know. At this rate, you'd be comparable to myself at sixteen.”
“Aren't you praising me too much? You said I was only around thirteen just a few months ago.”
“Didn't I tell you! It's an absolutely unbelievable growth rate! You might be the most outstanding raw talent I've ever seen in my life.”
“......And yet I can't even beat a retired chef.”
“Well, there's nothing for it then! Isn't it just because I'm strong?”
“You're truly nothing short of a monster.”
“Hahaha!”

His characteristic booming laugh made her ears ring.
The fox-like girl frowned.
“Just how strong are you, exactly?”
“Hmm... If we're talking about my prime, I'd probably be in the top three, at least.”
“In the Empire?”
“No.”
“In the continent?”
“Definitely not.”
“Then where are you in the top three?”
“You should look at the world more broadly, shouldn't you?”
Hum-!
A faint tremor ran through Kyle's sword blade.
In response, a shimmering radiance appeared.
Following that, a dazzling starlight spread, illuminating the dark space with a blue glow.
Between the night sky, constellations, formed by twinkling dots connected by lines, sparkled.
It was nothing less than a constellation.
Only then did the man answer.

“In history.”
“......”
A short yet heavy resonance.
It was a declaration that might have been dismissed as arrogant, but the sight before her lent it credibility.
For it was a beauty she had never encountered in any other sword.
Irene couldn't help but sigh.

“Haa... I wonder if I can really catch up to you.”
“Not yet, not by a long shot! Although my skill has declined a lot, I'm not so weak as to be bested by a fledgling, you know.”
“Yeah, yeah, you're great.”
“But.”
Tap-.
The man lightly tapped the fox-like girl's shoulder.
A smile hung on his lips.

“You'll definitely catch up.”
“......”
“Perhaps you might even surpass my prime.”
“That's an utterly unbelievable thing to say.”
“If you can't believe in yourself, try believing in the Commander-nim's judgment.”
“Him...?”
“Because he was certain you would surpass me.”
“Well... if it's that kind of talk, it might be motivating.”

Yuda.
As soon as the topic of him came up, the atmosphere instantly softened.
The girl subtly lowered her sharp gaze.
A slight blush even fluttered on her cheeks.
Kyle smiled, looking intrigued.

“Hmm! Commander-nim must be happy.”
“Why suddenly?”
“Aren't there loyal girls all around him! Even our Vice-Commander-nim, for instance!”
“More nonsense...”
The girl responded as if annoyed, yet she didn't actually deny it.

Irene, having finished tidying up, dusted herself off and stood up.
She was planning to leave soon.
Because today was the day Yuda was returning.
The date for his return to the academy had arrived.

“I should get going now.”
“I've already asked Lena. If you return by portal, you'll arrive on time.”
“Please tell everyone thanks. And please look after my siblings.”
“Don't worry. This chef will protect the young foxes.”
“That's reassuring.”

Their trivial farewells.
Just as the girl was about to step out of the training room.
Kyle spoke his final words to her back.
Unlike the cheerful atmosphere that had prevailed until then, his voice was somewhat subdued and serious.
The Star, who had just displayed his power, spoke.

“There's one final warning I must give you.”
“.....?”
“You are on the verge of transcendence. If slow, within three years; if fast, within one year, you will reach the stars.”
“That doesn't sound like a warning at all. It's more like a compliment, isn't it?”
“The crux is here.”

The Star met the fox-like girl's eyes.
His characteristic red eyes glowed, yet they were deeply tinged with a lonely sorrow.
As if worrying about some future.

“Do you know when the way of the sword becomes most precarious?”
“It's when one is on the verge of the Star realm. It's a well-known story, isn't it?”
“Yes... It's when the mana wall collapses and new concepts are established. Countless Swordsmen have met a miserable end, crashing against that wall. They failed to reach the realm of transcendence and were instead devoured by starlight.”
“......What are you trying to say?”
The girl showed signs of tension.
The man's expression was so serious it felt alien.

“Never go against the flow.”
“......”
“The natural order is an absolute law. If you try to defy the stars with the power of a mere mortal, you will surely pay a price worse than death.”
“What exactly is that?”
“I haven't experienced it myself, so I don't know the exact details.”
“It seems more than one or two people have been devoured in that process.”
“Countless.”

Do not defy the stars.
This was an admonition left not just as a master to a disciple, but as one comrade to another.
For Kyle did not wish for anything that would sadden his Master.
Irene, though with a discomforted expression, promised.
That she would not act recklessly regarding the stars.

“In that case, I'm relieved.”
“Right... If that's all, I'll be going now.”
“Hmm! Please give my regards to Commander-nim!”
Afterward.
The girl set off towards the academy.

***

Irene was in a good mood.
The boy she hadn't seen for almost half a month.
It was finally the day she would reunite with him.
Even as she arrived at the academy and headed towards their shared dormitory, the fox-like girl continued to smile.
Even she, who was harsh to others, was merely fresh and innocent in front of someone.
The girl walked down the hallway, even holding a faint smile.
Even amidst that, her heart pounded loudly.
Pound pound-.

‘I want to see him quickly.’
What should we talk about when we meet?
First, I'll have to act spoiled.
Since she had been virtually neglected until now, she planned to ask him to indulge her stubbornness.
He would surely listen, smiling as if troubled.
Because he was such a soft-hearted person.

‘First.’
I should lie on the bed.
Lying in his embrace, she would melt into his broad warmth.
She would inhale his intoxicating scent, realizing his presence.
She would intertwine their fingers as if never letting him go.
Once she had fully realized the fact of being together, she would then slowly offer him everything, from her ears to her tail.
She planned to whisper for him to stroke every single part, without missing any.
So that she would become disheveled by his rough touch, and her neat breaths would turn sorrowful.
Their bodies would press together as closely as possible.

‘If you want to...’
She wanted him to be at least slightly aware of her.
She hoped he would make a flustered expression when she wrapped her arms around his ample chest and placed her fluffy tail on his thigh.
Like that, she wanted to seep into the broken gap and become everything to the boy.

Of course, it was nothing more than childish fantasy.
Because the person she knew would simply laugh it off nonchalantly.
However, even moments spent savoring such daydreams had become precious daily routines for the fox-like girl.

The path to meet the boy shone brightly.
Like colorful flowers swaying gently.
‘This is nice.’
The cool, flowing spring.
A feeling as if she were blending into that season.
However.

“......”
It didn't take long for that feeling to shatter.
For some reason, the fox-like girl's gaze, upon reuniting with the boy, was chilling.
Her eyes were already dead black.

“Who is that? That.”
Irene asked.
The mark remaining on the boy's nape.
A single reddish bloom.
It openly revealed lust, like a passage encountered in a book.
It clearly appeared to be a trace resulting from a physical relationship.
And.

“Oh my.”
Uninvited guests clung to both of his arms.
Two individuals, one with red hair and one with platinum blonde hair.
The princesses were each intimately clinging to the boy.
They lightly met her gaze, then offered a greeting with a smile.
Especially the younger sister's gaze was sinister.
As if mocking the belated fox-like girl.

“This person is scheduled to become the Imperial Consort soon. I'd appreciate it if you didn't address him so casually.”
“Yes. He's decided to marry us. His Majesty commanded it.”
The Imperial Princess sisters.
It seemed these vulgar bitches had gone insane, both of them.

        
            Chilly silence flowed.

The Fox and the Rose, meeting after a long time, glared at each other. Clear hostility shone in their black and green eyes, respectively. How long had it been since their return that they were already snarling?

Crushed by the murderous atmosphere, I could only manage an awkward smile. Honestly, I had expected this, but…

‘As expected, it is as expected.’ I muttered bitterly.

I thought there might be at least some semblance of warmth, despite everything. Far from warmth, provocations were hurled from the very beginning, and expressions designed to irritate the opponent ran rampant. Elize, in particular, seemed to have found a proper opportunity and kept needling Irene.

“Won’t you congratulate me? It’s joyful news, you know.”

“Well… I wonder if the person concerned feels the same way.”

“You’re denying reality.”

“If it’s a delusion, I have no intention of interfering.”

“How pitiful. While you were gone, many things happened to us.”

“……”

A series of poking attacks. Perhaps the earlier declaration of the Prince Consort had been shocking? The Fox couldn’t even manage a counterattack. She merely stared down at the Rose in the wheelchair with sunken eyes. Even so, Elize, far from being afraid, met her gaze head-on as if amused. With her hand, she covered the corner of her mouth, twisted in delight.

Eventually.

“That’s enough.”

I, who stepped in belatedly, mediated their war of nerves. I placed a hand on the orange and red heads respectively, stroking their hair as if to calm them. My continuing touch gradually removed the coldness that had settled around them. Afterward, I made eye contact with each of them and spoke.

“How many times have I asked? It would be good if you two got along.”

“……”

“If you only show such coldness, I will simply be disappointed.”

Were they acknowledging that they had overheated? The Rose and the Fox spontaneously fell silent. The two then muttered in low voices.

“……Sorry.”

“I’ll be quiet.”

The situation was brought to an end. Whether they reacted to my words about being disappointed, the two took a step back. Even while doing so, their glaring eyes remained unchanged, however.

I pressed my temples with a faint sigh. As I savored the brief silence that was given…

Knock knock.

Belatedly arrived guests knocked on the dormitory door. As if I had been waiting, I greeted them. Waiting at the entrance were three people with pink, blue, and purple hair. When our eyes met, they greeted me with faint smiles. It had been almost half a month since we last met, so the joy of reunion was great.

“Prince, Prince-nim! I heard you returned…!”

“You really… if you returned, you should have at least told us! Don’t make us hear about it late every time!”

“Welcome back. You don’t know how much your student missed you.”

The voices belonged to Regia, Emilia, and Selena, in order. I replied with a brief smile.

“I missed all of you too.”

The group gathered in the dormitory. It seemed today would be lively in many ways.

***

We spent time with small talk. Stories that had accumulated over the past half-month. It was an opportunity to hear from each of the children what had happened to them during that time. Even if it wasn't anything grand, the calm everyday stories were enjoyable. I sat quietly on the sofa and listened.

“Recently, I’ve been spending time with Epri… well, what should I say, I feel like she’s become more affectionate…”

“That’s amazing. To be building a bond with such a fierce summoned beast.”

“It’s, it’s not really special. Epri is such a gentle child, so…”

“As expected, Miss Regia is humble.”

“Heh, hehe…”

Her expression melted harmlessly. I stroked her pink hair with minor praises. A certain tenderness shone through the Pilot’s green eyes. Whenever I saw such a cute reaction, I couldn’t help but smile.

‘She’s growing.’

Was she slowly finding her place in the original story? Our protagonist was immature, yet she was taking definite steps of progress. It seemed she had now surpassed the level where she would compete with ordinary students. Following her deepened presence, the frequency of her stuttering had also decreased. Compared to last year, when she was frail, it was truly remarkable progress.

“Hmph… a commoner acting so conceited.”

“Lady Beniti?”

“I’m actually self-studying [Elemental Transformation], you know? It means I’m challenging the limits of magic. Something like this is only fitting for the noble name of Beniti…”

“If you wanted praise, you could have just said so.”

“Th-that’s not it at all?!”

“Is there a need to refuse? Lady Beniti, please come closer as well.”

“N-no, I, I didn’t mean it like that, ugh…”

“You always work so hard.”

“……”

Though she pretended to dislike it verbally, the villainess quietly accepted my outstretched hand. Her blue eyes wavered, holding a hint of fervor. Her distinctive drill curls bounced whenever my hand touched them. Before long, a blush had risen on her pale cheeks. As if to satisfy her need for recognition, I whispered sweet words into her ear.

“Because Lady Beniti is a truly remarkable person.”

“Ugh…”

The wall of vanity crumbled emptily. I chuckled secretly. Emilia also seemed to be pondering her next step in her own way. Her value lay in her endless jealousy and vanity, and the drive for improvement that stemmed from them. It was diligent effort, second to none.

“Prince-nim, your words are right! I’ve always admired Lady Beniti.”

“Co-commoner? Don’t butt in presumptuously…!”

Seeing Regia follow her so much said it all. The two had now become close friends. The villainess and the protagonist. Listening to their cozy conversation, I felt inexplicably content. That was because, in the original story, such a combination was unimaginable. I savored the moment.

“Yuda, student.”

“Teacher-nim.”

I also talked with Selena. The Drunkard. Now that she had quit drinking, it was a name that no longer suited her. The woman leaned her shoulder against me with her unique allure. Where we touched, her curvy figure was distinctly felt. It was a blatant sensation.

“Did you receive the letters I sent you during that time?”

“They were a great help, thanks to you.”

“You know I had a hard time organizing materials and handling all the work alone, right?”

“Of course. I’m always grateful to you, Teacher-nim.”

“If it’s a thank you, hugging me all day is enough.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“In the research lab, just the two of us…”

“That wouldn’t be bad either.”

A leisurely daily life. The day flowed on calmly. We floated in tranquility. The season reflected outside the window was full spring. The warm air around us was probably because of that. In the scenery, with not a trace of winter left, boys and girls sat. As if this much leisure alone could last a lifetime. I enjoyed the silence.

Of course.

“A beast acting so insolently.”

“As if you’re any better.”

“What an annoying Fox.”

“Don’t bother me, you pest.”

The surroundings weren’t quiet either. Subtly bickering sounds. Had they already forgotten my words about getting along? Elize and Irene were in the midst of another war of nerves, having reignited their conflict at some point.

This, too, must be part of daily life.

‘They were always like that.’

When the two were in the same space, they were always similar. They fought so much that even the children watching had grown accustomed to it. They even took on the role of stopping the arguments. The Pilot and the Vain One admonished the Fox.

“A-Irene-ssi! It would be terrible if you spoke to the Princess-nim like that…!”

“Haa… aren’t you tired of this? I wish you’d at least maintain some dignity.”

On the opposite side, the young Prince turned the Rose’s wheelchair away.

“Elize. Provoking others is a bad habit.”

With a few nagging words, he separated the two. Watching them, I couldn’t help but offer a wry smile. Should I call that affectionate, or chaotic…?

As I took in the lively scene, the Drunkard next to me suddenly tugged at my sleeve. Then she whispered in a low voice.

“Student Yuda, you must be extremely worried.”

“Well… peace is always a difficult thing, after all.”

“Still, I’m a little worried. What will they do when they live together later…?”

“Huh?”

Live together…?

I stared at her with a question mark in my mind, but all I got in return was a meaningful eye-smile. Selena poked my cheek as if telling me to think for myself.

“There’s no law that says you have to choose just one, is there?”

“……”

“It’s fine with me even if there are many. What’s important is that I can be with Student Yuda.”

Well. I don’t know about the other children’s thoughts, but. The woman added, caressing my cheek. A bewitching smile lingered on the corner of her lips.

“So.”

A soft request. Her voice softly filled my ear.

“You won’t abandon me later, will you?”

“……I’ll keep that in mind.”

Is this what experience is like? I felt like my weak point had been exploited. I, who ended up nodding, cleared my mind with a faint sigh. To avoid being swayed unnecessarily, I had to shed complex thoughts. As I savored my languid consciousness, my eyes slowly closed. And so, I sank into the tranquil atmosphere.

‘Together…’

We were together until late at night. Even until morning dawned. Though the dormitory had a curfew, it didn't pose any particular problem. That was because our group included a professor and even a head assistant. This much could be covered by authority.

Although.

[Prince Snakers enjoys a promiscuous lifestyle.]
[It is said that his ‘jewelry box’ includes not only classmates, but also professors, maids, and even princesses.]
[Some students are reportedly calling for an immediate special investigation and arrest…].

The next morning. A total of five people, including a professor and students. The sight of them leaving my dormitory was caught by someone, leading to an unsavory scandal that would follow me for a while… but let's just gloss over that part.

In any case, it was a boisterous daily life.

***

And so. Day after day continued peacefully. However, even I didn’t know that such tranquility would break so soon. I looked at the person sitting opposite me with an awkward expression. An unexpected guest had come to visit me there.

“Yuda Snakers.”

It was a face I hadn’t seen in a long time. Since rising to the position of Head Assistant, this was someone I hadn’t had much contact with. His family’s distinctive blue hair fluttered like winter even on a spring day. His eyes, reminiscent of someone, stared intently at me. His gaze was sharp. I muttered softly.

“Prince Beniti.”

The Ducal House of Beniti. He was the villainess’s only remaining blood relative and her painful finger [a person who causes worry or trouble, like a sore spot], her twin younger brother. The boy who held the key to the next chapter sat before my eyes. He spoke with a remarkably serious expression.

“I came to warn you… about something important.”

Ruthka Beniti. His sunken gaze was colder than ever. I listened calmly.

“It’s a story related to my older sister.”

It seemed. The next story was drawing near.

        
            “……”

I stared at the opposite side.

Ruska Vanity.

The boy, who had suddenly come to deliver a warning, simply glared at me.

His cold, sunken blue eyes resembled a winter’s day.

His gaze, subtly, unconsciously, radiated hostility.

‘An uncomfortable atmosphere.’

The oppressive silence.

While fiddling with my teacup, I continuously kept my attention on him.

Given the sudden visit, I didn’t let my guard down.

The boy had burst in without even a prior notice.

“—I… absolutely had to come to give a warning.”

“—It concerns my older sister.”

And he even added some significant words.

As for me, I couldn’t just let it pass.

‘Ultimately.’

A deserted alleyway.

We were facing each other in the shadowed alley.

We had moved to a place where no one could overhear us.

There was no better environment for a private conversation.

I lightly broke the ice.

“So, what is it you wish to warn me about?”

“……I don’t know if this is the right thing to do.”

Ruska couldn’t answer immediately.

He merely furrowed his brow.

Perhaps he needed time to organize his thoughts.

The boy took several deep breaths, then began to speak the words he had held back.

Unlike usual, his voice held a slight tremor.

“There’s no point dragging this out.”

“If Young Master is hesitating this much… then it must not be a trivial matter.”

“Indeed. Someone might overhear, so I’ll be brief.”

“As I hoped.”

His flickering pupils.

The boy said, our gazes meeting.

“My family has started to pay attention to you.”

“The Vanity family, you mean…?”

“Yes. But not in a positive sense.”

“But I’ve never done anything to incur the Ducal family’s hostility.”

“That doesn’t matter. What’s important is that your name is on the list.”

“What is this ‘list’? No, before that… what exactly do you mean by ‘paying attention’?”

“I cannot answer that right now.”

Ruska closed his mouth at the important parts.

It seemed to be due to restrictions placed by his family.

I had expected it from the start, but I asked to confirm.

After all, I had more or less understood what the boy wanted to convey.

‘If it’s ‘attention’… is it already time for them to make a move?’

I deduced the situation in my mind.

The original story quickly replaying.

Even amidst that, the boy, lost in thought, continued in a calm voice.

However, I merely continued to act as if I didn’t understand the situation.

“Is there a reason you’re telling me this?”

“Because my older sister is involved.”

“The Young Lady…?”

Ruska’s way of speaking had a subtly irritating quality.

He would drop hints as if things were very serious, but then remain silent about the crucial core.

It was probably due to restrictions.

‘His way of speaking strangely reminds me of the Dean.’

It was a good thing I knew the original story; otherwise, I would have burst with frustration.

I asked a question, feigning composure.

“In that case, what do you wish for me to do, Young Master?”

I asked his true intentions.

If he was bringing up such a serious matter, it meant he expected something of me.

At my question, which pierced the core so precariously, Ruska’s pupils widened.

He briefly broke into a cold sweat, then answered.

“……Protect her.”

The boy’s blue eyes trembled visibly.

His gaze was infinitely serious.

“Please, protect my older sister.”

I couldn’t help but instinctively realize it, even if I didn’t want to.

A story where precarious cracks were forming.

The arbitrary flapping of a butterfly’s wings had finally returned as a storm.

An invisible tsunami was surging towards the world.

***

My head was spinning.

Was it because of Ruska’s sudden warning?

I had to be lost in thought for a while.

A chilling tension lingered along my spine.

‘If it’s the Vanity family… something is indeed happening, isn’t it?’

It was quite a troublesome topic.

Even with knowledge of the original story, the future that would come was close to an unknown.

It was something even I, with thousands of hours of gameplay experience, couldn't be sure about.

The main story had deviated too severely to predict tomorrow.

‘Butterfly effect.’

The original story had deviated significantly from the present.

Originally, half of the characters should have died, and the academy should have collapsed as well.

Furthermore, the [Usurpation War] that took place in the underworld should have been in full swing.

I had broken down such major plotlines one by one.

It would be stranger if there was no reaction returning from that.

“—My family has started to pay attention to you.”

And amidst all this, I received a significant warning.

As for me, it was difficult to ignore.

Moreover, the Ducal House of Vanity was a force that appeared as evil in the original story.

I had to combine the given information and deduce what would happen next.

As I walked, lost in thought, someone’s voice suddenly tugged at my sleeve.

It was none other than Regia.

“Young Master? Are you alright?”

“Ah… Regia.”

“Th-that is, your complexion hasn’t looked good for a while now.”

“Of course, I’m fine. Thank you for worrying.”

We were crossing the academy street.

Beside the fluttering pink hair, the Vain One and the Fox were also standing.

We were on our way back to our respective dormitories after attending class together.

The Princess sisters had returned first, saying they had other business, and Teacher-nim was busy handling work.

Because of that, there were only four of us on the way back to the dorms.

‘How should I put it?’

It was a composition that reminded me of early last year.

A time when everything was still clumsy.

Back then, the four of us always spent our academy life together.

It was strange to think that a whole year had already passed.

I subtly murmured towards Regia.

“Time flies, doesn’t it?”

“Y-yes… It feels like the entrance ceremony was just yesterday, but it’s already our second year…”

“Joyful days usually pass by quickly, after all.”

Light chitchat continued.

As we idled away a short time, something sparkling suddenly caught my eye.

It was none other than the ring on Regia’s ring finger.

Recognizing what it was, I spoke without thinking.

“The ring… you’ve been wearing it all this time.”

“Oh? Y-you remembered…?”

“Of course. After all, I’m the one who put it on you.”

Several months ago.

It was a ring that had dropped as a reward after finishing a side story episode.

Since I didn’t have any particular need for it, I had given it to her.

It seemed she had worn it without forgetting since then.

[EP???. How to Cross the Desert]

—The Gate Opening in the Sky, The Boy Who Stays Up with the Stars—

A stage infamous for its hellish difficulty.

As such, the reward that came back was not disappointing.

‘Accessory, Ring of Fate.’

An item that can block one attack directed at the player, regardless of the type of attack.

Although it had the drawback of disappearing after use, in the original story, it was an outstanding accessory, strong enough to withstand Yuda’s [Liar].

In terms of consumable items, it could be considered an end-game item.

Regia blushed as if embarrassed.

“Th-that is… it’s a gift from Young Master. I always cherish it.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that.”

How could she speak so beautifully?

I stroked her pink hair with an appreciative heart.

The girl, flustered, still quietly accepted my touch.

“You-Young Master…?”

“Please make sure to carry it with you from now on. Don’t forget it, and don’t lose it.”

I added a few requests.

We were now at the stage preceding the final chapter.

It was a time when nothing would be strange, so it would be good to have even one countermeasure.

Especially since Regia was the weakest in terms of combat power, excluding her summoning magic.

Measures were needed so she could respond in an emergency.

In other words.

“Because someday, it will protect Regia.”

This ring was a minimum safety device.

The girl, who had been listening blankly, soon nodded with a refreshing resonance.

I didn’t know how she interpreted my request, but her expression was bright.

Looking at her faintly flushed cheeks, it seemed she felt hot.

However, the girl merely fiddled with the ring on her ring finger.

“Yes…! I will!”

“She’s so admirable, as expected.”

Voices gently exchanged.

As I appreciated her fresh response, I suddenly felt piercing gazes from both sides.

It was none other than Emilia and Irene, who were returning home with us.

I had forgotten, focused on my conversation with Regia.

The two were glaring at me with cold eyes.

Their expressions clearly showed displeasure.

“Hmm… interesting, isn’t it? To receive such a gift already.”

“I never thought that side would get ahead.”

A ring.

And a ring on the ring finger, no less.

Furthermore, a ring that was personally placed on her finger.

It was enough to draw attention from those around.

I had to offer a sort of excuse with a troubled smile.

The chilling atmosphere cooled the heat in my spine.

“There’s a slight misunderstanding here…”

“If you’re thinking of glossing over it by calling it a misunderstanding, I don’t want to hear it.”

“Surely you wouldn’t do that. That would mean you were toying with a commoner, wouldn’t it?”

“Even if you were a lecher, you wouldn’t say something like that.”

“Because you wouldn’t be such a terrible person.”

“……”

The relentless verbal jabs.

Honestly, I felt utterly wronged, but I didn’t dare open my mouth.

Because I knew I would be swayed even more if I did.

I merely continued my bitter smile.

“B-but… if you put the ring on her, th-then it means… that, right?”

“They say the quiet cat is the first to climb onto the stove [a proverb about outwardly docile people achieving something unexpected or being sly].”

Is it indeed that kind of interest?

Regia’s face, watching the situation, was burning as if it would burst.

Just as the girl stepped forward to explain.

The Fox, who had suddenly approached, cut her off.

“Wait a minute! Th-this isn’t like that…”

“I don’t care.”

Snatch—.

Irene suddenly snatched my arm.

I tilted my head blankly.

“Irene…?”

A questioning call.

The girl’s subsequent action was something no one could have predicted.

She took my hand and brought it close to her lips.

Then, her closed mouth slowly parted.

And then.

Slurp…

She enclosed my finger in her mouth.

A wet, staining sensation.

It was precisely the part where the ring finger was located.

The sudden moisture, hot temperature, and soft texture of her tongue were directly transmitted.

Even with her lips completely covering my finger, the Fox calmly met my gaze.

Her eyes curved into an enchantingly alluring smile.

Gnaw—.

Her hard teeth gently bit my finger.

A sensation of being gently pressed, as if stimulating my ring finger.

In addition, her tongue, which softly enveloped the area, moved as if licking candy.

The sticky saliva playing at my fingertips made her presence palpable.

It was an addictive warmth.

“……”

Silence flowed by our side.

As everyone was unable to collect themselves due to the sudden situation, Irene soon pulled out my finger as if nothing had happened.

A watery thread stretched between her tongue tip and my fingertip.

A distinct bite mark remained on my ring finger, which had been bitten for a long time.

A round mark, as if a ring had been engraved.

It was truly a depraved sight.

The girl simply smiled leisurely.

“This is enough for me.”

A bite mark imprinted like a ring.

It seemed she was saying this was in place of a real one.

The Fox wiped the saliva spread on her lips.

“……”

At this point, there was something I became curious about.

Was she really a Beastkin?

Or was she perhaps a race closer to a demon or a succubus from some myth?

Her alluring voice made everyone watching dazed.

Silence settled amidst a somewhat impure heat.

What broke it was none other than the Vain One, who had been stiff all along.

She shrieked as if horrified by Irene’s actions.

Her white face was thoroughly flushed.

Her trembling blue eyes reproached the opponent before her.

“Y-you…! H-h-how could you! Such an o-obscene act in public…!”

“It doesn’t particularly matter, does it? There’s no one else around anyway.”

“Even so, how could you be so la-lacking in dignity…!”

Emilia, even stuttering her words.

Perhaps because her mind was in a mess, it seemed difficult for her even to form sentences.

Her forehead, which was not just hot but boiling, gave the illusion of steam rising from it.

Was it because she was indeed from a noble family?

She was always powerless when the topic shifted to this kind of subject.

To the point where sometimes I wondered if she was even more pathetic than Regia.

“U-uhhh… a bite mark on my finger, a tongue mark…”

Of course.

Regia wasn’t exactly fine either.

Her similarly reddish complexion clearly showed her agitation.

Faced with such reactions, the Fox merely smiled as if victorious.

I couldn’t help but let out a low sigh.

“Pfft.”

A slight chuckle followed.

Shaking my head, meaning ‘they’re incorrigible.’

It took quite a long time to calm down the two people who were thrown into confusion.

***

Meanwhile.

In the labyrinth located beneath the academy.

In the gloomily shadowed space, several footsteps traversed the passageways.

Each one wore a blood-red robe fluttering behind them.

The creeping magical energy hinted at their presence.

‘Ba’ob.’

In other words, those called black mages, or cultists.

The ominous air flowed between the walls.

As they moved forward, a question suddenly rang out.

It was a question directed at the robed figure leading the group at the very front.

“Gravedigger-nim. We will arrive at our destination soon.”

“Confirmed. Base camp. Establish. Around here.”

“But… isn’t this too close to the academy building? The faculty might notice our presence.”

“Impossible. Absolutely.”

Gravedigger (gardien d'une tombe).

The man, thus called, expressed a firm denial.

He asserted that they would never be discovered.

This might seem arrogant, but it wasn’t necessarily a wrong assumption.

Even if the faculty had somehow discovered the existence of the labyrinth.

It would take time to grasp its internal structure.

Especially if they were to uncover the ‘hidden paths’ they used, it would take at least half a year.

Even the cultists had found these paths after nearly 100 years of persistent searching.

“Among the faculty. No one. Can pierce. Through the labyrinth.”

The Gravedigger’s assertion was not limited to the faculty.

It would be impossible for anyone on the continent, no matter who came.

Because this place was not a simple labyrinth.

It was a product of ancient destruction and records.

Since its structure was fundamentally different from modern magic, spatial interpretation itself was impossible.

There was a reason why ancient relics were called ‘mysteries.’

A subordinate nodded at the Gravedigger’s explanation.

“A few days later. Operation. Execute.”

The dark red cloak fluttered.

The Gravedigger fumbled through his sleeve with trembling hands.

Subsequently, a single sheet of parchment unfolded smoothly.

“Everyone. Ascertain. The target.”

It was a picture.

A portrait depicting a student’s face.

The Gravedigger murmured chillingly.

“The dragon’s power… This child will soon. Become a substitute for the Evil Dragon.”

On the picture, into which they had embedded a knife, was a long-haired girl with pink hair.

It was none other than Regia Filers.

The protagonist who made up this world.

“Gallimard. The collapse. Will be instantaneous.”

The robed figure hummed a grotesque tune.

That melody was a dirge for the dead who would soon rise.

        
            A few days later, Astro Headquarters.

I was attending a meeting with my close associates.

Every individual summoned was a key figure within the organization.

However, Irene alone was not seated in her prepared chair.

This was due to my request for her to remain at the academy.

"I'll be waiting."
"Though I hope you can return as soon as possible."

It was a time that required stability.

Moreover, now that she had been reborn as a professor-level powerhouse, it would be reassuring if she stayed at the academy.

Even if it was just for a short while, an academy where I was absent felt unstable in many ways.

In moments like these, I realized how much stronger the fox had become.

Anyway.

'That's not what's important.'

I shook off the pointless thoughts.

Turning my gaze back to the opposite side, my eyes met with the silver-haired person who was giving the briefing.

Eyes covered in burn scars were calmly looking this way.

It was the Vice-Captain.

"The part we were worried about has become a reality."

I had asked Neria to investigate the Veniti Ducal family.

Since I had just received a significant warning from Ruthka, I thought I should discuss it with my close associates at least once.

Various documents were neatly arranged on the round table.

They were the results submitted as a report.

I scanned the contents listed.

"Captain-nim, it seems the alliance between the Veniti family and the heretics has been confirmed."

"Treachery... It seems they are plotting treason."

"With this, the enemy forces—Baob, Veniti, and the businessmen—have gathered, forming three major axes."

"So this is how it ends up."

I sighed softly.

Well... the Veniti family's downfall was predicted even in the original story, so it wasn't particularly shocking, but I couldn't help but feel concerned.

Because it was Emilia's family.

With a heavy heart, I flipped through the documents one by one.

*Rustle, rustle.*

"..."

As I furrowed my brows, someone suddenly posed a question.

It was a middle-aged man with red hair and a shaggy beard.

The Red Sword Saint, Kyle.

"Unbelievable."

"Chef."

"What happened to Veniti? I remember them as loyal."

"Come to think of it... Sir Kyle, you mentioned you knew the previous family heads, didn't you?"

"We shared the battlefield. They were the best ice mages I had ever seen."

"Remarkable. To be acknowledged by the stars."

"Their frost was truly on par with the stars."

His voice sank softly.

Was he reminiscing about the past?

Kyle's pupils were calmer than ever.

I tapped the documents I had been flipping through.

"Malice and conspiracy often erase even the most brilliant seasons."

"Captain-nim... do you know what happened to them?"

"Roughly. Of course, I'll have to investigate the detailed circumstances myself."

"I see..."

Kyle, with a rare serious expression.

In response, I added a single statement of reality.

"Soon, a storm will fall upon the world."

"That will truly be a great war."

Kyle smiled bitterly.

He was someone who understood the sorrow of war better than anyone.

For he was a killer who always commanded the front lines.

The lion with the red mane muttered as if resigned.

"Perhaps a bloodier storm will blow than six years ago..."

"I assure you, such a tragedy will not happen. We will stop it."

"Are you saying we will strike them first?"

"Is there any reason to be afraid?"

"But... what are you planning to do about the Veniti family?"

The star asked quietly.

The light in her pupils was less doubt and more pure inquiry.

It had been a troubling concern for a while now.

Though it was neatly resolved now.

"They are one of the Empire's three great ducal families, aren't they?"

"Indeed."

"If Astro intervenes, eradicating their family wouldn't be difficult... but it would turn the entire Empire into an enemy."

"You can put your worries aside concerning that. The Emperor of the Empire will take our side. If we just finish the minimum preparations to convince them of the situation, we can brand a great family like that as traitors."

"If the situation allows, we could even secure support from the imperial family."

"Because the Empire is already in my grasp."

"I will trust you, Captain-nim."

"Those are pleasant words to hear."

Kyle, convinced, stepped back.

The meeting topic naturally moved to the next item.

It was none other than the agenda concerning the security of Gallimard Academy.

For a while, it had been a targeted location for the heretics and Veniti.

My gaze turned to the Vice-Captain across from me.

"Gallimard... We need someone to guard its fences."

The academy was not safe.

As for the danger of the underground labyrinth, I was also aware of it.

The intricately twisted labyrinth would surely be used as an invasion route by the heretics.

However, it was impossible to close down the symbol of peace, which had come to hold great meaning for the imperial citizens.

This was a battle of wills from the Empire's perspective, against abominable seeds of evil.

Therefore, instead of closing it, I had to seek a way to seal off the labyrinth.

The right person, chosen after long deliberation.

"Neria-yang."

It was none other than the Vice-Captain.

I asked softly.

"Will you go to the academy with me?"

The role I desired for her was singular.

The guardian of Gallimard's labyrinth.

Although the faculty currently kept watch, the enemies they would face later would undoubtedly be stronger than them.

Since the final chapter was approaching, core executives from the other side would appear.

Especially when the top forces, such as the Commander, the Dreamer, and the Gravedigger, began to move, it would be overwhelming for the faculty.

For in battle, the defenders are always at a disadvantage.

'I need someone trustworthy.'

Neria is strong.

Chosen by the stars since birth, she held unprecedented radiance within her vessel.

Among Astro's members, she was the strongest after Kyle.

Although most of her starlight was currently sealed, it was more than enough to entrust her with the academy's protection.

I made my request to the young girl.

"If your star illuminates hardship, there would be no greater joy."

"Everything as you wish."

The young girl added no further words.

She merely expressed her obedience.

I responded with a faint smile.

"Thank you."

The agenda concluded.

The meeting, which was unusually long today, thus concluded.

I shook off my fatigue with a faint sigh.

Until then, I had not anticipated it at all.

That the day's problems were only just beginning.

"Captain-nim!"

*Bang!*

Immediately after the urgent voice, the meeting room door burst open.

Beyond it, one of the members was calling out to me.

It was none other than Lena.

"Lena-yang...?"

The Spacemancer.

An executive who always aided the members' movement with her [Portal] ability during operations.

The black-haired woman wore a rarely seen panicked expression.

She spoke, even pulling down the mask that covered her lower jaw.

"Captain-nim! An attack at the academy...!"

The news was delivered urgently.

I sprang to my feet before the sentence was even finished.

It was the only day I had been absent from the academy in the past fortnight.

Of all times, it had to be today, when I was absent.

'Damn it.'

It seemed trouble had erupted.

***

Approximately 30 minutes earlier.

The cloaked figures in blood-red robes walked down a dark alleyway.

The Gravedigger, who was leading the group, shook his hand.

*Plop, plop.*

Dark red spots splattered onto the ground.

Soaked blood dripped from the man's sleeve.

Every one of the cloaked figures appeared to be cloaked in malice.

"Hmm."

The Gravedigger hummed briefly.

Several corpses lay rolling at his feet.

As if something had torn into them, the bodies were gruesomely mutilated.

Only by the insignia on their collars could one tell they were Gallimard faculty.

Four skulls lay scattered on the ground.

"Pitiful. Little. Lambs."

They were the professors on guard duty.

The exit leading to the academy.

Seeing that they were blocking that area, it seemed the faculty was also wary of the labyrinth.

Four faculty members were stationed at that particular spot.

The Gravedigger toyed with the gooey fragments.

"Fleeting. Life. Revert. To. Primal. Form."

Though they were educators renowned as the best on the continent, life crumbled fleetingly before the dirge.

The cloaked figures, who hadn't stopped walking for a while, soon reached a dead end.

To be precise, the labyrinth's exit awaited them.

The Gravedigger quietly extended his hand.

*Rumble, rumble.*

Responding to the signal, the exit opened.

The lingering darkness was lifted.

"..."

The scene visible outside was the academy district.

The Gravedigger cast a barrier around them, suppressing his party's presence as much as possible.

Slowly, as he stepped into the academy, he muttered.

These were words addressed to the subordinates supporting him from behind.

"All. Of. You. Fulfill. Your. Mission."

        
            “Everyone. Fulfill. Your mission.”

At the chilling echo, the assailants were reminded of the mission's essence.

It was for a single purpose.

‘Destroy the Academy.’

The mission content was simple.

Infiltrate the academy without being detected, and make contact with the designated target.

Afterward, they were to re-germinate the seed of destruction.

The target who would become the sacrifice was as follows.

“Target… Regia Filers.”

Regia Filers.

A girl known to wield a dragon as a summoned beast.

Samples related to dragons were extremely rare.

Moreover, a strength that was said to become near omnipotent once fully grown.

The cult aimed for such power.

This mission was not a kidnapping.

After making contact with the target, they planned to proceed with the ritual right there.

A ritual to inject demonic energy into the subject and dye their essence black.

It was a process commonly known as [Corruption].

After subduing the weakened target and forcibly performing the ritual, the defiled essence would soon transform into a monster.

In short, it was a plan to inject demonic energy and turn the subject into a chimera-like being.

‘If only that happens.’

A corrupted dragon.

They would be able to bring such a disaster down in the middle of the Academy.

The Death Dragon sealed in the underground temple… perhaps, they might even summon something more horrifying than that.

Regia had been targeted by the cult all along for the following reason as well.

Because the dragon, as a sample, possessed infinite possibilities.

Especially now, when the summoned beast had not yet awakened into a complete adult.

It was nothing short of a golden opportunity for the cult.

‘Today… the lineage of Galimar ends.’

The reason for their obsession with the Academy was simple.

Because it was a place that had become a symbol of peace after the Great War, which had left a huge scar on the Empire.

Dark magic is a discipline that feeds on fear.

Each time people lost hope and learned despair, the aura of evil became a little clearer.

This was precisely why the cult, from their perspective, absolutely had to collapse the Academy and the Great Cathedral.

To approach their long-held desire.

“Only. For. His. Revival.”

The Gravedigger muttered as if in prayer.

He hadn't even considered the possibility of the mission failing.

Because they were going to move within a thoroughly prepared plan.

For this mission, they even borrowed hands from outside.

‘The Entrepreneur, and Benity.’

Two factions cooperated.

Currently, beside the Gravedigger stood the ‘Hounds,’ known as the Entrepreneur’s direct subordinates.

Furthermore, within the academy, there were also informants planted by Benity.

They investigated the academy's security situation and the target's schedule, informing them of the appropriate time for execution.

Thanks to this, the mission proceeded without a hitch.

The Gravedigger tore the scroll he took from his pocket.

*Rip!*

The parchment ripped with a sharp, piercing sound.

Immediately after, the assailants' forms vanished.

It was a magic that completely erased the presence of the designated subject.

This was an artifact found in a corner of the labyrinth, and it, too, contained ancient mysteries.

It was also an item they had carefully preserved for several years for today's operation.

The assailants crossed the academy grounds.

“Time. 17 minutes.”

They had a grace period of merely about 20 minutes.

If they exceeded that limit, faculty members who detected the anomaly would rush over.

Even if the Gravedigger was considered a strong figure within the cult.

If the number of faculty members exceeded ten, guaranteeing victory would be difficult.

They would have to complete the mission and leave within at least 15 minutes.

It wasn't ample time, but it wasn't so tight as to cause issues.

Because it was enough time to corrupt one incapacitated student.

The Gravedigger stepped forward.

His gaze was directed towards the alley on the opposite side.

*Thump thump.*

Footsteps grew steadily closer.

Before long, pink hair came into the assailants' sight.

The target was on her way back to the dormitory after finishing training.

The Gravedigger, who had been tailing her, then signaled.

“The funeral. Commences.”

A voice that was eerily sinister.

The shadows spread across the roadside began to move all at once.

***

Meanwhile.

Regia, having finished her training, was returning to her dormitory.

The training had been so intense that she had exhausted all her energy.

Thanks to this, the girl's steps were wobbly like a sick chicken.

The desire to collapse onto her bed immediately flickered in her mind.

The pilot exhaled softly.

“Phew… Still tough.”

Recently, Regia had been overworking herself a lot.

One might say she pushed her own abilities to their limits.

Thanks to this, it was common for her to have no strength left to even walk after finishing her day's schedule, just like now.

There was a reason for her obsession with training.

It was none other than a certain boy.

‘Yuda Snakers.’

A person who was like a benefactor to Regia.

After seeing him in a wheelchair, the girl received strong motivation.

It was the fervent desire to become strong enough to protect someone.

At the time the boy was continuing his fight somewhere.

She hadn't been able to be by his side.

She didn't want to experience such frustration anymore.

She wanted to become someone who could be trusted and relied upon by others.

Therefore, the girl put in effort.

“……Still, it’s rewarding.”

Perhaps it was a response to her admirable dedication?

Regia was indeed growing stronger.

Her bond with her summoned beast had grown stronger than before, and she had mastered most basic magic.

Now, if her condition was good, she could even overwhelm professors.

The girl smiled with a touch of pride.

“Hehe…”

Her fingers moved instinctively.

Regia toyed with the ring on her left ring finger.

A faint light dyed the girl’s cheeks slightly red.

As she turned into the alley, immersed in such thoughts.

“……?”

A chilling sensation swept down her spine.

She didn’t particularly sense any human presence.

However… an indescribable sense of unease tickled the back of her neck.

Regia quietly turned her head and scanned her surroundings.

The surrounding scenery was that of an unremarkable academy.

The approaching spring, lush green bushes, sunlight filtering through tree branches.

And the sky, slowly setting into a blue and red twilight.

And…

A strange stillness that had settled over the entire alley.

“…….”

No sound could be heard.

Even the chirping of birds that had been cheerfully singing just moments ago.

Even the rustling whispers of the bushes now and then.

Even the clattering of daily life from afar, all of it.

‘Something…’

Something was wrong.

The girl hurriedly began to guard her surroundings.

But it was already too late.

A whip flying from somewhere bound the girl’s body.

At the same time, a reddish light isolated the surroundings.

*Clatter!*

“Ugh…?!”

Arms, legs, neck, waist.

Ropes binding every part of her body without missing a single spot.

Regia, flustered, tried to resist, but strangely, her body had no strength.

No matter how much she focused, she couldn't draw forth mana.

This was due to the ‘Dispel’ magic coating the whip.

Thanks to this, the girl couldn't even use her specialty, summoning magic.

“U-Ugh…!”

Regia struggled desperately.

Normally, she would have somehow freed herself from the binds, but currently, her energy was depleted.

Her helpless movements merely resulted in her sprawling on the ground.

In front of the girl stood unidentified assailants.

An eerie murderous aura swirled around them.

‘Dangerous.’

There was no way out.

She tried to call for help outside the alley, but her voice couldn’t properly carry.

Regia’s voice was muted due to the barrier’s effect.

*Thump.*

As she lost strength from her futile resistance, a man soon approached.

Judging by his attire, he appeared to be the leader of the group.

Something viscous was dripping from his ragged, covered hand.

It was none other than demonic energy.

“Sacrifice. Destruction. Will. Now. Be carried out.”

An echo seemingly boiling with malice.

The shadow then directed his palm, filled with demonic energy, towards the girl.

A dreadful stench, and terror, engulfed the entire alley.

The creeping shadow targeted the girl.

There was no way to escape.

Regia unconsciously closed her eyes.

*Crack!*

However.

The hand the man had extended was violently flung back.

Sparks originating from somewhere repelled the demonic energy.

‘Ring of Fate.’

The accessory, sensing danger, had deployed an instantaneous defense.

The ring on her finger soon shattered.

Being a consumable item, it immediately disappeared.

As she watched the green light crumble like dust, a voice suddenly brushed past her ear.

-You… kept wearing the ring.

-Please make sure to carry it with you. Don’t forget it, and don’t lose it.

-One day, it will protect you, Regia.

The light vanished from Regia’s eyes.

Though the attack was miraculously blocked, nothing had changed.

She was still unable to even counterattack.

The opponent in front of her merely shook his stinging hand and unleashed demonic energy once more.

The time the ring had bought was merely about 10 seconds.

The girl was helpless against the approaching death.

“Calamity. Dragon. Be reborn.”

Following the continuous chant, the sky gradually darkened.

By then, no trace of the ring remained.

Just 10 seconds.

“Hey, you guys.”

But.

Those 10 seconds were enough to create time for someone to intervene.

At the end of the alley, a shadow flickered.

A red line bisected the air.

*Slice!*

A strike delivered without a moment to react.

The man quickly ducked his head.

Unlike a few who reacted swiftly, some members of the group had their heads severed.

They hadn’t been able to evade it. The cut was chillingly clean.

The man conducting the ritual slowly turned around.

“…….”

“What are you doing to our kid?”

There stood a fox.

A fox, wreathed in deep crimson flames, with a sword pointed.

She glared at the man with fierce eyes.

The flickering flames drove away the darkness.

“Stop your nonsense and get out.”

It was the arrival of reinforcements.

        
            Irene Foxis.

Her entry into the alley was purely accidental.
A strange, unsettling intuition had tugged at her sleeve.
The fox was simply drawn by that ominous feeling, inadvertently witnessing the scene.
Perhaps it might have flaws if dismissed as pure coincidence.
In short, the girl had simply followed her instincts.

-You are on the cusp of transcendence.
-Slowly, in three years, or quickly, within a year, you will reach the stars.

She was treading the threshold of the stars.
It was a period when her fundamental body was transforming, and simultaneously, her senses were becoming the sharpest in her life.
It was the so-called ‘transitional period’ that those on the verge of transcendence often experienced.

Thanks to this, Irene's nerves were sharper than ever.
With the added 'instinct' unique to beast-kin, the girl's keenness had surpassed its limits.
This time, she reaped the full benefits of it.

‘Something’s off.’

As she was returning from shopping in the market district, as usual.
The fox suddenly detected a murky aura nearby.
Following the stench that wafted from it, she discovered an alleyway where a dozen or so people had gathered.
There, a familiar pink-haired figure was surrounded by assailants.

Irene leaped without hesitation.

And now.

“Ugh...!”
Clang! Grrrk...! Thud!

The girl was fending off the attacks pressing in from the front.
Even in the darkness, afterimages wreathed in flames bloomed.
The sword's tip swayed calmly.

Whoosh-!

A sword strike swooping down from above.
The fox evaded with a brief nod, then channeled her ki into her sword.
Immediately after, her firepower intensified for a moment, as if oil had been poured onto it.
The unleashed flames brilliantly engulfed the surroundings.
It was like a blazing flower consuming the dawn.

Fwoosh-!

“Hup...!”

With a shout, she unleashed a single strike.
The surging flames cleaved through the pitch-black shadows, engulfing enemies like a crimson storm.
The figures caught in the torrent lay sprawled, leaving behind only flesh and the smell of burning.
However, those who had blocked the attack merely stood relaxed.

Whoosh-.

When the smoke cleared, the assailants stood there.
All of them wearing blood-red robes.

“……”

On some of their epaulets, a very familiar emblem was carved.
Irene immediately discerned the identity of her opponents.

‘Cultists.’

It was an unforgettable emblem.
She still remembered the time she was abducted to their research facility.
The intense aversion etched into her mind was not easily erased.

The fox cut down another approaching enemy.
With her eyes, she was rapidly assessing the current situation.
Her mental calculator whirred.

‘What… how did this happen?’

The sudden appearance of the cultists.
Moreover, figures wearing golden epaulets flickered at their sides.
Despite their sporadic presence, Irene saw right through them.
They were none other than the [Businessman]'s forces… his direct elite unit, the 'Hounds.'

Irene took a deep breath, maintaining her composure.

‘No way.’

She had heard rumors that the two factions had joined forces sometime ago.
But she never imagined they would be orchestrating something like this.

Slish-.

The girl's emotions weren't swayed.
Instead, she calmly quelled her reason, seeking a way to break through the situation.
This was something she had learned while with Yuda over the past year.

‘The Hounds… they’re not a particularly threatening force.’

However, complacency would only be a dagger to herself.
Irene calmly regulated her breathing.
Then, she aimed the blazing blade forward.

-Stop this nonsense and scram.

Although she had declared it with such momentum, the situation was not particularly favorable for the fox.
As mentioned, the Hounds were merely a nuisance.
They were not particularly threatening opponents.
However, the problem was the man at the forefront, who appeared to be leading the group.

His ragged attire. Beyond that clothing, an eerie aura flowed.
With just a brief assessment of the atmosphere, the girl made her judgment.

‘……That one looks dangerous.’

For now, he wasn’t stepping forward, merely observing from behind.
But there was no telling when he might change his mind.
The fox furrowed her brow.

‘This is the worst.’

Unfortunately.
Irene’s condition hadn’t been good recently either.
Perhaps because she was treading the threshold of the stars, her abilities felt suppressed compared to usual.
Her ultimate skill, the Crimson Flame, also became unstable frequently.
Under these conditions, dealing with the Hounds and subduing that ragged man didn’t seem easy.

Of course, annihilation wasn’t the only condition for victory.

‘Is the area blocked by a barrier?’

An unidentified boundary separating the entire alleyway.
The fox calmly scanned the reddish background.
Since high-density magic was being deployed within the academy, the faculty would soon notice the anomaly.
No matter how well they concealed their traces, they couldn’t deceive every eye.
The girl estimated the time until other reinforcements would arrive.

‘Roughly… about 10 more minutes.’

It wasn't a pleasant conclusion.
Right now, she was holding the opponents at bay, but once a full-scale clash began, she would be overwhelmed.
Especially that ragged man; he wasn't someone she could challenge with her current strength.
His sheer aura alone indicated that he was in a different league.
From her brief assessment, he was on the level of an Astro Vice-Commander.
Just facing him felt like her breath was being choked off.

“Haa…”

She couldn't envision any way to win against him.
Her shoulders merely trembled under the chilling pressure.

As she pondered the moment, a voice naturally brushed against her ear.
It was advice she had received sometime ago.

-Never go against the flow.
-Natural law is absolute.
-If you try to defy the stars with the power of a mere creature, you will surely pay a price worse than death.

Is there really no way?
She clicked her tongue lightly.

Around her, the bodies of those cut down earlier lay scattered.
Before her, five Hounds remained.
And one ragged man.

“Huu…”

She painstakingly regained her ragged breath.
The tip of her sword pointed towards the sky.

Just as she was about to take her next leap, an eerie presence suddenly licked at the nape of her neck.
Overwhelmed by the crushing killing intent, the fox froze in place.
At the edge of her trembling vision, the ragged man stood.

Step-.

Quietly approaching steps.
The man, who hadn't made a move until now, had finally stirred.
An eerie atmosphere pressed in, coiling around them.

His lips murmured lowly.
“Time. Insufficient. Quickly. Dispose.”

A grotesquely choppy voice.
His rusted fingers, like old iron bars, pointed at the void.
Following this, a faintly colored incantation echoed.

“Annihilation… line up. The dawn.”

Was it the moment of activation right after that?
A storm raged on one side.
The magic energy swirling nearby converged, soon engulfing the surrounding space in pitch black.
The extending darkness completely obscured the vision inside the barrier.
Caught in the torrent, Irene squeezed her eyes shut.

And, not long after.
When she lifted her eyelids again.

“……?”

They were standing in an entirely different location.
A chilling wind brushed against her spine.
The peaceful academy town scenery that had been there just moments before had vanished without a trace.
Before her eyes, a bone-chilling cemetery lay spread out.
It was an domain deployed by none other than the ragged man.

‘He was a Domain user…!’

Irene wore a look of dismay.
Sharp coldness colored her cheeks.
The pitch-black background was utterly eerie.
At the center, where all death and bone dust were scattered, the ragged man held an old shovel.
Behind him, only broken crosses and defiled gravestones stood in rows.
The man gazed at the fox with lifeless eyes.

“To the call. Respond.”

A twisted phrase.
It was the final sentence that completed his domain.

The shimmering magic energy solidified into form.

Rumble-.

Simultaneously, something began to pour down like rain from the blackened sky.
It was thousands of coffins, carrying the deceased.
They struck the ground in countless numbers.
The objects falling from above were quite threatening.

Slam! Crash!

The pitch-black boxes slammed into the dirt one after another.
Afterward, the coffin lids simultaneously flew open.
Broken fragments, and beyond the dawn, shadowy figures wriggled and burst forth.
These were corpses so thoroughly steeped in magic that their forms were distorted beyond recognition.
Skeletons, their rotting flesh clinging to them, stumbled across the ground.
It was a momentarily overwhelming sight.

“This, what in the….”

Irene found herself muttering blankly.
As if she had just faced hell itself.

But even in this horrific situation, the Necromancer merely gave commands.
His cold voice, mixed with death, carried forth.

“Fill. Your hungry bellies.”

The voice fell among the corpses gathered like an ant swarm.
The mindless dead responded to their master’s call.
Without anyone taking the lead, the undead began to rush towards the fox.
Their decaying steps turned the cemetery landscape into a pandemonium.
Grotesque screams tore through the silence.

Kieeeek!!

Had their vocal cords rotted away?
The monstrous cries, which could hardly be called voices, rang in her ears.
Their poisonously bared, pitch-black teeth rushed at her eagerly.
The intertwining of murderous intent and greed played a dirge.

“Damn it…!”

Surrounded on all sides.
The fox hastily unleashed her flames, pushing back the surging specters.
However, it didn't go as planned. Despite the crimson flames, the corpses charged relentlessly.
They were rushing through the fire.
The girl ultimately had to face them one by one with her sword.

Slice-!

Crimson lines streaked through the air.
The sword’s trajectory, drawn straight and true.
The scattering flesh, alongside the flames, painted a picture of contempt for the dead.
The encroaching dawn was so terrible, making her arm tingle.
Nevertheless, Irene systematically slaughtered the corpses.

Squish, Splat-!

The bursting sound of shattering heads.
The number of enemies was overwhelming.
Perhaps receiving buffs within the Necromancer’s domain, the strength of the charging undead was abnormally powerful.
Moreover, the unaddressed Hounds were constantly looking for an opening.
At the very front, the Necromancer himself was swinging his shovel.
Despite her fierce struggle, the fox was gradually losing ground.

‘There’s no answer.’

        
            ‘There’s no answer.’

Numbers, firepower, stamina.
It was a situation where they were thoroughly outmatched in every aspect.
Forget victory, the fight itself couldn't even be established.
Moreover, the girl had someone to protect, so the battle was bound to be even more one-sided.

Irene hid the unconscious Regia behind her back.
Then, she raised her sword.
Flare.
Was even the crimson flame slowly running out of energy?
It was becoming increasingly difficult to maintain.
At this rate, she would clearly be exhausted within at least five minutes.
No… perhaps having her limbs torn off by those things would come first.

The girl gasped out the breath that had reached her throat.
“Haa, haa…!”
She couldn’t see a way.
Even after cutting down one, then two, all that came back were dozens of grasping hands.
For the fox, desperately maintaining the current state was the best she could do.

She scanned her surroundings as sweat dripped down.
‘This is too much.’
Had she only just managed to deal with 100 of them?
Rotten chunks of flesh piled at her feet.
Looking at the thousands of specters spread beyond them, only a dark despair seemed to spread.

The fox erased unnecessary thoughts and composed her disordered posture.
Not missing the chance, a heavy blow aimed for the girl’s neck.
Irene barely managed to block it by tilting her sword’s flat side.
Clang!!
“Ugh…!”
“Your. story. is. meaningless.”

What lunged at her was the Ragged Man.
A shovel imbued with demonic energy.
Thick brute force pushed the girl back little by little.
The dirt ground left lines along her shoe soles, and the scorch marks from the flames grew fainter.
Eventually, the fox couldn't endure the pressure, and her sword wavered.
Her opponent didn't allow such a gap.
Clink! Thud!
The man lightly parried the shovel, then landed a middle kick to her abdomen.
Irene staggered with a painful gasp.
“Cough…!”
Screech!
Even in such a moment, the corpses showed no mercy.
Claws flying from the side aimed for her eyes.
The girl barely managed to twist her head, but a deep wound was etched onto her cheek where it missed.
The spot where demonic energy had seeped in corroded, leaving a burning pain behind.
A distinct wave of nausea struck the fox.
“Ugh, uh…”

Irene tried to catch her breath.
However, the staggering beast ultimately fell to her knees in the dirt.
The flames that illuminated the graveyard’s dawn went out.
Her once red hair returned to its original orange, and the burning sword blade cooled down.
All her energy was depleted.

“Haa, haa…”
“Is it over?”
Had he recognized that she no longer had the strength to resist?
The Ragged Man lowered the shovel he had aimed.
And then he spoke.
“Hand. over. Regia. Filers.”
“……”
“We. do. not. take. unnecessary. lives.”
Meaning, if she obediently handed over the pilot, he wouldn't take her life.

Irene remained kneeling, unable to answer.
Her shallow breaths turned into mist.
Throb.
It was painful.
Decay was progressing in the wounded areas, and her skin, contaminated by demonic energy, felt like it was peeling off.
Moreover, corpses all around were licking their lips, as if wanting to fill their stomachs.
Thousands of corpses, at that.
It was a terrifying sight.
Nevertheless, the girl articulated.
“……Go eat sh*t.”

She had no intention of handing over Regia.
The fox understood the situation.
If she allowed their will to be carried out, her entire daily life would be shattered.
The peaceful days and the time she had spent would be scattered.
The days she wanted to protect, or had to protect, with that person would be ruined.
That’s why the girl couldn't break.

“Then. you. must. die.”
The Ragged Man extended his hand as he spoke.
Irene gripped her sword with trembling hands, even if barely.
A warning brushed past her ears once more.
-Never go against the flow.
-Order is the absolute law.
-If you try to defy a star with the power of a mere creature, you will surely pay a price worse than death.

The Sword Saint had warned her.
If she forcibly opened the door, she would suffer a backlash.
He had even added that she would live for eternity, trapped in her inner world.
His eyes were serious, without a hint of playfulness.
As if telling her to stop, specifically, that choice.
“Ha…”
Nevertheless, the girl had no other way.

The girl melted her concentration into the sword.
Beyond her slowly sinking consciousness.
She sought the light inherent within herself.
Soon, a faint resonance reached her ears.
[My pitiful fox.]
It was the voice of the star.
As she tried to forcibly open the inner door, it seemed to be a will to dissuade her.
Irene ignored the noise and gathered her strength.
[Why do you hasten your own end?]
[Even knowing what tragedy unprepared starlight will bring.]
[You are like a moth flying into a flame.]

It was a path she had to walk.
To protect her home, sometimes she needed the resolve to even pierce through flames.
The girl, no longer weak, knew that fact.
She gritted her teeth and knocked on the inner door.
[Are you not afraid?]
She was afraid.
Yet, she did not run.
[Are you not sad?]
She was sad.
Yet, she did not cry.
If she could slay the grim reaper before her, if she could protect this place in the end, that would be enough for her.
She roughly knocked on the inner door once more.
[You will be trapped in eternity.]
[In a place where one hour is like one year, you will meet no one and live a punishment of thousands of years.]
[Is your altruism and resolve strong enough to bear such karma?]

It didn't matter.
Instead of answering, the fox simply clenched her fist with force.
A pure white light gradually spread around her.
[Will you… not regret it?]
Regret.
Her hand paused for a moment at that resonance.
But as if nothing had happened, light flickered in her gathered palm.
Perhaps it accepted Irene’s stubborn will.
The star finally stopped trying to dissuade her.
[Very well.]

A somewhat poignant voice.
A faint night sky was reflected beside her.
[If that is your nobility… though it may be foolish, I will not stop you.]
[The stars will remember your dawn.]
[My fox.]
The star whispered.
[Open your eyes.]

The next moment.
A single beam of brilliance pierced through the storm clouds and descended.
A flash of light surging into the middle of the graveyard.
It was starlight, wrapping only around the fox.
Beyond her suddenly lifted eyelids, only pure white pupils glinted.
From the tightly gripped sword, pure white flames blazed vividly.
Intense heat colored the surroundings.

“……”
Irene was standing upright, somehow.
She gazed at the thousands of forces surrounding her, and the single necromancer.
The man’s eyes, which had been lifeless, were filled with awe.
The fox simply raised her sword without another word.
Whoosh.
Wind calmly wrapping around her fingertips.
A sense of omnipotence swallowed her entire body.
Now, she felt like she could cut down the enemy before her… no, even the world itself.
The brilliant starlight filled her mind with countless awakenings and exclamations.
Her palely shimmering pupils clearly resembled stars.
The field of corpses where gloomy dawn had settled.
In its center stood only a single holy light.
The girl grasped the light.
‘It’s serene.’
It felt as if all of dawn had stopped, except for herself.
Scattered silence fluttered like flower petals.
She felt as though she could count every single particle within the scenery.
In that brief yet enchanting illusion, Irene slowly drew her single strike.
A straight horizon was left on the endlessly vast land.
Immediately after.
—!!!
That single strike produced no sound at all.
Only, for a moment, the world split apart.
The necromancer, corpses, and hounds who had unilaterally faced the straight line.
They remained spellbound, then belatedly realized they had been cut.
Thousands of necks simultaneously began to fall.
Only then did a belated, drawn-out slicing sound reverberate.
Slice!
“……Burn.”

Her lips barely moved.
The pure white flames, as if responding to her call, swallowed the enemies without leaving a trace.
The Ragged Man’s sturdy domain shattered into pieces.
Just a single strike.
Yet, the girl had glimpsed a completely different world.
A deep exhilaration, quiet yet intense, began to overwhelm her.
As the light drove away the dawn.
[This is the end.]

Suddenly, her consciousness blurred.
The fox’s legs gave out, and she soon collapsed onto the ground.
The surrounding scenery had returned to the academy alleyway.
The star’s voice faintly lingered in her ears.
[How foolish you are.]
[Now, nothing can be undone.]
[I can only hope that you have lived your star to the fullest.]
[My pitiful fox.]
Fading.
Even that voice grew fainter and fainter.
Irene merely accepted her fading consciousness, unable to offer any resistance.

As she sank into a deep sea, there was someone she thought of.
His uniquely ominous presence kept flickering in her mind.
‘Yuda.’
In the end, she had broken a taboo, but it wasn't a reckless act without thought.
Because Irene wasn't the type to be that reckless.
A low resonance echoed within her.
‘I’m not scared.’
Her consciousness flickered on and off.
Her pure white pupils lost their brief glow, and her closed eyelids welcomed a gentle rest.
Even as all her senses blurred as if underwater, the fox…
Slowly.
…as if falling asleep.
Yet, she did not fear what came next.
She simply sank into the flow.
‘If it’s you…’
…you’ll surely find me.
Wherever I am, no matter how far I fall, you’ll find me.
The strike she unleashed just before was her trust in you and their relationship.
The belief that you would definitely find her, even if it took days, months, years, or centuries.
With just that belief, the fox was ready to endure hundreds of days.
The girl conveyed her last, unheard words.
“I’ll wait.”
So.
Just don’t take too long.

***

A few hours later.
Orange hair lay calmly on the sickbed.
The fox was unconscious, as if asleep.
“Irene.”
Beside the girl, a boy sat.
With his hand clasped over her slender one.
The golden snake looked down at the only being for him.
With a gently extended hand, he caressed her pure white cheek.
He soon murmured with a complex smile.
“When I receive such trust… I have no choice but to respond.”
The boy tidied her disheveled hair.
He then left a low whisper.
“Wait for me.”
It was the fulfillment of a responsibility once promised.
A relationship that didn’t end merely with trust.
Having sought to tame someone, it was a truth naturally derived.
A voice acknowledging that they were the only ones for each other.
The snake replied.
“Because I will find you.”
That he wouldn’t leave her alone.

        
            Swish.

Following the gentle breeze, ripples spread across the water.

Smelling the salty air that brushed past her nose, the fox lifted her closed eyelids.

Lukewarm air caressed her cheeks.

......

What met her gaze was none other than the endlessly sprawling open sea.

Warm sunlight ruffled her reddish-orange hair.

Only familiar silence lingered in her ears.

It was a strange scene.

Gently undulating waves.
An endlessly stretching water surface.
The sky-blue background resembled a painting of the sea.

The fox realized she was in a nightmare.

‘This is...’

A hard object pressed against her back.

Turning around at the strange sensation, she saw straight iron bars surrounding her.

Their surface was rusted as if weathered by a long passage of time.

It was a single-celled prison standing in the middle of the sea.

The girl smiled bitterly.

‘......It’s been a while.’

The dream that had plagued her for years.
At the same time, it was a nightmare she had almost stopped having since she was with him.

A faint sense of déjà vu flickered.

-You will be trapped in eternity.

-In a place where one hour is like one year, you will meet no one and live out a thousand-year sentence.

-Is your selflessness and resolve strong enough to bear such sin?

They called it a mental world.

Was it a reflection of her subconscious?

Or was this prison on the water's surface truly a representation of her inner self?

The loneliness she thought she had forgotten poked at her heart.

Irene had to force herself to look away.

“......”

A sight filled with refreshing clarity, like a summer day.

Waves that rippled so calmly.

The bottom was slightly submerged in the water.

Thanks to this, the lapping seawater covered the girl's ankles.

Yet, her clothes and tail were not wet at all, clearly indicating it was a dream.

Her movements swayed.

‘It’s quiet.’

Whoosh.

Suddenly, the sea breeze tousled her hair.

The fox, who had been fluttering with the wind for a moment, soon leaned against the old iron bars and sank down.

The rusted iron lever groaned with a clank.

Screech.

Regardless, the fox hugged her knees.

Beyond the bars, nothing existed.

Only empty waves flowed.

As her gaze drifted beyond the horizon, a faint sense of exhaustion soon weighed down her shoulders.

Only the blue sea was deeply reflected in her dark eyes.

Irene was so fragile she seemed as if she might break at any moment.

“......There really is no one.”

She murmured faintly.

This place was lonely.

As if the entire landscape had been formed to isolate her.

There was no sign of human presence, let alone any other living creature.

A horizon where only the sea and sunlight existed.

The girl was perfectly alone.

“How long will I have to wait?”

A sinking silence.

The peaceful scenery was beautiful, but beyond that, it was cruel.

The girl shook off unnecessary melancholy and fell into thought.

Her thoughts turned to a certain boy.

-Irene.

The fox let out a faint smile.

Soon, her eyes gently closed.

She whispered words that couldn't be heard aloud.

It was a monologue that completely filled the emptiness.

“Please come quickly.”

Perhaps it was weakness.

With a hint of fear, the girl confessed her fragility.

“Because a world without you... is this lonely.”

Swish.

Only the sound of waves remained in her ears.

Of the thousands of days she had to endure, this was merely the first.

The fox waited in silence.

***

When I heard the news and returned to the academy.

The situation had already concluded.

-Only the bodies of the assailants remained at the scene.

-Regia student carried Irene on her back and ran to our faculty infirmary.

-We immediately issued a lockdown order for the entire academy.

-We apologize for our belated response.

Professor Cadell's voice explained the situation.

Ignoring the inaudible noise, I could only look down at the fox lying on the sickbed.

Perhaps seeing that my expression was particularly uncontrolled.

Cadell hesitated beside me for a while, then uncharacteristically patted my back.

And then offered awkward words of comfort.

-Irene... protected the academy.

-Everyone in the academy owes her their lives.

-My condolences.

I listened in silence.

Because I didn't know what to say about the scene before my eyes.

Even so, Irene showed no sign of movement.

As if she were asleep.

‘Inner slumber.’

According to the infirmary's diagnosis, the fox was trapped in her mental world.

It seemed to be the price for forcibly drawing out her dormant power.

As I looked down at the girl who had fought alone, Selena, who was standing beside me, suddenly spoke.

The woman's voice was cautious, unlike usual.

I quietly looked back at the drunkard.

“Yuda student...”

“What is Irene’s condition?”

“Since she's trapped in her mental world... her life isn't in immediate danger, but I don't know if her mind will hold up afterward.”

“......”

Right.

Because a mental world is different from the real world, it maintains its own unique concepts.

The most representative example is that the flow of time is different.

When one hour passes in reality, one year passes in the mental world.

That's why her mental state is a concern.

Because time eventually breaks down the inner self.

“How much time has passed?”

“Approximately... five hours.”

“That means five years have already passed inside.”

There was no time to delay.

Even at this very moment, Irene must be enduring an eternity.

As I maintained a serious expression for a moment, the whimpering girl suddenly clutched my sleeve.

It was Regia, who had been holding the fox's hand beside the sickbed.

The pink-haired girl broke down with heavy tear stains.

“It’s all my fault.”

“Regia.”

“Irene... because of me... trying to protect someone like me...”

“Don’t cry. This isn’t anyone’s fault.”

“Because I’m weak... still lacking, I ended up being a burden.”

“The situation was simply not good.”

I gently admonished the pilot.

She was merely targeted, not in a position to feel guilt.

If blame were to be assigned to someone... it would rightfully fall to me.

Because I failed to fulfill the responsibility I had promised from the beginning.

‘I should have protected her.’

I hadn't anticipated the cultists' movements.

Of all days, today, when I had left to discuss defense measures for the academy.

I hadn't known that their infiltration would coincide with that time.

I clenched my fist, realizing I had been complacent.

The skin where my nails dug in stung.

‘I am...’

At times like this, I couldn't help but remind myself.

That I was not a god.

I was neither omnipotent nor omniscient like one.

I was merely an ignorant puppet even in the face of tomorrow.

As I calmed my churning thoughts, Selena then posed a question.

It was a question of my intentions.

“According to records so far... there are almost no cases of recovery from a state like Irene's. Most people live the rest of their lives unconscious, they say. Yuda student, what do you intend to do now?”

“......Of course, I must fulfill my duty.”

I answered.

Without a trace of hesitation.

“I will save Irene. Even if it means direct intervention.”

“Direct intervention... Surely you don’t mean entering her mental world yourself?”

“You heard correctly.”

Selena was literally aghast.

She furrowed her brow, meeting my eyes as if asking if I was sane.

The pupils, tinged with vivid red, were somehow sad.

“You know how dangerous that is... Yuda student.”

“Life, by its very nature, is accompanied by danger.”

“This isn’t a matter of assessing risk! It’s simply considered impossible.”

The woman spoke with a somewhat agitated voice.

I understood her reaction.

Because stepping into another person's mental world... was no different from saying one would swim in lava.

The process of invading a being with an established ego entails countless risks.

One could easily be absorbed into the mental world itself.

As such, the mental realm was treated as an absolute domain.

And I had just said I would break through such a place.

“I have a responsibility.”

What is essential is invisible to the eye.

Just as the rose was precious to the prince in the fairy tale, the reason the fox is precious to me must be because of the time I invested in her.

People, through generations, eventually lost this truth.

I hoped not to.

“I must go.”

One is always responsible for what one has tamed.

Therefore, I must take responsibility for my rose.

As a certain fairy tale says.

“......”

I held a resolute gaze.

Our gazes, chillingly intersecting.

Perhaps she realized I wouldn't back down.

Selena, who had been looking up at me for a while, then spoke with a complicated sigh.

Her expression looked as if she desperately craved alcohol.

“You won’t listen... even if I try to stop you, will you?”

“I apologize for being such a stubborn student.”

“It’s good that you know.”

Ultimately, the master conceded to the student.

Because there was no time to waste like this.

The drunkard took my hand.

“I’ll assist you. To help you enter as safely as possible.”

“That would be a great help. Thank you.”

Waving mana fluctuations.

Feeling my consciousness grow hazy, I unfolded my shadow without hesitation.

With a gently extended finger, I touched Irene's forehead.

A soft, blooming light resembled a star.

I closed my eyes, ready to enter.

Snap!

The clear snapping sound echoed between my fingers.

Snapping my fingers, I also performed the illusion.

And the next moment.

“......”

Swish.

When I opened my eyes again.

The faint sound of waves reached my previously silent ears.

I stood in the center of a vast sea.

***

From then on, it was a continuous wandering.

Crossing the transparent ripples, cutting through the calm waves, I sailed the sea of unknowing.

The small boat woven from shadows faithfully performed its role.

How long had I been breathing in the sea breeze?

“Haa...”

By perception, nearly half a year had passed.

The scenery here resembled the 'nightmare' Irene often spoke of.

It seemed her subconscious had influenced the mental world.

While worrying about the fox who must be suffering from terrible loneliness, I steeled myself and rowed the oar carved from shadows.

With the belief that the girl waiting for me would be somewhere beyond that horizon.

I traversed the sea for a long time.

And then.

“......”

I finally reached my destination.

An iron cage floating on the water's surface.

As Irene had described, a single-celled prison floated there.

Beyond the bars, reddish-orange hair was faintly visible.

I steered the bow of my boat towards it.

Swish.

Waves gently touching the surroundings.

In the center of such a scene, the fox quietly kept her eyelids closed.

Her pale complexion suggested she was exhausted from long solitude.

Clear tear stains marked her fair cheeks.

It was time to return.

Beyond the worn sea, to the home we had shared.

‘Together.’

From outside the prison, I knocked on the bars.

A low metallic reverberation spread.

Clink clink.

“......?”

An unfamiliar sound.

At that, the girl's closed eyelids fluttered open.

Her stiff neck turned, and soon her dark eyes met my gaze.

Beyond their transparent surface, only the blond boy was fully reflected.

Her eyes showed disbelief at the present moment.

Her lifeless pupils began to tremble.

I waved my hand towards Irene.

A gentle smile formed on my lips.

Our gazes, crossing each other, resembled a certain time.

Like the moment we first met.

-It's a pleasure to meet you.

-You probably can't imagine how much I wanted to meet you.

Just like then, I smiled.

A faint monologue colored the scene.

“Irene.”

I told you.

That I wouldn't leave you alone.

“I’m sorry for making you wait so long.”

The serpent found the fox.

        
            Irene waited.

In the iron cage where only the sea and wind breathed.

She had constantly waited for someone to find her.

The years spent in confinement felt like an eternity.

A whistling sound.

The surrounding scenery was peaceful.

A lukewarm breeze, pleasantly cool waves, and sunlight of beautiful hues...

The vividly dyed blue resembled a summer's day.

Yet, the reason the girl suffered was because she knew it was all mere deception.

The fox could not escape the sea.

‘How much time... has passed?’

A field of water, spread out in blue.

Irene merely sat there, slowly sinking.

She had to make any effort to regain her fragmented consciousness.

Whenever bad thoughts arose from the terrible loneliness, the fox would mumble to herself, consoling the emptiness.

To shake off the gloom, she would hum a tune, and sometimes, with her eyelids closed, she would fantasize about the outside world.

But it was only the act of patching up rags.

The girl wore down day by day.

‘It hurts.’

Tears flowed.

Splashing emotions scratched down her cheeks at times.

The fox groaned at the hot streaks of water.

Despite fighting off miserable seasickness and moments, Irene's situation did not change at all.

Instead, it worsened.

‘There’s no one.’

A somewhat somber silence.

The thinly spread water surface.

Whenever she looked down at the scene reflected in the water's surface, she would realize she was alone.

Because the girl didn't want to admit it, she would splash the water.

So that the rippling waves would soon erase all reflections.

Splash.

The fox curled her body.

The ocean wind's silence increasingly pushed her to the brink.

Even in such a situation, Irene only replayed the memory of a certain boy.

Clutching the moments that lingered on her fingertips.

-Irene.

Irene had to endure.

Because there was someone who would come find her soon.

But for the girl, it was too long a time.

‘His voice... I can’t remember it.’

When forgetting someone.

They say the voice is the first thing to fade.

Day by day, the boy's resonance grew fainter.

Despite remembering all the words he whispered—promises, dawn, connections...

Only his gentle voice was scattering like paint dissolving in the sea.

Because of this, the fox had to tear at her hair and plead.

To the mercilessly distant days.

‘No... I don’t want to forget, please.’

The deepening rift.

The girl lived day by day, swept away by that sense of disconnect.

She desperately wished for someone to find her.

Had it been around four years?

Irene realized she was clinging to her limits.

Generally, when confined in isolation, most people cannot last a month alone.

The fox, with her unique transcendental mental strength, had endured forty times that duration.

Even she had no way to overcome the nonlinear sense of loss.

She merely stared at the horizon and murmured.

Even knowing it was a pointless act.

‘Yuda.’

Where might you be?

Are you searching for me somewhere?

Why the delay?

Are you longing for me as much as I long for you?

Or have you completely forgotten me and moved on?

......Perhaps, you’ve abandoned me?

Creeping.

Bad thoughts gnaw at the heart.

Irene covered her ears.

Nevertheless, a faint whisper lingered around her ears.

As if mocking a foolish animal.

-You've been betrayed.

-Indeed... after being burned by humans, to trust them again.

-It was the same when you were young. You were tricked by that businessman and lost your clan and your Teacher-nim, didn't you?

-That boy who promised you eternity is no different; he's just another human.

-You know, don't you? Humans are like that.

Shut up.

Don't babble thoughtlessly.

-He might have already forgotten.

-Your existence means nothing to that boy.

The girl tried not to listen.

Her inner self constantly wavered.

That person was not someone who would easily abandon another.

Even knowing that, the fox cried every time.

That she missed him, that she wanted to see him, or... that he shouldn't abandon her.

Her sea endlessly churned.

“......”

How much more time had passed?

Now, her sense of counting days had dulled, and so many days had passed that it was difficult to even guess.

The years, eroded by the ocean wind, simply flowed down as tears.

Irene wanted to let go of everything.

The stark blue scenery was enough to break the girl.

One day, while swimming through an unending conclusion.

Clinking.

Suddenly, an unfamiliar sound reached her ears.

It was the sound of something striking the iron cage.

“......?”

The girl unknowingly opened her eyes.

A world of nothingness, where no marine life, birds, or shipwrecks could be found.

Amidst such scenery, a distinct sound echoed.

As if someone was knocking on the bars.

The fox turned her head.

"No way," she thought, shifting her gaze with a listless murmur.

Black eyes met hers from beyond the iron bars.

And then.

“Irene.”

They met.

The squinting boy, standing unbelievably outside the bars, looking down at her.

He shimmered in her vision, exactly as she remembered him.

The snake with a faint smile.

However, Irene had no time to ponder that smile.

Because her attention was focused on only one thing.

“I’m sorry for making you wait so long.”

His voice.

A voice almost bleached away, one she thought she had forgotten.

A voice she thought she would never hear again.

The longed-for resonance lingered around the fox's ears.

Perhaps that momentary whisper became the catalyst.

That incredibly sweet moment soon triggered a chain reaction of the girl's memories.

Like fireworks exploding in the early morning sky.

-Won’t you let me tame you?

-I merely need a friend.

In her naive days.

From their first meeting, when she was wary of him.

-I hope today's events don’t become a nightmare.

-If I can make you even a little less unhappy, I will gladly lend you my strength.

-Because one must always take responsibility for what one has tamed.

When everything was bleak.

The moment he saved her with a glimmer of light.

-From now on, much will change.

-The only one for each other.

-For I will never abandon you.

The dawn when she was promised to the boy.

That summer day when she was finally tamed.

And then.

-Your cooking skills have improved so much.

-Now, I could really trust you with the kitchen, not just myself, Irene.

-The problem is that you’re quite spoiled for a maid.

-Well... that’s also part of your charm.

The dormitory where only the two of them were.

Even the sweet daily life, day by day, because they were together.

Stories accumulated one by one, overflowing.

Irene couldn't withstand such a wave and finally burst into tears.

The softly formed water droplets soon flowed down her cheeks.

“Ugh, ugh...”

Drip, drip.

The falling droplets created delicate ripples on the water's surface.

The hot streaks of tears mingled with the seawater, forming a world where they finally faced each other.

The blue sea was a testament to the sorrow she had lived through.

Only then did the fox realize.

Creak.

The snake carefully opened the door of the iron cage, which wasn't even locked.

He stood unmoving on the sea.

As if walking on water.

Splash!

The girl immediately sprang up from her spot.

Water splashed at her feet for a moment.

Without even a hint of hesitation, Irene simply threw herself into the boy's arms.

The separation of nearly six years finally came to an end.

The fox spoke with a voice hoarse from crying.

“Why are you so late... you fool...”

“I have no excuse.”

The boy patted her back.

Though Irene was the one who expressed reproach, she was also the one who denied it.

The girl shook her head as if to say that wasn't what she meant.

She buried her face in his chest and frantically rubbed her cheek against him.

His usual gentle scent, and his body warmth.

Dark tear stains appeared on his red shirt.

The fox mumbled with a tearful voice.

“Thank you... Thank you for finding me.”

The fox who had not been abandoned.

The boy said nothing, merely held her slender body.

Their lukewarm temperatures, mingling, escaped the iron cage.

It felt as if old, worn-out sorrow was crumbling down.

The snake whispered into the fox’s ear.

“You’ve suffered so much.”

“......”

“Let’s go home. To our home.”

They crossed the sea.

***

The vast blue sea.

The snake and the fox were together in a rowboat, retracing the path of the consciousness they had traversed.

The girl sat in the back seat, tightly embracing his dependable back.

His clearly radiating body heat provided comfort.

Irene buried her face in his clothes.

‘A cool scent...’

Had she become addicted?

Perhaps because of the sense of stability his scent provided, the fox couldn’t stop inhaling.

Her naturally clinging chest pressed against the boy's back.

The distinct sensation of soft flesh yielding was clear.

Even knowing this, the girl did not stop her impure contact.

Instead, she burrowed deeper into the gap, immersing herself.

She wanted to feel his presence a little more.

-Irene.

-I'm sorry for making you wait so long.

The voice that gently melted into her ears.

Hearing it, her heart settled.

The sense of loss melted away, tension left her shoulders, her eyes grew hot, and tears flowed on their own.

Why did that voice alone bring such immense relief?

‘I am.’

The fox realized.

That she could no longer pretend not to know.

Emotions that kept surging were cresting like waves, as if they would spill over at any moment.

She decided to finally accept it.

‘I, you.’

Somehow, she had come to love him.

Even though she had vowed to build walls with others her entire life, he was the only person she had fallen in love with.

Because he, unlike anyone else, would come find her no matter where she hid.

Because he wouldn't abandon her alone like this nightmare.

Perhaps it took her quite a long time to accept that.

-You’ve suffered so much.

-Let’s go home. To our home.

That she had already come to love him.

So deeply that she couldn’t escape.

Even if she struggled while entangled in a spider web, the sticky threads of emotion would only become more intricately entwined.

A terrifying ecstasy and exhilaration blurred her vision.

The throbbing of her pounding heart was still alive.

As if it would be conveyed to the boy like this.

‘Such a cruel person.’

She had fallen for a bad boy.

Though her heart pounded as if it would burst, the girl did not release her embrace from his back.

Because it was too late to escape from such feelings.

She had no intention of backing away.

The girl merely prayed.

‘Please.’

May the season that is you never end in my world.

Behind her faint murmuring.

The fox quietly leaned her body against him.

***

The fox who had been trapped in the conceptual world.

A week had already passed since he brought her out of the iron cage.

We were able to return to reality without any particular problems.

-Young Master! Irene...!

The one who greeted us as soon as we opened our eyes was none other than the pink-haired girl.

Regia embraced us with a mighty cry.

Especially towards the fox, she repeatedly apologized.

Guilt that Irene had sacrificed herself because of her, and worry for me who had entered the conceptual world.

Perhaps tormented by such thoughts, the pilot’s complexion was noticeably haggard.

Even though in reality, only a few hours had passed.

-I'm sorry... I, I was inadequate...

-I thought you two, *hiccup*... might be in trouble, and I was so scared...

-You returned safely, *sob*, thank, thank you.

As if to prove she was a crybaby.

We chuckled, yet in the end, we both patted Regia.

Our protagonist was still tender-hearted and soft.

Though that pure quality was her charm point.

-You two are healthy.

-At this rate, there won't be any psychological after-effects, so you can rest assured.

-It’s Yuda, as expected... to succeed even at this.

-It's worth trusting that recklessness, isn't it?

Selena's detailed examination followed.

Fortunately, our condition seemed fine.

I was especially worried about Irene, as she had spent a considerable amount of time in the conceptual world.

She was able to be discharged without any particular issues.

Now, they were finally going home.

“......”

Afterward, the aftermath at the academy was dealt with.

An incident where the enemy directly breached the defenses and ultimately attacked the academy.

Naturally, the faculty was put on high alert, and all available personnel gathered to investigate the incident.

Additionally, a temporary closure order was issued for the academy.

The scale of the incident had grown.

“Hmm.”

I examined the data on the corpses.

The corpses of the enemies scattered on the scene, which the fox had sliced up earlier.

According to the analysis, their identities were as follows:

“Cultists... and the businessman's dogs, then?”

Villains who had caused chaos in the original story as well.

It seemed they were finally about to start their game.

Of course, they weren't the only ones who had a hand in this attack.

There were also those who had been watching the situation from behind.

“How gloomy.”

Specifically.

The faction that created a weakness in the academy and handed information to the cultists.

And those who would have sinisterly observed the situation.

I sharpened a chilling judgment.

A warning I had once heard flashed through my ears.

-Our family has begun to pay attention to you.

-Please, protect my elder sister.

The Ducal House of Vanity.

I easily grasped the mastermind behind the incident.

A chilling smile spread across my lips.

“It seems it’s about time... to wipe out their family as well.”

How long had it been since I was this enraged?

They broke into my sanctuary and touched my people, so they must be ready to pay the price.

I toyed with a dagger woven from shadow, as if aiming it at something.

Cultists, businessmen, Vanity.

“Sir Kyle... it seems the time to act is approaching.”

“Leave it to me, Commander-nim.”

The red-haired man standing beside me replied.

His usual playfulness was nowhere to be seen; only killing intent surged in his red eyes.

The sword once called a star had now become the executioner of the guillotine.

I murmured.

“I’m looking forward to it.”

At the point just before the final act.

It was the prelude to vengeance, which would begin soon.

        
            In a dormitory where the lights were out.

Within the cool, circulating space, only faint light shimmered.

Faint conversations echoed through the soft shadows.

A boy sat before a desk.

“……”

His blue hair shimmered in the dawn, his eyes transparently hollow.

His uniquely sharp aura resembled someone.

The boy was Ruthka Benity.

The eldest son of the House of Duke Benity, and the twin younger brother of the villainess.

He was receiving a call amidst the gloomy atmosphere.

-Yes, Ruthka.

A voice originating from the crystal ball.

Beyond the bluish screen, only a dark shadow flickered.

The boy lowered his head as if in response to the call.

“Uncle-nim.”

-Is your academy life going smoothly?

“Of course.”

-How is your sister? She hasn’t been in touch much lately.

“She is also doing well.”

The conversation flowed normally.

As if simply exchanging greetings, the voice from beyond the crystal ball was benevolent.

But perhaps the other side found it difficult to endure such a discrepancy.

Ruthka abruptly interrupted his Uncle-nim.

And then he questioned.

“Uncle-nim.”

-Hmm?

“The academy attack, was it ultimately the family’s doing?”

-You’re quite direct.

“How could you…! Four faculty members died!”

-I’m a bit flustered. You helped plan the infiltration route yourself.

“If I had known it would culminate in terrorism, I wouldn’t have cooperated! How dare you commit such an act…!”

-Ruthka.

“……”

A cold, piercing echo.

The previously mild atmosphere turned to ice.

Frost covered the transparent crystal ball.

It was a tension that felt like it could cut him any moment.

“……I apologize.”

Ruthka, who had been raising his voice, ultimately froze in place.

The flickering flame died down as if it had never been there.

The boy bit his lip tightly.

-You know I dislike disrespectful individuals, don’t you?

“For a moment… my reason seemed to falter.”

-Be careful.

“I will keep that in mind.”

His fists clenched tightly.

Conversely, the only attitude allowed to him was submissive obedience.

Ruthka swallowed his surging anger and apologized.

His always erect head bowed.

-I sometimes wonder if you’re mistaken.

Perhaps to make the boy realize his place, the shadow beyond the crystal ball spoke.

-This Uncle-nim is bestowing enough mercy upon you both.

-After all, aren’t I letting you both live?

Ruthka’s breath hitched.

A cryptic threat that would never be uttered in a normal uncle-nephew relationship.

Every word in the sentence seemed to crush the blue-haired boy.

-Of course… you must fulfill your purpose.

-If you do not follow the family’s will, then I will have no choice but to cut you off with my own hands.

-To avoid such a misfortune, effort is required from both sides.

-I trust you understand this Uncle-nim’s words.

The boy could not answer.

He merely gritted his teeth, hiding his fury.

-You must think of your sister.

-At the very least, if you wish for her to be safe, it would be best to remain loyal to the family.

-Wasn’t that the contract you agreed to when you followed this Uncle-nim from the start?

A weakness held by his Uncle-nim.

Ruthka, his spirit broken again, remained silent.

Perhaps the opaque shadow was pleased with the boy’s response.

-I suppose you’ve understood by now.

“I will keep that in mind from now on.”

-Then, let us conclude this admonition here… and speak of your next mission.

“……Next mission, you say?”

Ruthka unconsciously furrowed his brow.

The ‘mission’ uttered by the person in front of him.

Specifically, it was about running various errands to achieve his own goals.

Last time, he was ordered to investigate the security arrangements of the academy district.

That information, after all, was misused in the attack.

‘Damn it.’

However, the boy had no choice but to obey.

He was, after all, forcibly held by a leash.

Yet, as he quietly listened, an unexpected name soon reached his ears.

Ruthka reacted calmly, without a trace of panic.

-Juda Snakers.

“Do you mean the top student?”

-Yes… Whether it was the Four-Headed Dragon incident last time, or the gravedigger incident this time, he was always at the center of the resolved events. Furthermore, I hear his talent is exceptional, enough to overwhelm even the professors.

“He certainly can be classified as a risk factor.”

-He’s suspicious in many ways.

“Are you planning to dispose of him?”

-More precisely, capture him alive. The demon worshippers requested it.

“Demon worshippers… you mean the cultists.”

The black magic organization, Baob.

The boy recalled the organization’s name and completed the thought.

While hiding the disgust simmering within him.

-They say he would make excellent research material.

“It seems they intend to modify him into a chimera.”

-Perhaps they might create a catastrophe even mightier than the Four-Headed Dragon.

“But… kidnapping a student won’t be easy. As there was an attempted attack just a week ago, the faculty’s vigilance is at an all-time high. I worry that we might be exposed in reverse…”

-That’s why I’m asking you.

A sinister laugh was heard.

In the pupils reflected beyond the crystal ball, only greed shimmered.

His Uncle-nim smacked his lips as he ordered Ruthka.

To flounder in the mud once more.

-You bring him.

“……That’s impossible.”

-Or shall I pass it on to Emilia?

“Juda Snakers is a core strength of the faculty. It’s almost impossible for me to face him alone.”

-Of course, I’m not entrusting everything to you. Your role is simply to deliver the ‘item’.

“The item…?”

-Open the package.

A box that had arrived with the crystal ball.

Ruthka, though suspicious, carefully tore open the packaging.

Then, an unexpected item was revealed.

“……A necklace.”

It was a necklace with a reddish glow.

At its center was a hexagonal gem, tinged with blood.

It was an accessory that gave off an unsettling impression.

Perhaps it was a wizard’s intuition.

-This is an item provided in cooperation with the business side.

“I feel a very ominous energy from it.”

-An artifact that suppresses the wearer’s mana… more precisely, it should be called a restraint.

“So my mission is to make him wear this necklace.”

-Yes… Once he wears the restraint and you lure him to the agreed location, the family’s mages will intervene.

His Uncle-nim relayed the plan.

He added details about the necklace’s suppression power and its excellent camouflage.

It was originally a restraint used to shackle archmages.

The business side, which had been managing it for collection, had apparently gone to great lengths to provide it this time.

No matter how capable Juda Snakers was, it seemed there was no escape this time.

Ruthka chewed on his complex feelings.

-I hear your sister is quite close with the target?

“……That’s right.”

-Then approach will be easy.

The man beyond the crystal ball smiled heinously.

He whispered in a coaxing tone.

-Once this task is complete… I will grant you freedom.

-And release the oath placed on your hearts.

-Though you will be cast out of the family, I will not take your lives, at least.

-In short, you will be free.

A treacherous echo.

Ruthka knew as well.

That it was nothing but shallow deception, a clearly false mockery.

However, even so, the boy could not give an answer other than affirmation.

To protect the only family he had.

‘Sister.’

He picked up the necklace instead of answering.

It was an expression of his intent to carry out the task.

The communication ended shortly after.

The crystal ball’s screen also dimmed, following suit.

-Choose wisely.

-Because you can never escape from me.

Beyond the fading light, the image of a demon remained until the very end.

***

It had been a week since the academy lockdown order was issued.

The atmosphere at the academy was restless.

When information about the previous attack was disclosed, many students expressed concerns about their safety.

Moreover, four faculty members had died in the line of duty… the situation had grown too large to cover up any longer.

Ultimately, the academy had no choice but to hold funerals and disclose their causes of death.

The cultists’ presence was enough to provoke the Empire’s old wounds.

-The Great Empire shall never yield.

-However, as valuable talents are in danger, the Imperial Family and the blue bloods shall not stand idly by.

-O countless lights, gather for the sake of the future stars.

The Emperor conveyed his will solemnly.

Upon receiving this news, the Imperial Family and the nobles promptly dispatched reinforcements.

Private armies from dozens of families gathered in an academy the size of a small city.

Among them were the Imperial Knights, along with troops from several prestigious families.

Perhaps thanks to this… the academy’s defenses were at an all-time high.

To the point where it felt excessive.

‘I understand, though.’

The Empire could not abandon the academy.

If the academy were to retreat, it would mean the cultists’ wishes truly came true.

They sought to dismantle the symbol of hope that had been established after the Great War.

This was why Gallimard could not easily retreat.

It would be seen as acknowledging the influence of the black mages in the world.

‘They didn’t just come up with a strong countermeasure for nothing.’

They had to protect the symbol somehow.

Perhaps it was thanks to the troops uniting for a single goal.

To put it awkwardly, the interior of the academy became excessively safe.

‘Of course.’

It wasn’t the same as before.

An indefinite suspension of classes was decided at the academy, and students were confined to their dormitories.

As the danger was still present, it was impossible to proceed with studies.

Because of this, some children returned to their family homes.

Perhaps for this reason, the academy was more unsettled than usual.

Especially the academy district, which had become noticeably desolate.

“Hmm.”

Everyone must be refraining from going out.

No matter how much safety was secured, young students would still be scared.

Well… training them to have such courage is the role of the academy, I suppose.

But given the current times, it was simply unfortunate.

“The weather is bright, though.”

The spring breeze brushed against my cheek.

I casually hummed a tune and scanned my surroundings.

This park, normally filled with people, was especially deserted since the lockdown order.

I sat on a bench with the nearly empty scenery behind me.

“……So, there must be a reason you called me all the way out here, right?”

My gaze turned to the opposite side.

A boy also perched on a bench.

We were in the middle of a secret conversation.

“Young Master Benity.”

“……”

His characteristic blue eyes were fixed on me.

I deliberately began, testing him.

Ruthka, who had been silent all along, soon asked a question.

The boy’s voice was unusually shaky.

“Juda Snakers.”

His eyes sunk deep.

The boy seemed to be lost in thought.

“What do you… think of my sister?”

The returned question was quite unexpected.

        
            “You… what do you think of your sister?”

An unexpected question.

Unsure of his intentions, I had to answer with a brief silence.

Ruthka seemed to sense my subtle caution and muttered, as if asking me to let down my guard.

“There’s no particular meaning.”

“I haven’t exactly doubted you, but the question was rather sudden.”

“Bear with it if it’s uncomfortable. I’ve only come to exchange a few trivial words.”

“......Hearing that only makes me more suspicious.”

I tilted my head.

Nevertheless, his blue eyes silently gazed at me.

Doubt couldn’t help but well up inside me.

‘What is this?’

Did he eat something wrong?

To suddenly show up and make small talk.

Early in our enrollment, after he argued with Emilia because of me, he was petty enough not to exchange a single word with me.

He even seemed to avoid lectures that overlapped, as if he didn’t want to see my face.

What prompted the guy who detested me so much to approach now?

I had a rough idea, but… it likely meant the situation was that bad.

I calmly organized my thoughts while listening intently.

The guy, who had been silent for a while, soon asked again.

“......So, what’s your answer to the question?”

“Well…”

I paused briefly.

If there’s no particular meaning… it must mean he wants me to answer exactly as I feel.

Although questions about the question itself still remained.

My mouth didn't hesitate to answer.

“She’s someone admired by countless people.”

Emilia was like a star.

A star that captured the attention of others.

Although she herself didn’t seem to realize it, she was an inspiration to many students.

In some ways, she was even more ardently admired than the Princess sisters.

That was how true the vain girl’s beauty was.

‘A person of many talents, you could say.’

Her unique winter-like aura.

Her youthful yet mature appearance.

One of the top five talents of this generation.

The successor who would one day stand at the center of the Ducal family.

In the eyes of others, she was no different from a flower on a cliff.

Like a camellia blooming proudly even in a field of pure white snow.

“At the same time, she’s also a warm person.”

The villainess’s actions differed from the original story.

She had broken her fate of an early exit and carved out her own story.

She even became inseparable best friends with the protagonist, who she was supposed to be hostile towards.

And above all.

—Commoner, run out the door right now.

—I’ll buy some time here... so you must get out alive.

—I won’t be able to hold out for very long.

In that moment of extreme desperation, she showed a new choice.

It instilled in me the conviction that this world also deserved to change.

She was practically the person who provided the basis for salvaging thousands of accumulated bad endings.

Therefore, I smiled faintly.

“Above all, to me… she is a person I am grateful for, and precious.”

“......”

My honest sentiments.

Ruthka, having heard my words, fell silent again.

His deeply sunken eyes seemed to be troubled by something.

Just then, his blue hair fluttered in the passing spring breeze.

Only then did the boy add a question.

“In that case…”

The air seemed to freeze.

A chill reverberation spread.

“If your sister were to fall into difficulty, what would you do?”

A quite direct question.

However, I merely answered without hesitation.

Because true feelings require no room for doubt.

“I would be by her side to support her.”

“Why?”

“Because like countless others, I too admire her.”

“......Is that so.”

An unreadable expression.

Ruthka held his silence for a long time.

As if walking through a complex conflict, his blue pupils repeatedly wavered.

The steadfast silence broke as the boy stood up.

He rose from the bench.

“Yes…”

A murmur that brushed past my ears.

The boy’s words flowed as if about to reach me, yet not quite.

“I’m the same.”

The same.

What could that mean?

Before I could even ask, the boy was silently leaving the park.

I watched his retreating figure reflected in the scattering season.

The lonely, disheveled blue hair of a certain boy.

***

The somewhat unexpected conversation with Ruthka.

It was quite a concerning point.

Because I still didn’t know about his struggles.

Since I needed hints for my deductions, I had a brief private talk with Emilia.

We were sitting side by side in the dormitory, just the two of us.

The faint presence allowed us to sense each other.

Clink-.

It had been quite a while since we had spent time alone.

After she became close with Regia, they always stuck together like a set.

However, recently I had felt she was keeping her distance.

The blue-haired villainess quietly began.

“......You’re curious about Ruthka?”

“That’s right.”

Her blue eyes blinked as if she didn’t understand.

Then, her delicate brows furrowed.

“Did you perhaps hear anything from Ruthka?”

“Nothing particularly special.”

“More precisely…?”

“He asked what I thought of the Duchess-nim.”

“What? Th-then what did you answer?”

“I explained that to me, she was someone I was grateful for, and also precious.”

“Pr-precious person…”

Her cheeks flushed subtly.

I suppressed a mischievous urge and stroked the vain girl’s head.

The girl flinched but meekly accepted my touch.

The villainess, her face hot, calmed her breathing.

Soon after, she cleared her throat lightly and spoke.

“Ahem...! Ruthka is a good kid.”

“Just a good person, you say.”

“He tends to be a bit eccentric when it comes to family… but his true nature is pure.”

“He certainly seemed concerned about the Duchess-nim. As for ‘pure’… I’m not sure.”

“Even if he looks that way, he has a rather innocent side.”

A soft chuckle escaped her.

Before I knew it, Emilia’s gaze had deepened.

As if she was replaying a past scene in her mind.

“Ruthka really loved heroic tales.”

“Heroic tales, you mean…?”

“Exactly. Wandering knights, mages from the red-light district, adventurers of the land… he loved any story about heroes without discrimination. So much so that I even teased him for being childish.”

“He had tastes quite contrary to his cold demeanor.”

“Perhaps his father’s influence was significant.”

The former head of Benity, who had led numerous wars.

Ruthka, hearing of his father’s valor, is said to have always fostered a yearning for heroes.

As the child of one of the few Archmages and a cryomancer on the continent, he too apparently aspired to be a hero.

She said she was even worried by how immature he seemed…

Was he quite a troublemaker as a child?

‘But.’

Around the time he turned fifteen, his demeanor reportedly darkened significantly.

It was probably due to the sudden passing of the Duke and Duchess.

They had lost their parents in an unforeseen accident.

Four years had passed since then.

The boy had also changed as much as the years had passed.

“Many things have changed.”

The villainess’s expression darkened.

Her lips, which had hesitated for a moment, continued the story.

“You… you probably already know this, but the last attack wasn’t just about cultists.”

“So the Duchess-nim knew as well.”

“Although there was no specific evidence to put my family under suspicion… I’m speculating that my family was also involved in the attack’s background.”

“I won’t deny it.”

“That’s why I’m afraid. Afraid that people around me might get hurt because of me.”

“How can you blame yourself? It was merely a tragedy beyond your control.”

“It’s a family I should have led from the start. It happened because I lacked the power.”

“Just because it wasn’t controlled doesn’t mean you need to bear the entire responsibility.”

“Regia, Irene, and even you… all almost went through something terrible.”

The girl, uncharacteristically, called the pilot and the fox by their names.

Even if she didn’t show it, she seemed to have suffered a great psychological shock.

Could her subtle distancing from the group have also stemmed from this guilt?

The vain girl looked up at only the blue hanging at the edge of the sky with complex eyes.

Beyond the blue surface, emotions swelled.

I asked quietly.

“May I ask what’s happening within the Benity family?”

“......”

“Seeking help from outside…”

“It’s impossible. We can’t escape.”

The villainess’s answer was self-deprecating, or perhaps melancholic.

Even resignation was reflected in her delicate voice.

It was as if struggling no longer mattered.

I asked, as if to contradict her.

“If it’s all meaningless, then why tell me?”

“Well… I don’t know either.”

Her hand fidgeted with the teacup.

Beyond the already cooled surface, only the girl herself was reflected perfectly.

The ripples that followed shattered the thinly laid mirror.

The answer that came at the end was just as faint.

“It’s just, if it’s you…”

Her voice subtly faded.

The volume was similarly close to zero.

“I thought perhaps you could save us from this cesspool.”

It was a promise made long ago.

The words said with a pinky promise to be on her side.

I gazed at her faintly trembling shoulders.

Emilia, who had a momentarily blank expression, soon shook her head as if she had said something unnecessary.

A sense of emptiness flickered in her eyes as she forced herself to speak.

“Forget it. I’ve said something useless.”

“No.”

I took her hand.

“If you wish it, I will gladly step forward.”

Because that was the promise between you and me.

That we would do our best for each other.

That I would be a good helper.

And that, in turn, I would protect you.

My hand, extended gently, took the villainess’s hand.

“Just… quietly.”

My fingers intertwined softly with hers.

The girl had a confused look, but she didn’t pull away from the intertwined warmth.

Instead, she simply relaxed, as if she needed somewhere to lean.

Before long, we were sitting as if embracing each other.

Our breaths mingled, and the gap was so close that our scents seemed about to melt together.

Our touching skin added a sense of fragility to that closeness.

I deliberately pressed my lips against her ear.

So that my whisper would melt into her breath.

“You just need to trust me.”

“......”

Her focus blurred faintly.

Emilia remained silent, without any particular reaction, just faintly.

As if momentarily captivated by some whisper.

I smiled at the girl.

“Don’t worry.”

I will stop your misfortune.

The serpent’s whisper, melting into that fleeting moment.

I embraced the trembling villainess for a long time.

        
            The dawn when stars descended.

Light seeped through the frosted window, mismatched with the season.

The scene from the window created a dim background.

The moonlight, utterly unwavering, and the starlight.

Beneath them, only the boy possessed vitality.

Tap tap-.

The spring breeze gently tapped against the windowpane.

The brush, soaked in the season, painted strokes across the night sky.

His blue hair settled gently.

His eyes gazed only at the scenery outside the window.

"......"

Ruska was lost in thought.

Like winter, lost in an autumn month.

His blinking eyelids mechanically captured the dense night sky.

With blurry focus, he was recalling a few days prior.

None other than the light conversation he had shared with the target.

-You are someone admired by countless people.

-More than anything, to me... you are someone I am grateful for, and precious.

The voice expressed a hint of tenderness.

As if confessing his naive feelings.

Ripples formed once again within the boy's quiet heart.

Ruska was merely organizing his complicated thoughts.

Snowflakes bloomed from his twitching fingertips.

'To me... my older sister comes first.'

His only family.

Beyond the boy's winter, shadows surged.

A certain dawn from which he could never escape.

-You must think of your sister.

-At least if you want her to be safe, it would be better to be loyal to the family.

-Didn't you follow your uncle from the start with such a contract?

The adult's voice was particularly detestable.

Indeed, choice was about stepping forward from the edge of a cliff.

Ruska remembered the message from his uncle.

The command to offer that boy, whom his older sister held dear, as a sacrifice to the cultists.

Silence settled.

"I..."

What remained in the holy night was a confession that would go unheard.

The voice of the star calling out to him.

The sins committed by the young lamb were submission and weakness.

His sense of justice, skewed like a fleeting meteor, churned his heart.

Because of this, the boy could not sleep even as the night deepened.

From the chest pain that felt somehow incomplete.

-Ruska.

-A hero isn't necessarily someone who comes with miracles.

-If you can stand even with trembling legs.

-It is the stars that give them a name.

A whisper reached his ears.

The connection between heroes and stars he had once heard from his father.

The monarch of winter was proud of his son.

Ruska's fist clenched tightly.

-Become a star like a guide.

-So that the weak can hide in your shadow, and the strong can find their direction in your light.

Now, those words felt too distant.

Heroic tales that embroidered his childhood with longing.

The wandering knight, the mage of the red-light district, the adventurer of the land... the boy who had found himself in all those stories.

However, for the greatly grown lamb, fairy tales no longer existed.

Because he was now at an age where he had stepped into the adult world.

It was all a lie.

"Father."

A particularly hollow night.

The boy, unable to resist reality, simply suffered from the disparity with his ideals.

After all, his life had not become the heroic tale he had dreamed of.

A sense of loss from an unknown source filled his heart.

Nevertheless, if only his older sister could be safe, it was a lament that didn't matter.

Ruska crushed the snowflake he had conjured with his fingertips.

A silent prayer slipped through his lips.

"......What should I do?"

The boy's dawn passed like that.

Holding a resolution at the end.

***

The next day.

Ruska made contact with the boy designated as the target.

The execution date had finally arrived.

He had simply told Yuda that there was a place they needed to go together.

Perhaps it was due to his unique sly personality, but he obediently followed even when told to just come along.

Or perhaps it was because he could be trusted as the younger brother of someone precious.

Either way, it was a regrettable judgment.

"Hey."

Ruska looked back.

He then held out something shimmering.

"Wear this."

"Hmm?"

The shimmering object was none other than a necklace.

A reddish necklace with a star-shaped gem embedded in it.

Yuda tilted his head.

"This is... a necklace?"

"Keep it on."

"I'm not particularly fond of attracting attention from men, you know."

"Stop talking nonsense. It's for my older sister."

"Hmm... I don't understand how wearing a necklace is for the Lady."

"When we clearly made plans to meet. You promised not to argue with my words."

"Of course I'll follow! I was just curious."

"......Fine."

After a few sharp words, Yuda soon put on the necklace.

He didn't even utter any particular complaints.

'Half success, perhaps.'

Ruska squinted his eyes.

What was currently clasped around Yuda's neck was an artifact.

It was a device so intricate that it couldn't be distinguished from a regular necklace with the naked eye.

Since it had even been finished so that mana wouldn't leak, its effect wouldn't be exposed externally.

Now, with just a signal, the inherent magic would bind him.

"Keep walking."

However, Ruska did not notice.

The fact that a smile briefly lingered on the snake, who was fiddling with the necklace.

The two boys' steps passed through the academy district, accompanied by complex emotions.

A path that had now reached the outskirts of the academy.

"Hmm... we're moving quite deep."

"Quiet."

Foot traffic had been rare recently due to the lockdown order.

Now, not even a human presence could be heard.

Was it because of the suddenly eerie atmosphere?

A faint tension hovered between the two of them.

"......My legs are getting tired, you know."

"We've arrived anyway."

Suddenly, Ruska's leading steps stopped.

A dead end reached at the end of a complicated alleyway.

There were a few shadows, and a single carriage waiting.

All of the strangers were cloaked in robes.

Ruska recognized them.

'Awl.'

The Benity family... specifically, the Duke's direct assassination unit.

These were the killers mobilized for this operation.

If they incapacitated Yuda with the necklace, they would put him unconscious into the carriage.

No one would have suspected that those who visited under the Benity family's authority would commit kidnapping.

It was an operation that both the cultists and Benity had plunged into without looking back.

Ruska looked back.

"A dead end..."

Had he sensed a faint murderous intent?

Yuda also seemed to have noticed that the situation was unusual.

The boy shifted his gaze, surveying his surroundings.

He bore a look of bewilderment, then soon stared at Ruska, who had led him there.

A faint echo spread beyond the alleyway.

"......To think, I'd fall into a trap."

That voice held no resentment.

Only a calm realization.

Only a somewhat bitter smile lingered on the boy's lips.

Unable to endure such a moment, Ruska spoke.

Words that, even to his own ears, were nothing more than excuses.

"It couldn't be helped."

"......"

"I don't expect you to understand, but I hope you don't think too badly of me."

"I never particularly thought badly of you, Young Master."

"At least what I'm about to do now... it's all for my older sister."

"The Lady must be truly fortunate. To have such a devoted younger brother."

"......If it's sarcasm, I'll gladly listen to it."

The cloaked figures standing far off approached step by step.

Their eyes were like those of predators eyeing trapped prey.

Even with such monsters in the background, Ruska's expression was completely hidden.

Because he had his head bowed, perhaps to prevent his resolve from wavering.

Yuda silently gazed at the blue hair fluttering in the wind.

The assassins, as they drew closer, added a few words.

"So you brought him after all... Well done, Young Master."

"The Head-nim wants to see that pale-faced fellow, right?"

"Well... if we're going to hand him over to the demon worshipers anyway, it doesn't matter if he's a little broken, does it?"

"I'll go first! That pretty face of his annoyed me so much I wanted to tear it off!"

"Alright  Shall we have some fun?"

Murderous intent slowly emanated.

Each of the strangers drew their swords, closing the distance.

Yuda was frozen, unable to resist.

As if the sight of the boy bothered him, Ruska stepped beside him first.

"Yuda Snakers."

Pat pat-.

The blue-haired boy patted the snake's shoulder.

Then he whispered a few words into his ear.

So the strangers wouldn't hear.

"I'm sorry for deceiving you."

And.

"My older sister... please take care of her."

Snap-!

Ruska snapped his fingers without hesitation.

The conclusion he had reached after spending the previous dawn sleepless.

Immediately after, the necklace wrapped around Yuda's neck began to glow.

A bluish light enveloped the boy softly.

Only then did its form become visible.

-This is an item provided by the merchants.

-An artifact that suppresses the wearer's mana... more accurately, it should be called a restraint.

-Yes... if you put the restraint on him and lure him to the designated spot, the family's mages will step in.

The necklace his uncle had handed over.

Unlike the one with a hexagonal gem, the snake's necklace had a star shape embedded in it.

Furthermore, the reddish hue, which had been applied as a deception, peeled away.

The true surface revealed underneath was pure white.

"This is...?"

Before everyone could even realize.

The magic contained within the artifact swallowed the boy whole.

A brilliant flash filled the alleyway.

The next moment.

"......"

The snake vanished from the alleyway.

Mid-range teleportation magic.

The necklace had transported Yuda to a safe zone.

What remained in that spot was only Ruska and the assassins, who were now like dogs chasing a chicken [meaning they had lost their target].

His slanted blue eyes held a clear sneer.

The boy spoke as if relieved.

"What's wrong?"

Traitors who had turned their backs on the family.

It was contempt directed at the guard dogs who had, at some point, become his uncle's dogs.

"Did you really think I'd dance to your tune until the very end?"

Ruska gripped his sword.

The blade, forged from carved ice, was pointed towards justice.

Behind the boy, a faint light spread.

Meanwhile.

The squinting eyes watched all these scenes.

As if it found it insanely amusing.

        
            Benity.

One of the Empire's three great ducal families, the iron-blooded guardians who ruled the snowfield.

They were also loyal subjects who had long protected the North.

Perhaps it was not strange for them to take pride.

They had achieved immense merit in the [Great War] six years ago.

The previous head of the Benity family was exceptionally outstanding.

"Everyone, stand behind me."

"Today, I shall lose no one on this battlefield."

A hero.

A person befitting that short yet deeply resonant title.

The twins' father was such a figure.

Naturally, Emilia and Ruska were greatly influenced by their father.

They also came to admire him.

"Emilia."

"You may forget all other words, but you must live remembering this one thing."

"Light... only holds value when there is someone to illuminate it."

The girl chased the light of the stars.

"Ruska."

"You shall become a guiding star."

"So that the weak may hide in your shadow, and the strong may find their direction in your light."

The boy yearned for the concept of a star.

A being great to everyone.

The era led by such grand strides seemed destined to forever shine brilliantly for Benity.

However, tragedy often arrives at an unexpected moment.

The noble star that had graced the night fell too fleetingly.

It was when the twins had just turned fifteen.

"The Duke and Duchess have passed away."

"The cause is still unknown, but investigations suggest a carriage accident..."

Those who were known as the rulers of the snowfield.

The death of the Duke and Duchess left a great shock throughout the Empire.

Various conspiracy theories circulated, claiming it was an assassination or an act, but the incident ultimately concluded as a simple accidental death.

This was because even with the imperial family's intervention and investigation into the full circumstances, there was nothing particularly unusual.

The twins also harbored no particular suspicions.

They merely felt uneasy.

However, even such sentiments were washed away by tears.

For they were too young to bear such a sense of loss.

"Do not worry."

"This uncle will take care of the complicated family matters..."

"You two should just overcome your sorrow for your brother."

At the time, as the twins were too young to lead the family, their uncle instead assumed the position of temporary head of the family.

Their uncle had always maintained a special relationship with them. Because of this, the children trusted the adult.

Without knowing what results that choice would bring.

The world of adults was utterly repulsive.

"Trust your uncle."

"It's all for your sake, you know."

In the following years.

The atmosphere within the Benity family became unusual.

Those loyal to the previous head of the family gradually left, or were purged for some crime.

In the end, only those who treated the twins coldly remained in the ducal family.

Only then did the children feel a sense of alienation.

"Surely, Uncle...?"

But.

By the time the twins realized, everything had already gone awry.

Only those loyal to their uncle remained in the family.

For the loyal subjects who truly wished for Benity's well-being had either been expelled or had died.

The elders had already colluded with the uncle, and even the direct assassination unit, 'Awl,' was reorganized, reborn as the perfect blade for the renegades.

Thanks to this, Emilia and Ruska lost their place in Benity.

Furthermore, a powerful contract was even placed upon the younger sibling's heart.

"Swear on your mana, Ruska."

"For your uncle to protect you, this contract is absolutely necessary."

"There will be no unforeseen complications, so won't you trust your uncle?"

The Oath of Mana.

It was the contract their uncle requested from Ruska on the very day he assumed the temporary headship of the family.

The boy, immersed in grief from losing his parents.

He merely nodded, trusting only his uncle.

Without knowing he had fallen into an ugly trap.

"So you finally realized. That you were deceived from the start."

"But... what can you do, even if you did?"

"The family is already in my hands."

"Moreover, you entrusted your lives to me, so how dare you defy me?"

"Stay quiet. If you wish to prolong your lives, that is."

The uncle suppressed the children.

In the meticulously woven scheme, the twins were forced to play an absurd game.

The uncle refrained from eliminating them merely for disguise.

If the successors also died within three years of the previous head's accident, it would surely arouse the imperial family's suspicion this time.

To avoid such a situation, it was necessary to present Ruska and Emilia as unharmed.

All while slowly gnawing away at them internally.

"The Oath of Mana."

"That's why I bothered with the troublesome contract."

"While I was taking control of this family... you might have done something foolish."

"So, don't even think of having other intentions."

"I will kill you without hesitation."

The oath was a leash.

A means to restrain the twins until his plan was accomplished.

Perhaps they were merely pawns to be discarded once their usefulness ran out.

"Don't worry about the future."

"I've recently met some individuals, and our interests align quite well."

"The devil worshipers, that is."

Cultists.

The uncle had joined hands with them.

He had colluded with those he had fought bloody battles against in the last war, merely for the sake of greed.

Ruska and Emilia were furious, but there was no other way to overthrow him.

They merely obediently followed.

"Soon, they will overturn the world... and when the imperial family collapses."

"Then, a new emperor will be born in the Empire."

"My brother said our homeland was the snowfield... but that's a foolish thought."

"This time, the name of Benity will dominate the continent."

"In short, to make Benity great."

The uncle intended to overthrow the Empire.

More directly, a coup d'état.

It seemed that as long as he could sit on the shining imperial throne, the means didn't matter.

Furthermore, the uncle intended to use the twins for his own ends.

"Ruska."

"From now on, you will have to help me in many ways."

The uncle chose the younger sibling.

Rather than Emilia, who was naturally flashy and often drew attention, he chose the taciturn Ruska.

Additionally, Ruska himself had offered to become his subordinate.

Pleading that he not lay a hand on his older sister.

"Very well, I will respect your wishes."

"A line will be added to our contract."

The uncle accepted the condition.

Thereafter.

Ruska, as Benity's subordinate, contributed to various tasks.

Such as submitting periodic reports from the academy, or investigating the structures of various buildings.

During the last raid, such information was even utilized.

Because of this, the boy constantly struggled in agony.

"What have I, exactly...?"

It was certainly for his sister's sake, but he was slowly losing himself.

His childhood dream of being a hero soon became a sense of disparity.

His current self, tainted by adults, seemed pathetic even to him.

Ruska agonized every dawn.

And.

"What's wrong?"

The agony that had long continued.

Finally.

"Surely, you didn't think I'd dance to your tune until the very end?"

It made him break out of his shell.

It made his submissive, shattered heart rise again.

The girl aimed frost spikes with her breath.

Behind her, faint white snow followed.

***

A dark, rippling alley.

Ruska stood with his back to the moonlight.

"......"

Reflected on the opposite side were the renegades who had betrayed the family.

Only an ominous killing intent lingered around them.

The assassins, deprived of their prey, their eyes glinted.

They sneered slightly.

"What... is this stunt?"

"To think the young master would dream of betrayal."

"What in the world are you going to do about the repercussions?"

"Things have gotten complicated. The target seems to have realized the danger too."

Should one call it a complaint?

At the voices he heard, Ruska let out a short scoff.

He had always wanted to see their distorted expressions.

The boy had intended this from the very beginning.

"Well... call it a change of heart."

He answered deliberately, leisurely.

So that the opponent's mood would become even more foul.

"Isn't it the fault of the one who was fooled?"

"The Oath of Mana... I heard you made a contract with the Head of the Family. Can you just break it like that?"

"It doesn't matter anymore. What's a small price like that?"

"It's not 'small,' your heart will soon be crushed."

"So be it."

Ruska intended to die here.

Therefore, he had called for no help, nor left any means of escape.

The reason was simple.

'Now... it's time to end everything.'

Emilia Benity.

The only reason she had remained in the family until now was Ruska.

Because their uncle held his life-thread. She had worried that if she even tried to escape, her younger sibling would be in danger.

As long as Ruska was alive... Emilia could not escape Benity either.

The boy's resolve was to break those shackles.

'Someone must carry on the Benity lineage.'

It just wouldn't be himself.

Ruska intended to die here, to free his sister.

So that she would no longer be bound by any adult.

"They can go to hell."

Call it the last resort he had saved.

There wasn't even a trace of tremor in the boy's eyes.

'Besides.'

Yuda Snakers.

If that guy would protect Emilia, he felt he could be somewhat at ease.

In Ruska's ears, the unwavering voice was clear.

"I will be a source of strength by her side."

"Because I, too, like countless others, admire her."

He should be trustworthy enough.

Since his sister trusted him.

He didn't particularly like him, but... he had connections with the imperial family, a broad standing as an academy staff member, and as the eldest son of a count family, he was a fellow who would wield immense influence in the future.

At the very least, he would be able to protect Emilia.

Ruska revealed the end he had meticulously planned.

It was time to break free.

"My heart... will explode in 30 minutes."

The price of violating the oath.

However, even in such a situation, the boy was calm.

His dark blue hair fluttered in the spring breeze.

"Haven't you considered that you'll be torn apart by us before those 30 minutes are up?"

"Perhaps."

Ruska was exhausted.

The disparity with being a hero, and the admiration he couldn't quite abandon.

He hadn't been able to completely ignore the dawn.

In the end, he decided to turn his back on reality and walk towards the ideal he so desired.

The reason he devised this scheme was that, since he was going to die anyway, he wanted to land a blow.

On the uncle who had manipulated him.

"I'll take at least one more of you as a traveling companion."

Frost swirled around him.

The boy pointed his sword.

Towards the world of adults he had never been able to compromise with.

Blue ice was rapidly slashed.

Heavy feet leaped from the ground.

Thud-!

"Ugh...!"

Ruska clashed with one of the robed figures.

Frost coated the clashing swords.

The tempest solidified chillingly.

Behind the boy was the Academy.

And he was going to lose no one today.

A blizzard raged.

        
            A gentle breeze blew.
The flourishing spring soon rustled the flower petals, scattering their fresh scent.
Beyond the softly fluttering fragrance, a vivid season reflected.
Yet, even in such a season, there was an unerasable sense of incongruity.
It was the blood pooling on the ground, and the frost clinging everywhere.
Someone sat slumped in the center of a singular winter.
The lofty ice crumbled.

“Hah, hah…”
A tattered appearance.
The boy, covered in blood, gasped for breath.
The name of that blue-haired boy was Ruska Vanity.
He had become a mere rag.

“Ah… that brat, he was stubborn, gave us a hard time.”
“Our young master has grown a lot, hasn’t he?”
“Indeed. I never thought two of us would fall.”
A few shadows stood before the boy’s eyes.
Scoffs hung on all their lips.
They looked down at Ruska, sprawled on the ground, as if enjoying themselves.
He was in a state that could only be described as a complete mess.
As if to prove his fierce struggle, snowflakes swirled around him.
Even that struggle hadn't lasted five minutes.

“……”
The flowing blood dyed his vision.
His eyes closed from the viscous pain.
However, even though the boy was completely broken, he did not let go of the sword in his hand.
Perhaps finding that tenacity laughable, their sneers grew deeper.
All sorts of taunts reached his ears.

“Why don’t you open your eyes nicely?”
“Why did you hasten your fate? We were going to deal with you soon anyway.”
“There was no need to annoyingly let the target escape.”
“Tsk… cleaning this up will be a hassle again.”
Thud!
An arrow, shot playfully, lodged into his thigh.
Red spread beyond his twitching trousers.
Ruska gritted his teeth.
Perhaps they were playing with him deliberately.
They aimed only for the most painful parts, avoiding instant death.
Maybe they intended to enjoy themselves as much as possible, since they had time.

“I never thought the young master would betray us.”
“He was so obedient until now, it was good.”
“In three minutes, the faculty will notice something.”
“Let’s finish up quickly and get out of here .”
It wasn’t even funny.
Even though they were the ones who had truly betrayed the family.
The boy could not avoid having his honor sullied.
The vitality in his blue eyes dimmed.
‘Was I wrong…?’
His consciousness slowly blurred.
It was impossible from the start.
A future where he, who couldn't even defeat his Noona, would triumph over the family’s assassins.
However, since he had stood here resolved to die, there was no regret.
With this, Emilia would be free.
The only lingering regret was…

‘…I haven’t become a hero yet.’
It was a small, childish wish he had buried in his heart since childhood.
His father, whom he had always admired.
The back he had always wanted to emulate now felt as empty as a mirage.
Ruska gnawed at his fading self-portrait.
His faint heartbeat settled in his eardrums.

-Ruska.
-A hero isn't necessarily someone accompanied by miracles.
-If you can stand up, even with stumbling legs, the stars will give them a name.
-You be that kind of person.
His heart pounded.
As if to announce to the world that he was still alive.
Only a faint pulse defined the boy and his breath.
His fading life was like grains of sand.
The more he tried to gather it, the more he despaired as it slipped away.
The boy simply stood before his own winter.

He gripped his broken sword.
*Crackling.*
‘Perhaps.’
His final strength, squeezed out.
The meager cold quickly froze, sharpening into a venomous blade.
The carved frost once again took the form of a sword blade.
With stumbling legs, he stood on the ground.
‘Can I… still become a hero?’
He asked himself.
He questioned, becoming a child covered in evil.
Though he had succumbed to reality, soiled his admired heart, and conformed to it.
Though he had forgotten his inherent youth and sunk into adulthood.
Could he still walk towards the night sky?
Would the stars give a name to someone like him?
As he raised his sword, a voice was heard.

[My child.]
It was, as if a miracle.
Against the backdrop of an unrevealed dawn.
A faint whisper sought Ruska.
[Why do you seek me in your tale of heroism?]
[For life has no night and no sky.]
[If you wish to shine, you shine; if you wish to stay awake, you stay awake, for that is life.]
[No one dictates the name of your story.]
[Therefore, live your own dawn.]
That was not the voice of a star.
For he lacked the talent to receive a response from transcendence.
However, his unextinguished heart was burning.
It was a kind of auditory hallucination, born from his thirst and will for heroism.
In short, it was merely a delusion with no meaning whatsoever.

But.
[Grip your sword.]
[For the world is still your night.]
Even if it was just a lie.
It was enough for the boy.
[Shine.]
Ruska stood up.
He took a stance.
Behind his back, icicles fluttered like a cape.
In his fingertips, a complete dawn was contained.
He opened his unfocused eyes wide.
He eliminated all hesitation.
Fluttering a pure white banner, he unleashed the remaining power in both hands.
Like the stories of heroes he had admired since childhood.
Like any name he had childishly wished for.

“Hah…”
His breath escaped in a puff.
The alley’s temperature rapidly plummeted.
*Stomp.*
The boy took a single step.
The sword of ice he had woven straight.
His hand, which had briefly held its balance, soon pierced through the stillness and moved forward.
A blue line dashed forth, as if to shatter the axis.
A flash, akin to an instant, illuminated the surroundings.

““……!?””
The assassins were flustered by the sudden, piercing movement.
Had they believed him completely neutralized?
Some couldn’t react, yielding distance to the boy.
His fluttering blue hair unleashed a technique without hesitation.
A shimmering glow enveloped the blade.
Swish!
His ultimate technique, infused with his meager life.
The keen sword blade was strangely still.
There wasn't a trace of wavering in his blue eyes.
‘Star.’
That was the name the boy gave it.
Even if it was treated as fake, like a shard of glass stuck in sand.
Even if the world called him something else.
It didn’t matter.
-You shall be a guiding star.
-So that the weak may hide in your shadow, and the strong find their direction in your light.
Just believing himself to be a star.
That was enough.
The boy was a star to himself.

“Hmph…!”
Slice!
A straight sword strike swept over the assassins.
Snowflakes swirled with dazzling radiance.
The heads severed by the surprise attack were then swept away by the wind.
The price for those who had been careless was death.
Only those who were quick-witted remained standing.
“……”
Six were cut down.
Still, four enemies remained before him.
It was a more hopeful number than before, but Ruska was at his limit to continue.
His strength, scraped from the very bottom, was exhausted.
Thud.
His stumbling legs gave out.
The end had finally arrived.
However, the boy was satisfied with his own conclusion.
Since the power difference was severe from the beginning, clearing even half was a remarkable feat.
Moreover, Ruska wasn't even a talent chosen by the stars.
This was the best he was allowed.
The boy was sufficiently a hero.

“This much… was a good hit, wasn’t it?”
He wasn’t worried about the remaining enemies.
After all, if he had bought this much time, the faculty would have sensed something amiss.
However, even if it was just a few, he wanted to personally punish the traitors.
And, he wanted to live as a hero, even for a moment.
Not as some scrap living a cursed life, but he yearned for a moment of iron and blood.
Ruska felt his eyelids growing heavier.

“Damn it…!”
“W-what the hell hit us? What was that just now?!”
"That young master tricked us! He had a trick up his sleeve until the very end!”
“I told you we should have just killed him quickly and left!”
“Deal with him fast, now!”
He was a dead man anyway.
From the moment he failed to fulfill the Mana Oath and defied its will.
In 20 minutes, his heart would surely be crushed.
Perhaps he would be killed before that.
He didn't know.
The boy simply closed his eyes.
To fall into a sleep from which he would not soon awaken.
And to bid an eternal farewell.

‘It’s quiet.’
A gentle silence descended.
A cool spring breeze brushed past.
In the season that had finally bloomed, the cold slowly faded.
Ruska became still, along with the worn-out winter.
At the end of that dawn, what he heard was…
“Ruska!”
It was none other than a familiar voice.
His vision reflexively opened.
With blurry eyes, the boy gazed in the direction from which the sound originated.
There, familiar blue hair fluttered.
It was Emilia.
“Noo-na…?”
Why here?
Before he could even finish his question, a black curtain fluttered in his vision.
A shadow fell against the backdrop of a starry night.
Beyond the coat, a red wine shirt was visible.
The figure, as if appearing from the darkness, held Emilia protectively.
Their characteristic narrowed eyes were still ominous.

“Hehehe.”
Laughter flowing in the dawn.
When their eyes met Ruska’s, the snake half-opened its eyelids.
The faintly revealed white pupils swept over the surroundings.
It was a gaze that felt as if it could swallow you whole at any moment.
The alley reflected above the enchanting full moon.
“You’ve worked hard, Young Master.”
The snake offered a brief encouragement.
Then, aiming at the bewildered assassins, they flicked a finger covered in pitch black.
Sparks flew from the boy's fingertips, like a flash igniting gunpowder.
Along with it, a clear resounding burst.
Snap!
“Shatter.”
Immediately after.
The heads of the remaining assassins in the alley simultaneously flew into the air.
Their lifeless bodies sequentially sprawled.
Without any premonition, simply their collapsing end.
Ruska could only stare up blankly.

“Are you surprised?”
Behind the enchanting moonlight.
A smiling Memento Mori.

        
            Ruthka couldn't understand the current scene.

Yuda and Emilia had appeared suddenly.

Before he could even question it, the assassins surrounding them had their heads severed.

The severed bodies lay scattered like sandcastles swept away by a wave.

The boy could only stare blankly at the scene.

Because it was too surreal.

“Are you surprised?”

Narrowed eyes approached him, seemingly unconcerned.

What had happened?

Ruthka thought for a moment, then soon put aside any questions.

It was a matter that didn't matter now anyway.

He merely blinked his weak eyelids.

“……”

The boy’s consciousness felt as if it would cut out at any moment.

Winter was that perilous.

His body twitched occasionally from convulsing muscles.

Aside from those reactions, Ruthka couldn’t move a single finger.

Lying collapsed, he exhaled a weak breath.

“Ruthka...!”

Following that, a voice brushed his ears.

Ruthka opened his eyes with difficulty.

Beyond his blurry vision, vibrant blue hair fluttered.

Glistening blue eyes were looking down at him.

His sister-nim was holding onto her collapsed brother’s body.

“Oh, what do I do? There’s too much blood…”

Utterly battered.

A state fitting exactly that description.

The boy stood before his end.

Even if it wasn’t specifically an injury, he could feel the mana in his heart overheating.

It seemed the price for violating the contract was finally about to come.

The sensation of his muscles collapsing spread clearly.

“Ha, haha…”

Ruthka laughed.

It was to shake off any unnecessary thoughts.

In that moment, he pieced together his end.

‘That’s strange.’

It was an end he had prepared for from the beginning, so why was he afraid now?

The boy had to ponder the reason for his pounding heart.

And then he soon realized.

Thump, thump, thump—.

That the meaning of this beat was the fact that he was still alive.

His dilated pupils savored the last moment given to him.

Just then, a precious person appeared in his vision.

“Wait! Sister, I’ll… I’ll definitely make you better…!”

A voice that struggled to reassure her brother.

However, Emilia’s pupils were trembling honestly.

Beyond that blueness, numerous emotions were discernible.

Loss.

Sorrow.

Anxiety.

Fear.

Even she, who had always been so noble, was perhaps clumsy at such farewells.

Ruthka tried hard to hide his aching heart.

Thin raindrops streamed down the boy’s cheeks.

‘Finally.’

It was finally the end.

A terrible life.

A happy ending was never permitted to them from the start.

Ruthka had ignored that reality for far too long.

But now, it was time to move on.

“Sister-nim…”

He was always sorry.

Because he felt he had become a hindrance, preventing her from leaving.

Because his existence seemed to have ruined her life.

That’s why, someday… he wanted to free her himself.

To escape this damned fate.

‘Still, is this fortunate?’

That the last faces he saw were those of his family.

Compared to his hardened resolve, it was a peaceful death.

The boy let go of his lingering regrets.

Like a season one couldn’t quite grasp.

‘I won’t hurt anymore.’

There was much he hadn’t achieved.

He still hadn’t uncovered the truth behind his parents’ deaths.

Nor had he reclaimed the Benity name that his uncle had seized.

However, he decided to leave that much to his trustworthy family.

Because his sister-nim would never give up like him.

He was just sorry for burdening her with this.

“Sister-nim…”

The boy decided not to cry.

Unlike the expression that would freely weep.

He wanted to bid farewell from his heart with a bright smile.

To this world he had loved.

To his cherished family.

To his painful life.

To his own self, who had experienced all of it.

“……Now, you are free.”

The boy spoke.

About the end.

Softly—

His powerless eyelids fluttered closed.

And so the world went dark.

As night approached, the primordial darkness sought Ruthka.

Just when his faint breaths were about to cease.

“Oh my… I apologize for momentarily spoiling the mood, but.”

Tap—.

Someone placed a hand on the boy’s solar plexus.

At the same time, a floating sensation bloomed within him.

He felt a slight sense of unfamiliarity from the point of contact.

Since his eyes wouldn’t open, he couldn't confirm, but he knew that something was happening.

Because he heard his startled sister-nim’s voice nearby.

“Yu-Yuda…?”

The boy who had been standing by his side all along.

Juda Snakers.

It seemed he was doing something.

Creeping—.

It was a strange sensation.

Something that gently permeated his insides, relaxing his muscles.

The mana that had been surging wildly until just now slowly subsided.

The pain that had stained his entire body was being suppressed.

Even his tormented breaths began to return.

“Ugh, uh…?”

His vision finally cleared.

Ruthka noticed that the exhaustion weighing down his shoulders had vanished.

He casually looked down at his body, and there wasn’t a single wound remaining.

His broken left arm, the arrow lodged in his thigh, the gash across his forehead…

All were clean, as if they had been a lie.

“What in the world is this…?”

Moreover, even though the designated time had passed, his heart was still beating.

The boy realized his heartbeat hadn’t stopped.

His heart hadn’t exploded.

The oath had been nullified.

“How…?”

Ruthka muttered blankly.

Emilia, who was sitting next to him, also stared at the serpent with surprised eyes.

Despite the twins' focused gaze, the boy smiled.

With mischief that hadn’t changed at all since their first meeting.

Yuda placed his index finger on his lips.

“Shh.”

Even a miracle like this.

As if it were nothing to him.

“Didn’t I tell you to be at ease?”

A strangely reassuring resonance.

Ruthka, who had been staring up at him blankly, soon lost consciousness as if his power drained.

It was none other than his sister who cradled the boy’s head.

***

The commotion was settled afterwards.

Ruthka, perhaps having exhausted his energy, simply lost consciousness.

Emilia and I moved him to the academy’s infirmary.

We left the messy scene to the academy staff who had arrived just in time.

The Benity family… the chaos stemming from their betrayal.

I felt the need to sort out the situation.

Although I had saved Ruthka and put out the immediate fire, this was merely a signal flare.

Now that this operation had failed, their movements would become even clearer.

Since the final act was approaching anyway, there was nothing to hide.

‘This is going to be bothersome.’

A trapped beast is always dangerous.

Because one never knows what fangs it might be hiding.

As such, swift suppression was key to this matter.

But before taking action, understanding the full context of the situation was also necessary.

Because I intended to overturn the board starting now.

‘Benity.’

I had to know them.

Not just knowledge from the original story, but the voices of those involved were needed.

Therefore, I talked with Emilia for a while.

About all the pain and burdens she had hidden until now.

“……Everything ended up a mess.”

The vain girl confessed.

The thorny path they had to walk.

The family stolen by traitors.

The uncle’s grasp that had always shackled them.

And lastly, the sacrifice of her brother who wished to free his sister.

The sunken girl’s eyes glimmered with shadows.

As if representing life itself.

‘I see.’

Emilia Benity, an extra from the original story.

Behind the villainess, such a story existed.

A person who had trodden a dangerously precarious life, surrounded by traitors on all sides.

Her inherently venomous personality was somewhat understandable now.

The girl had simply been afraid.

“Because there was nowhere to rely on.”

Blue eyes containing a hint of emptiness.

The vain girl’s hand held her brother’s hand, who lay in the sickbed.

For a moment, I had the illusion that her shoulders trembled.

I gently stroked her blue hair.

Slowly, adding calm whispers.

“You can rest easy now.”

“……”

“I’ve also completely undone the oath that bound the young master.”

They no longer had a reason to be bound.

Because my hand had reached them.

Ruthka’s leash was undone, and Emilia too remained at the academy.

In the original story, everyone met ruin, but the story of this world was vastly different.

I smiled gently.

“Both of you are now free.”

“You, why on earth? For what reason, would you do this much for me…?”

“Well, because I promised.”

I replied resolutely.

The promise I had made to the boy just a few days ago.

“That when you are in distress, I would be by your side to lend my strength.”

“……”

Emilia couldn’t give any particular answer.

She merely clutched at my sleeve, desperately holding back her tears.

I quietly held the girl.

Until that faint trembling ceased.

“I will be by your side.”

Silence settled in the sickroom for a while.

***

Night had fallen unnoticed.

Leaving Emilia, who had fallen asleep while guarding the sickroom, behind, I exited the infirmary.

The corridor, covered in pitch black, was dark without even a sliver of moonlight.

Just then, a hand rummaging in a pocket pulled something out.

“Hmm.”

It was a communication crystal ball.

I had picked one up at the scene earlier, and it seemed to belong to the assassins.

It was half-shattered, perhaps from being caught up in the commotion.

Moreover, they on the other side had confirmed the mission failure and even blocked the connection between the crystal balls.

I condensed shadows at my fingertips and coated the smooth surface.

The cracks covering the surface slowly mended.

A signal appeared in the extinguished light.

-Humming—.

The crystal ball hummed back to life.

I wove together the blocked signals and connected the communication to the other side.

After a few rings, the screen flickered with a blue light.

At the same time, an alarm confirming reception rang.

Ding—.

-……

Only silence flowed at the received end.

But I was certain.

That they were merely not speaking, but listening intently to my signal.

I pointed out, hoping each of them would hear.

They were the masterminds behind this attempted kidnapping.

“The Businessman, Baob, Benity.”

Murderous intent was contained in my voice.

With my eyes half-narrowed, I stepped out into the pre-dawn light.

My loosely worn coat flapped in the whipping wind.

“You have touched things you shouldn’t have.”

My people.

Where I reside.

The story I love.

I had been biding my time, but now I had a clue.

A clue to erase you from this world.

“Let’s leave it to your imagination. What price you will pay.”

Because whatever you imagine, I will return even more.

I ended the communication after that straightforward declaration.

And then I crushed the crystal ball with my grip.

Shatter—!

The fragments scattered into pieces.

Perhaps, they were the hell that certain sinners would face.

With a quiet deep breath, I turned around.

At the end of my gaze, familiar silver hair awaited.

“Commander-nim.”

It was none other than the vice-commander, Neria.

She shimmered like a beautiful grim reaper in the deathly silence.

Beyond her transparent pupils, a cold winter surged.

“All members are ready.”

“As expected, you handle things quickly.”

“If you only give the command, we can immediately begin the purge.”

“Benity… it’s about time their name was erased from the continent.”

I wore an ominous smile.

Just like that era four years ago, when I massacred the underworld.

“It’s the season of extinction.”

A short, echoing scoff.

I took my next step in the darkened world.

As I struggled to suppress the elation bubbling within me.

        
            Revenge.
Or should I call it a reckoning?

The plan was immediately put into action.

"All members are ready."
"If you just give the order, we can go out and slaughter them immediately."

The members had gathered in just a few hours.
Everyone was disciplined and rigid.
This mission was the destruction of a family, the toppling of one of the Empire's pillars.
As such, everyone's gaze was sharp, filled with a cutting edge.
Because it was the process of erasing a piece of history.

'Not that there would be any problems...'

First, I had also given a hint to the Emperor.
The whole story related to this attempted kidnapping.
The circumstances indicating that the Benity family had joined hands with cultists.
And furthermore, the fact that they had planned to overthrow the Imperial Family.

It felt somewhat sudden, but Valkaros would listen.
Because there was a debt I had erased last time.

'I cured Rose's incurable illness and even returned his emotions to him... so now it's time to collect that favor.'

He's a quick-witted person.
Aside from the previous debt, if the information I provided was confirmed, the Imperial Family would have no reason to hesitate.
Including Emilia's testimony as the party involved, various circumstances pointed to Benity's defection.
Rather, they would step forward to nip the coup in the bud.

'What I asked for was the right of first strike regarding that.'

I'd rather pay them back directly, if possible.
In any case, if the Imperial Family intervenes, there will be about two days of grace.
I planned to exploit that gap and take care of them.
Since we had no intention of revealing ourselves, the final credit would naturally go to the Imperial Family.
A situation where there was nothing to lose.

"[Do as you wish.]"
"[Why would I not grant the request of someone who will one day be the Imperial Son-in-Law?]"
"[I only advise you to be careful not to cause any trouble.]"

Naturally, Valkaros did not refuse.
Rather, a letter offering support.
There were strange titles mixed in between... but for now, I decided not to pay attention to them.
Because for now, the matter concerning the Benity family was the priority.

I finished preparing to storm in with my members.
And then.

"Young Lady."

Before implementing the plan.
I sought out Emilia.
She was still standing in the sickroom, watching over Ruthka.
Could it be that she couldn't bring herself to accept her brother's decision?
The villainess seemed unusually confused.

"......Yuda."
"It seems you have a lot on your mind."
"It's just, my stomach feels queasy."
"I understand."

Ruthka's sacrifice.
The choice to liberate his sister by offering himself as a sacrifice.
He claims it was for Emilia's sake.
But for the girl, it was a path where she would lose even the kin she had always relied on.
Therefore, in some ways, the boy's choice was cruel.
Because he hadn't considered the one who would be left alone.

"He's being foolish."
"......"
"He only thinks about dying alone, when I don't even wish for it."
"The Young Master must have been worried about you."
"Who wished for something like this? I, Ruthka..."
"He must have agonized for a long time."
"......He's foolish."
"Even such foolishness is love."

Ruthka, who had been unconscious since yesterday.
However, he was not in critical condition.
He had simply exhausted himself severely, fainting from fatigue.
Even the health professor's opinion stated that there was nothing to worry about.

Emilia gripped the bedsheet with her slender hand.
A faint ripple spread across the sickbed.

"Ruthka..."

The vainglorious girl trembled weakly.
Her usual vanity had disappeared somewhere, leaving only the girl behind.
Was it due to the shock of almost losing her family?
Or was it due to the helplessness of not being able to protect him?
I had no way of knowing.

"Young Lady."

I merely spoke of what was next.

"There's something I need to tell you."

I slowly conveyed it to the villainess.
The destruction of the Benity family.
The plan for it, and the pretext of thwarting the coup.
Finally, even the current situation, on the verge of eruption.

Emilia listened silently.

"I hope you will entrust it to me."

I bowed my head.
Though it may have been hateful at times, to her, it was the family she had been proud of her entire life.
At the same time, it was also the legacy inherited from the Duke and his wife.
Would she truly welcome the word 'destruction'?
The honor, attachment, and vanity that had shaped the villainess's life.
It wouldn't be strange even if the answer was a refusal.

However.

"I'll refuse that."

The girl's pride was a step ahead of even her honor.
Her blue eyes shone clearly.

"I can't entrust such a task to others."

And for good reason.
Because it was a legacy she had been proud of her entire life, and her vanity.
Corruption, degeneracy, defection... if responsibility was to be taken for these, it was only right that she do so herself.

The villainess declared with cold, sunken eyes.
That she would not remain a bystander.

"I will lead the way."

Transparent blue.
Emilia's pupils were still trembling.
Nevertheless, her red lips and tightly clenched fists held a trace of determination.
To not be servile, even if it meant rotting away.
To the girl, that was vanity.
And her name.

"Are you truly alright with this?"
"Why wouldn't I be alright?"
"Turning your back on Benity... would mean a great deal to the Young Lady."
"What a foolish thing to say. Which of them do you think is Benity?"
"Hmm."

A voice that shot out chillingly.
The villainess was speaking.

"Benity is me."
"......"
"The rightful successor, and the talent who will one day become the continent's greatest ice mage. Beautiful as a single bloom, noble as a winter's day, a guardian in harmony with the seasons. Benity is a name granted only to such people."

It was self-praise poured out to an embarrassing degree.
Yet her unique domineering aura erased even such shame.
As if there was no need for shame when speaking the truth.
It was perfect vanity.

The girl asked again.
As if telling me to answer now.

"Tell me, who is Benity?"
"Why, it is the Young Lady, of course."
"Those ruffians who dared to harm my kin. Do you think they are worthy?"
"Of course not. They were too depraved to be noble, and too vile to be proud."
"They are nothing but fakes. False pretenders of Benity, with their lowly birth."

Emilia Benity.
The noble and proud name burned with cold fury.
For dishonored pride was a duty she would shoulder.

"I will punish those fakes."
"......"
"It's no use trying to stop me. I can't yield this, of all things."

Her unwavering gaze.
Her shoulders trembled with complex emotions, yet she brazenly wore a mask of pretense.
At the sight of the vainglorious girl, I found myself smiling.
With my lips twisting into a vulgar grin.

"As expected, you are magnificent."

I extended my hand.
To my truest girl, who was adorned with layers of pretense.
I would stand by her side on the path where she walked with that pride.

"Then, I shall guide you."

The villainess did not abandon herself until the very end.
Therefore, I resolved.

"To the den of the defectors."

That I would take this pitiful person to the stars.

***

A few hours later.

The Duchy of Benity, located in the northern part of the Empire.
In the land known as the Winter Guardians, an unusual atmosphere persisted.
It was none other than the aftermath of 'a certain mission' that had failed a day earlier.

Loud shouts echoed in the Duke's office.

"Wasn't that the mission *you* planned?!"

A middle-aged man poured out his anger toward the communication crystal ball.
His hair was blue, as if to prove his lineage.
The man's name was Deron Benity.
He was the interim head of the ducal family and the twins' uncle.
He spoke with an agitated voice.

"How are you going to take responsibility for this?!"

"Oh dear... Please calm down, Duke."
"Does it look like I can calm down right now?"
"This failure was something we could not have predicted either, Duke. Who would have thought Benity's elites would be annihilated...? And the oath made with Young Master Ruthka was broken?"
"Yes! It's a complete mess!"

Deron, as if unable to vent his anger, ran his hands over his face and took a deep breath.
Because everything he had built up until now was on the verge of collapsing.
This failure was so agonizing.

"Cultists... I shouldn't have joined hands with the likes of you."
"You've benefited endlessly from us, yet you dare to speak such words. Wasn't your very position as family head entirely thanks to our help in the first first place? You, who were always just a flunky serving your predecessors."
"What did you just say...!"
"Let's stop the argument here. Now is not the time for us to fight among ourselves."
"Damn it... So, have you found out the identity of the bastard who contacted us back then?"
"Not at all. The signal was blocked in the first place, so I don't even know how they managed to send the message."
"Whoever that lunatic is, they're no ordinary person."
"I agree. To declare war against cultists, Benity, and businessmen..."
"They're someone who knew we were involved from the start."
"It seems we've been bitten by something nasty."

His fists clenched tightly.
Deron closed his eyes for a moment, then recalled that chilling moment.
As if murderous intent was being transmitted through the crystal ball.

"Let's leave it to your imagination."
"What price you will pay."

Deron bit his lip.
However, he soon shook off the extraneous thoughts.
Because there was a more urgent problem at hand now.
His blue eyebrows furrowed.

"More importantly... I think the Imperial Family is starting to catch a whiff."
"Indeed. If the Young Master and Young Lady testify, the timing will accelerate even further."
"I made them swear an oath precisely to prevent this! That damn bastard, how did he escape?"
"There's no use agonizing over it now. For now, find a suitable place to take refuge. You can't lose everything, can you? We are not yet ready to wage war with the Imperial Family."
"Tsk... You remember the contract, right?"
"Of course. Didn't we say that once His grace is realized in the world, we would make you the Emperor of the new world? Even if the plan has gone awry, the objective remains unchanged, so rest assured."
"......Alright. I'll contact you again later."

Slam!

Deron put down the crystal ball, its power extinguished.
As if his anger hadn't subsided, he repeatedly slammed the crystal ball onto the desk.
Slam, Crack, Thump!
Just as cracks began to appear on its smooth surface.
He roughly shoved his chair back and stood up.
Perhaps he needed to clear his thoughts.
Deron set down the crystal ball and headed out of the Duke's office.
The darkened backdrop greeted him.

"Hoo..."

A long breath.
Deron walked with the cool air.
It was a situation where he was cornered in many ways.
The mission had failed, and the Imperial Family was on the verge of realizing the coup.
Moreover, those who were in the same boat were all untrustworthy.
It was a situation that inevitably made him furious.

Whoosh-.

As he was walking like that.
Suddenly, the night wind brushed past him.
Turning his head at the unexpected winter chill, he saw a window in the hallway was open.
It seemed the maids hadn't checked thoroughly.
Deron unnecessarily transferred his anger to a side issue.

"Ha... those worthless maids, I'll have to deal with them."

The maids who were probably sleeping, oblivious.
He clicked his tongue, promising himself to deal with it tomorrow.
As he loosely turned through the hallway, about to head back to the Duke's office...
Deron suddenly felt an unfamiliar presence behind his back.
As if someone's gaze was following him.

"......!"

Deron reacted immediately, as expected of an excellent mage.
Along with the mana he had gathered, at the end of his gaze stood two figures.

"Oh dear, we've been discovered?"
"......"

A boy and a girl standing side by side.
Both faces were familiar.
One was the target of the previous mission, and the other was his own kin.
Deron stared blankly at the blue hair, standing frozen.
Especially her, as her visit was unexpected.

"......Emilia?"
"It's been a while, Uncle."

A cold voice replied.
Her blue eyes, characteristic of her lineage, shone with an endless chill.

"I've come to take back your name."

The winter night was terribly beautiful.

        
            The Benity Annihilation Operation.

As the operation was about to begin in earnest, I received a request.

The one who made the request was none other than Emilia.

The girl who was to take the lead in the operation.

“Yuda.”

She pronounced my name clearly.

As if trying to hide her agitation, even just a little.

“I have a request.”

“Hmm?”

“When we infiltrate the mansion and face my uncle... let me have my turn.”

“...That doesn’t seem like a particularly good idea. Deron Benity is a formidable opponent.”

“I know. He’s one of the continent’s foremost ice mages.”

“The Young Lady will not be able to stand against him.”

“Promise me.”

Her hand gripped my sleeve.

The villainess’s shoulders trembled, but her eyes remained calm.

Like an old captain’s prayer before a tidal wave.

“That you won’t interfere.”

“...”

“It’s my duty. And, at the same time, it’s the last bit of stubbornness I have left.”

“You might be seriously injured. Or even die.”

“I don’t care.”

There wasn’t even a hint of hesitation in her reply.

Perhaps it was her final act of dignity.

“Because there’s something I absolutely must know, and something I must accomplish.”

Her deep eyes, an endless blue.

In that serene shimmer, the present was transparently etched.

The narrow-eyed boy who stared down at her blankly, and then...

A starlight that refused to be extinguished in defiance.

I couldn’t ignore the girl’s sparkle.

“So, promise me.”

Because she shone dazzlingly.

As if I might be enchanted by her if I wasn't careful.

“That you will respect me, even if it means I get hurt or die...”

That was nobility.

It was a pride cloaked in the name of vanity.

Therefore, I couldn’t refuse.

Because her resolve, reflected on the surface of the water, was still as beautiful as a winter flower.

I could only nod with a faint smile.

As if understanding that sublimity.

“...If that is your will, then gladly.”

At the same time, I prayed.

For my delicate girl.

“Please.”

Please.

May your pride be an affirmation to life.

May a calling exist within that vanity.

“May your duty be free of regret.”

I whispered.

***

“I’ve come to take it back. Your name.”

A voice flowed through the corridor.

Beneath the moonlight beyond the window, we stood before our target.

The curtains fluttered in the passing winter wind.

“...Emilia?”

The man stared at us blankly.

Deron Benity.

The atmosphere was chilling.

Emilia glared at the enemy of her life with cold eyes.

Her uncle, the object of her resentment, was utterly detestable.

“...”

Was he assessing the situation?

Deron’s gaze meticulously checked the corridor.

He seemed wary of forces that might be waiting nearby, in addition to us.

But there was no particular sign of anything.

“Hmm...?”

And for good reason.

Because only the two of us had come up to the corridor.

A glint appeared in Deron’s rolling eyes.

As if he’d been unnecessarily tense.

“Ha... I didn’t think so, but is it really just the two of you?”

The man let out a hearty laugh.

Following his exhaled breath, frost gradually spread at his feet.

His triumphant blue eyes stared clearly at us.

“So.”

Specifically, Emilia.

His niece, a card that had served its purpose.

“What brings you here?”

“Didn’t I tell you?”

“My name... Right, you seem to be angry about Ruthka’s matter.”

“You tried to eliminate that child. And me too.”

“There are adult matters, you see. Besides, Ruthka was the one who stabbed us in the back first.”

“No... you were the one who betrayed us. Ever since our parents passed away.”

“...Ha.”

The man scoffed.

He then covered his mouth, revealing a grotesquely twisted corner of his lips.

His gaze was like one looking scornfully at junk on the street.

Then he asked.

“So, what are you going to do about it?”

Blatantly.

The temperature in the corridor instantly dropped.

His exhaled breath immediately turned into white mist.

“What can you even do?”

“...”

“You half-wit who couldn’t even keep your own place.”

“Even now, I’m going to take it back.”

Screech—!

The ice held at her fingertips soon transformed into a frozen spear.

Emilia aimed the gleaming blade.

At the same time, she glanced our way.

‘Is she telling me not to interfere?’

I nodded.

Because I had clearly promised.

I would step in at a dangerous moment, but for now, I wanted to watch.

The story of this girl, resonating so venomously.

Indeed, could she reach the end of the night and the season?

I stepped back.

“Yes, come.”

Deron, at ease.

He too deployed mana, conjuring magic in his palm.

Emilia threw a single question at her uncle.

It wasn’t a very long question.

“One... I have a question.”

“Now, after all this?”

“My parents’ accident, were you involved?”

The suspicious accident.

The former Duke and Duchess of Benity, who had met a sudden death.

At the time, and even now, the truth of the matter had never been revealed.

It was merely recorded as an unfortunate accident.

-The Duke and Duchess have passed away.

-The cause of death is still unknown, but investigations suggest a carriage accident...

No one knew the truth.

Except for the provisional head of the family who managed the incident at the time.

The person in question replied.

“What if I was?”

“...Then any further conversation would be meaningless.”

Emilia took her stance.

In her blue eyes, a flashing venom settled.

“It seems there are only two of you... You seem to underestimate your uncle too much.”

“You are enough. You, who couldn’t even reach my father’s toes.”

“Unless you bring the Imperial Knights, you won’t be able to catch me.”

“We’ll have to see about that.”

“Is it because you resemble your elder brother so much, that you’re so foolish?”

The two aimed their magic at each other.

Her flowing blue hair flickered with the fleeting moment.

Crack!

Her steps leaped off the ground.

And then, the next moment.

Clash—!

Along with the clashing explosion, shards of ice scattered.

Betrayal, pride, and Benity... it was the moment when all these things reached their end.

The two vain individuals swung their chilling blue blades.

***

Deron Benity.

One of the Empire’s foremost ice mages, and the provisional head of the Benity family.

After the former Duke and Duchess passed away, he seized control of everything in the ducal family in just a few years.

As such, he was quick-witted.

The same applied to the current situation.

‘For now... the corridor seems clear.’

A corridor where no human presence was felt.

Even after deploying mana, the silence all around meant that the surroundings were safe.

At least on the floor he stood on, there seemed to be no unusual variables.

Deron’s mind raced.

‘There’s no way it’s just the two of them.’

Though he pretended to be at ease, it was an act to induce complacency.

No matter that they were mere brats who hadn’t even had their coming-of-age ceremony.

They wouldn’t rashly invade the ducal family, especially not just the two of them.

Whether they were waiting outside, or had already successfully infiltrated inside, it was correct to infer that forces other than the two existed.

The question was, whose forces were they?

‘It’s too fast for the Imperial Family to have moved.’

It would take at least two days.

The cultists had guaranteed it as well.

If so, the possible scenario was...

‘...The Academy, perhaps?’

Yes.

It was plausible if the Academy had stepped forward as retaliation for the previous attack.

The institution known as the continent’s best educational organization, Galimard.

Normally, they wouldn’t get involved in such matters, but they were in a position to have suffered the greatest damage from the Duke of Benity.

Even some of their faculty members had died in the line of duty.

They had the justification.

‘There’s also the possibility of a third party force, but...’

Well, that didn’t matter much.

Deron scanned his surroundings.

Since the situation had become complicated, he at least needed to escape.

The secret passage hidden inside the Duke’s office. He planned to escape through there.

After leaving the mansion, he would rendezvous with the Demon Worshippers.

Then he would disappear until the promised day arrived.

‘When that day comes... I will rule as the Emperor of the new world.’

His desire flowed darkly.

As he chewed over his own thoughts alone, someone suddenly appeared in his vision.

The blue-haired girl, barely standing, in tatters.

It was none other than his niece, Emilia.

“Haah, haah...”

Her breathing was rough and ragged.

The girl was a wreck.

Her usually flowing hair was unkempt, and her limbs were covered in cuts.

Her thigh, especially, where a shard was embedded, trembled faintly.

No matter how much she put on a brave face, her weakness couldn’t be hidden.

Emilia was merely putting on a desperate show.

“Ugh, ugh...”

Thud—.

With a few groans, she propped herself up with her spear.

The girl’s balance kept swaying.

Was it because she was overwhelmed by firepower?

Even though they were both ice mages, she seemed to struggle with the cold.

Snowflakes fluttered on her pale complexion.

However, Emilia did not give up her stubbornness.

“Never... interfere.”

She merely mumbled.

Towards the golden snake guarding her side.

“This is. My, Benity’s story...”

He thought it was a meaningless struggle.

Deron, who was watching, clicked his tongue dismissively.

He had thought she was quite a clever child, but to show such a pathetic sight now.

A foolishness that resembled someone else’s too much.

His brow furrowed.

‘Should I just deal with her now?’

Deron gathered mana at his fingertips.

Since time was pressing, he intended to finish it without dragging it out.

Both Emilia, and the golden-haired boy standing beside her.

‘Was his name Snakers?’

He had heard rumors about him.

A genius who had overwhelmed even the faculty at a young age.

A talent of historical proportions, following in the footsteps of the Red Sword Saint.

The mysterious boy.

‘Well... there might be some exaggeration.’

As is common with rumors, some distortion always exists.

Genius, talent, mystery... humans tend to get excited about such topics.

The aura Deron directly perceived wasn’t particularly strong.

Certainly, considering his age, he was clearly an immense raw talent.

But he was by no means comparable to the Red Sword Saint.

‘It’s laughable.’

Deron himself had participated in the [Great War].

The sight of the stars active on the battlefield was something no human dared to discuss.

‘This will be simple.’

Deron scoffed.

Even if the other side joined in this situation, he was confident he could overwhelm them.

Of course, that didn’t mean he intended to let his guard down.

As it was right to keep variables to a minimum.

“Then, let’s finish this.”

Whoosh—!

Cold air swirled around his clenched fist.

White frost settled throughout the long corridor.

The final blow.

With this, he intended to finish everything.

Both his annoying elder brother’s bloodline, and that snake brat who had interfered from somewhere.

The densely gathered mana soon condensed into a compressed storm.

“Cough, ugh...”

“What a pity. When you meet your elder brother on the other side, please convey my regards.”

A taunt thrown until the very end.

He smiled.

Just as he clenched his fist, intending to shatter the entire space.

Suddenly, Emilia’s lips caught his eye.

“Ha, haha...”

Laughter escaped her, even as she was crushed by exhaustion.

Deron paused at her absurd reaction.

Had she gone insane?

To be laughing instead of begging for her life, in a situation where she was about to be killed immediately.

His brow furrowed at such an eerie feeling.

“...This, couldn’t possibly be everything.”

Spit—.

The girl spat out bloody phlegm, then took her stance again.

Her blue eyes were still gleaming.

As if she hadn’t even started.

‘What...?’

Apart from her battered appearance, her expression brimmed with confidence.

She clearly didn’t lose her composure even in a disadvantageous situation.

Such an incongruity was enough to make Deron wary.

Then, their gazes met.

“To life, pride. To betrayal, harsh winter.”

“...?!”

Crack—!

Behind the somewhat familiar incantation, the girl’s spear shattered into pieces.

The fragments furiously revolved around Emilia.

Soon, her blue hair fluttered in the whirlwind.

‘That incantation... No way, it can’t be.’

However, as if to prove that impossible thought.

From the girl’s two hands, a brilliant light surged.

Her red lips murmured.

“I told you.”

The vain one raised her hand.

Behind the shadow draped like a robe, jet-black snowflakes scattered across the corridor.

In her blue eyes, there was unchanging venom.

As a single season.

“I came to take that name back.”

A figure cloaked in night and winter.

Emilia stood with an entirely transformed aura.

        
            As if to prove the seasons they had walked through, the children had each embraced growth.
Like the protagonists of a story, they had made consistent progress.
The pilot overcame his long-held fear, and the fox reached for the stars.
The Drunkerd overcame her trauma, and the Little Prince reclaimed his Rose.
Each taking a step toward the next.

-I must be... even more outstanding.

-Enough to reclaim what I've lost.

The vain girl was no different.
No, perhaps she was more impatient than others.
Because the time given to her was not abundant.
She always resolved to become stronger.

-Is this... 'Nature Transformation'?

The girl worked hard every day.
Her clear limitations.
To break through the wall that suddenly blocked her, Emilia clung even more to magic.
What she delved into, in particular, was precisely the field known as [Nature Transformation].
A stage commonly referred to as the pinnacle of elemental magic.

-It was also a part my father mastered.

-Thanks to it, he earned the epithet 'Continent's Greatest Ice Mage'.

-Honestly, I'm not confident, but...

The achievements of her predecessor.
The vain girl silently followed those honorable footsteps.
Of course, there was never an easy path in that journey.
Because she stumbled and despaired time and again.
Perhaps it was only natural.

-I can't grasp it at all.

-Everything is so unclear, like walking through a foggy dawn...

-Is this truly a realm I'm allowed to reach?

Ice form transformation.
Breaking away from simply designated attributes to cultivate an entirely different dimension.
This concept was also a lifelong challenge for mages.
Because it was a realm that ordinary talent couldn't reach, not even after a lifetime, or even after death.
Emilia, too, repeated her long struggles.

-What on earth is it?

-To master a sense... even the explanation is vague.

-There aren't any special textbooks either.

-If my father were alive, I could have asked him directly...

The girl repeated her failures.
Formulas that went wrong every time.
Her notebook grew thicker and thicker, and spilled ink stained the desk.
As she repeatedly faced despair, the villainess was consumed by gloom.
Naturally, she ended up reminiscing about her predecessor.

-I, what am I, exactly...?

Frost clung to her fingertips like a stain.
The girl lay on the ice, dwelling only on her helpless moments.
Just as even her persistence was about to turn into resignation.

-Do you need power?

-I believe I can help you.

Suddenly.
A spark of inspiration flashed through Emilia's mind.
It was a memory, nothing else.
A recollection of a certain day.

-Don't be flustered.

-As long as I'm here... you, Young Lady, will not be pushed back.

-You just need to take my hand.

The monster she encountered in the abandoned laboratory.
A memory of the moment she dealt with it, with Yuda's help.

-It'll only be for a very short moment, but I'll show you a new world.

-It's a temporary power.

The villainess, as if enchanted, took his hand.
And, she bisected the monster that was immeasurably stronger than herself.
Without the slightest hesitation.
Beautifully and cleanly.
She remembered that rapturous omnipotence.
It was a world beyond any realm, shown to her by the serpent.

'Perhaps.'
Could that be a clue?
The shadow clinging to the ice.
The shadow that had dyed the girl's mana black and brilliantly white.
Based on that clue, Emilia immediately embarked on new research.

-Like then... freely, unconstrained by mana.

-As if melting into the darkness.

She retraced that fleeting sensation.
It wasn't particularly difficult.
Because with the memory of that time, even a single fluttering snowflake was vivid.
Having found her direction, the villainess poured all her strength into it.
After repeated failures, the girl finally perfected it.

“I told you.”
Nature Transformation.
Mana with the attributes of [Ice] and [Darkness] intertwined.
The villainess stood with noble steps.

Whoosh—.
Her hair fluttering calmly.
Was it due to the deep shadow?
Her hair, which should have been blue, was tinged with a murky light.
Such decadence added an eerie chill to winter.
Her lips parted slightly.

“I came to reclaim that name.”
A brilliant light flashed in her blue pupils.
The atmosphere flipped in an instant.
Normally, it would have been impossible.
Because the wall of talent didn't allow the girl to covet that realm.
However, a connection that was close to coincidence—now a fated encounter—brought about her miracle.
Emilia opened her eyes with a shimmering sense of omnipotence.
The world was as calm as a dawn filled with light.

'It's quiet.'
The preceding sensation.
And her own ceaseless efforts to recreate it.
Her characteristic stubbornness had finally borne fruit.
A shadow spread in the vain girl's breath.

“Haa...”
The villainess looked down at her hands.
About her arm and the snowflakes, completely dyed in jet black.
At first glance, it resembled a snowfield laid out under a night view.
Between the creeping gusts of wind, the air twisted like a mirage.
The atmosphere was completely different.

'Is this a success?'
Black Winter.
Emilia's ice magic was entirely steeped in night.
The transcended attribute encompassed the other side of the dimension.
Fine frost swirled around her.

'......It's unstable, though.'
Perhaps it was because it was a realm achieved through perverse means?
Its purity was terribly lacking.
Compared to her predecessor's footsteps, the replication rate was barely 40% at best.
Even that was immature, so controlling its intensity was not easy.
However.

'It's enough.'
It was enough to overcome the apostate in front of her.
The girl lightly flicked her finger.

Clang—!
Fragments ricocheted from her fingertips.
Her uncle's sneak attack was blocked with remarkable ease.
The shattered magic scattered into pieces.

'My body feels light.'
It was as if she were fluttering in the wind.
Like a banner hung on a spear, the black fluttered nobly.

“Ugh, cough!”
“Uncle.”
“How could you... how could you possibly master Nature Transformation...!”
“Were you merely this caliber of person?”

Thud—!
Her clenched fist struck the man's guard squarely.
The recoil sent her uncle's body flying backward.
He was pushed back a long distance, his eyes still filled with shock.
He never imagined that his niece would cross into that realm.
Emilia pointed her finger.

“I have many grievances I want to ask you about, but...”
“How dare you... you foolish brat!”
“I won't drag this out.”
It wasn't out of mercy.
Because maintaining this form was also a strain for her.
The world she forcibly coveted sought to push her away.
It felt as if her consciousness would snap at any moment.
Therefore, she intended to end the match in a single blow.

“Oh, bitter winter.”
A low chant murmured.
Subsequently, pitch-black snowflakes brushed past the branches.
What descended upon the corridor was dawn, or perhaps winter.
A dense chill pressed down on the atmosphere.

-Emilia Style Ice Magic Secret Technique-
'Frost Spear'
The girl gave her all.
Mana converging into a single point.
Originally, this technique was a method of unleashing ten thousand ice spears.
Through her research and growth over time, it had become a completely different technique.
In front of her, only a single spear of frost remained.

Swoosh—.
Ice compressing smoothly.
The ten thousand spears that were previously dispersed now gathered into a single point.
Furthermore, the deep shadow solidified the convergence within the snowflakes.
The power, suppressed to its limit, caused a shimmering mirage.
It was a beautiful sight.

“......Now, please let us go.”
A blue moon floated in the night.
Its radiance showed not the slightest tremor.

***

“Now, please let us go.”
A chillingly resonant voice.
Deron could not remain composed.
An unexpected situation, and a predicament at the edge of a cliff.
He clenched his fist, his blue eyes trembling.

'Damn it...!'
No way.
To think that his inferior niece had overcome his wall.
The nobly fluttering snowflakes were beautiful.
Cold sweat streamed down his spine.

-Deron, please understand.

-That I am always on your side.

The past flashed through his ears.
His idiotic older brother.
The girl's shimmering figure resembled a phantom from days past.
Deron bit his teeth together, pushing aside the chilling premonition.
He forced himself to shake off the pressure on his shoulders.

'That is dangerous.'
His brain rotated rapidly.
He assessed the current situation.
After confirming the magic being cast, he immediately moved to counter it.
Because Deron knew the weakness of that technique.

'Frost Spear... requires time to cast.'
Roughly a 3-second interval.
If so, now, when she was most vulnerable, was his chance.
He would sever that loathsome neck in one swift strike.
Putting those calculations aside, Deron violently kicked off the ground.
His launched body appeared before the girl in an instant.

Thwack—!
“Die!”
He swung his honed sword blade.
A flash of light in a split second.
Just as their gazes met for a brief moment.

“Heh.”
“......?”
Emilia's lips suddenly curled upward.
Her eyes curved, as if she had caught him.
Something was wrong.
An alarm rang in his senses.

Slide—.
Her blue eyes were fixed beyond Deron's shoulder.
It was a subtle glance, but he didn't miss it.
Soon, the girl's lips parted.
As if sending a signal to someone.

“Now, Ruthka!”
A single cry reached his ears.
Ruthka.
A name he had not considered at all.
That sudden incongruity pierced Deron's mind.
All of the girl's reactions, her smile, and the awkwardness of her gaze that had been compiled until now.
The accumulated data instantly yielded an answer.

'Diversion...!'

Whoosh—!
Deron changed the trajectory of his sword and deployed a defensive stance to the rear.
Quick judgment, and a flawless defense.
It was a perfect response.
However.

“......?”
There was no one where he looked back.
Only the jet-black night, as if mocking him, lay spread out.
Deron realized.

“You fell for it, apostate.”
That he had been tricked.
He belatedly rolled his eyes, but Emilia had already finished her casting.
Her clearly shining eyes pierced Deron's heart.
The aimed spear tip shimmered enchantingly.
The reaper of winter declared.

“We've been swayed enough.”
The one who lost his pride.
Regarding the end that stepped on his threshold.

“This is the end.”
The next moment.
A flash of light brilliantly dyed his vision.
The shimmering mirage shattered the starlight.
And.

“......Cough.”
After the light receded.
A large hole was pierced through Deron's abdomen.
With his arms and legs completely frozen.

        
            Silence, and only snowflakes, covered the hallway.

Snowflakes stained black gently fluttered.

“Haa, haa…”

At its center, a girl staggered.

Her ragged breaths came up to her chin.

Forgetting her usual haughtiness, her appearance was a mess.

Her legs wobbled.

“Ugh…”

The vain girl swayed for a moment.

Eventually, her strength-drained legs gave way, making her collapse on the spot.

Just then, waiting behind her, I gently caught the collapsing girl.

Because I didn't want dust to mar her pride.

With my hands, I carefully held her waist.

“Lady.”

“…Ugh.”

Was she being crushed by the recoil?

A realm she had forcibly tried to reach.

Having coveted transcendence with the body of a mere mortal, the price was by no means light.

The girl's mana was boiling as if it would vaporize any moment.

I quickly channeled power into my fingertips.

“First, I’ll calm it down.”

Gently—.

I placed my palm over her heaving breaths.

Just as I was about to perform the treatment.

“I… I told you, didn’t I?”

A sudden murmur.

Her unique blue eyes looked up at me and smiled.

The gently curved line resembled a winter night's crescent moon.

Her exhausted smile was haggard.

But it wasn’t pathetic.

Rather, it seemed to shine brighter than any star.

In her most disheveled state, the girl emitted the most brilliant light.

Such a paradox evoked rapture.

“There’s something I absolutely have to achieve.”

“……”

“I told you I’d show you…”

Her voice scattered thinly.

However, it didn’t tremble at all.

A flicker of vitality shone in her eyes.

As if demanding applause, and respect.

“……Pfft.”

I couldn't help but let out a chuckle.

Was she still acting high and mighty even in this situation?

For a moment, I was almost dumbfounded, but then I thought such vanity was just like the girl.

I lifted the corners of my lips as if I were being influenced by her.

A faint smile spread across my face.

“Yes… you were truly magnificent.”

A calm, teasing reply.

With my outstretched hand, I stroked her disheveled hair.

The enveloping shadow embraced her pale skin.

As if praising the traces of her fierce struggle.

Smoothly—.

Emilia quietly accepted the touch.

The now familiar warmth and closeness.

We had to pause for a moment in the black winter.

Until the girl, her energy returned, regained her senses.

“You worked hard.”

And so, we leaned our backs against each other.

***

Meanwhile.

Deron, with holes pierced through his heart and abdomen, barely clung to life.

The flashing blow had even evaporated his internal organs.

In short, he was at death’s door.

Regurgitated blood gurgled in his throat.

“Gurgle…”

Bubbling.

Blood foam quietly bloomed.

Paradoxically, his body, reduced to a lump of flesh, showed not a single glimmer of hope.

His limbs were frozen stiff, and all major internal organs located below his heart had been torn out.

It was a miracle that he was still breathing even for a few minutes.

One might say it was fitting for one of the continent’s foremost ice mages.

Wheeze, wheeze—.

Only his wretched breaths echoed in the hallway.

The vitality in his pupils gradually faded.

In such a situation.

‘Hmm.’

Someone was there, observing this with interest.

None other than eyes floating in the shadows.

He was a member of the cult.

‘Surely… I never thought the Duke would fall.’

Peintre.

The personnel the cult had assigned to monitor Deron.

He had been constantly melting into the darkness, grasping the surrounding situation.

Should one call it part of information gathering?

The man clucked his tongue softly.

‘He was… quite a useful pawn, though.’

Deron Benity.

A man whose love for his family and desire to improve his skills were both exceptional.

However, he was overshadowed by his older brother, who was more talented than him, and thus wasn't highlighted.

Deron respected his blood relatives, but on the other hand, he suffered from jealousy and an inferiority complex.

Should one call it a contradictory love?

The cult targeted him.

-Deron Benity.

-I will make your desires a reality.

-Devote yourself to that being.

The cult whispered.

Deron, who had been plunged into grief after the passing of the Duke and Duchess.

It wasn’t difficult to entice a broken human.

Especially if it was a human in a pitiful role, thirsting for recognition.

‘What a waste.’

Well.

He was someone they would discard someday, so it was fine.

It’s a shame he was foolish until the very end, though.

‘It was us who did it, actually.’

Exactly four years ago.

Because the ones who assassinated the Duke and Duchess were none other than the cult.

The man had joined hands with them, unaware of that fact.

Having completely fallen under the demon god’s hypnosis.

‘Now, I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore.’

Creeping—.

Peintre stepped out of the shadows and stood up.

Arms and legs abruptly emerged from the darkness spread across the floor.

He revealed himself in the hallway.

“Ahem.”

Since it had come to this anyway, he intended to at least greet them.

Or perhaps reduce their combat strength beforehand.

Slipping—.

Peintre subtly slipped out of the shadows.

Gaze drawn by the sudden presence.

Following that, he greeted them.

“Greetings.”

“……!”

The sudden appearance of the strange man.

The relaxed atmosphere immediately tightened with tension again.

The staggering blue-haired girl regained her posture.

Had her recovery finished already?

Her condition seemed quite fine.

“He, from the shadows…?”

“I hope you won’t be too surprised. I merely intended to greet the two of you.”

Of course, it might not be a usual greeting.

He hid a sneer in the twisted corner of his lips.

His steps approached.

“I am Peintre.”

However.

He did not know.

“I am the Fifth Apostle, who follows the will of the Great Father.”

The golden snake concealed within narrowed eyes.

That the ominous boy had predicted all of this.

***

“Greetings.”

The man who appeared suddenly.

He abruptly emerged from beyond the shadows.

“I am Peintre. I am the Fifth Apostle, who follows the will of the Great Father.”

I stared at him silently.

Yet without surprise, and without fear.

‘Finally, he shows himself.’

I had always been aware of the shadow’s presence.

He was also a character who appeared in the original story.

From the start, such shallow disguises were laughable to my eyes.

To dare try to hide in the darkness in front of the night itself.

It was like trying to cover the sky with one’s palm.

‘Peintre.’

The watchman who had been monitoring the Benity family.

At the same time, he was also a member of the Seven Apostles chosen by the demon god.

The Puppet Master, the Gravedigger, the Conductor… all of them who had appeared so far could be considered apostles like him.

They were, in their own way, the cult’s top combatants. Of course, two of the three mentioned earlier had already been plunged into hell.

I assessed the situation with a faint hum.

“Hmm.”

I had been waiting for this anyway.

Because if he tried to help Deron, I intended to stop him.

But Peintre merely watched, not stepping forward.

Which meant…

‘So, Benity was a sacrificial pawn after all.’

Nothing had changed from the original story.

Because the cult would mercilessly discard their allies in the end.

Businessmen, Benity, even the criminal organizations of the back alleys… they all discarded them like worn-out shoes at crucial moments.

I glared at him with cold, sunken eyes.

He was a young man exuding a relaxed aura.

“It was all our doing, you see.”

His mouth was as light as his demeanor.

Perhaps he couldn’t hold back?

“In the name of the Great Father.”

Peintre was running his mouth.

Towards the swaying Emilia.

Like a scene from a movie, revealing a shocking twist.

The sneer that twisted his lips was utterly hideous.

“I was quite surprised. I never imagined the Duke would be defeated, you see.”

“Surely, you were watching from the beginning?”

“Coincidentally.”

“……Seeing that you didn’t help him, my uncle was a discarded pawn to you.”

“You’re sharp. Deron Benity was a good chess piece.”

The young man let out a small laugh.

He then added.

“Because he was a foolish human.”

“What do you mean, foolish?”

“Didn’t I tell you? It was all our doing. Assassinating the former Duke and Duchess, luring in the despondent Deron Benity, and thus seizing control of the Benity family—it was all a scheme devised by us.”

“What…?”

Her blue eyes trembled.

Had she been shaken?

Upon hearing the truth, Emilia couldn’t help but flinch.

Because her parents’ deaths were intertwined within it.

The girl retorted, her brow furrowed.

“Nonsense.”

“Hmm?”

“My uncle already admitted it. That he was involved in that incident.”

“I don’t recall him explicitly confirming it, though? Humans with strong pride often evade direct answers like that.”

Thump, thump—.

Deron’s body lay sprawled on the floor.

Peintre extended his foot and stomped on the lump of flesh a few times.

With each step, blood and flesh splattered in all directions.

He shrugged, as if bored, and spoke.

“Isn’t he truly trash?”

“You…!”

Emilia’s eyes widened.

She clenched her fists, taking a stance as if she would step forward immediately.

However, Peintre cackled, as if even that situation amused him.

He took a despicable step back.

“Unfortunately, I have no intention of clashing today.”

His sleeve glinted.

Afterward, a magic stone was clutched in the young man’s hand.

It was an awakening agent with compressed magic within it.

‘A familiar pattern.’

It was the same in the original story.

Peintre always used something as a sacrifice to escape.

This time, he must be planning to use Deron.

Because injecting a magic stone into the heart can corrupt a living being.

It seemed he planned to casually leave the mansion while Deron, turned into a chimera, rampaged.

He grinned, greeting them.

“Well then, shall we bid farewell?”

His hand moved.

He even included a smile that confirmed his victory.

But.

“That’s enough.”

Why should I let that happen?

“How arrogant.”

“Ugh…?!”

Thwack—!

The distance closed with a single leap.

Without hesitation, I grabbed him by the collar.

His body, entangled in falsehoods, was frozen still.

For the first time, bewilderment spread through his relaxed pupils.

I said.

“It gets boring if you always follow the clichés, doesn’t it?”

Sometimes, you have to get caught before you can escape.

An ominous smile lingered on my lips.

My narrowed eyes were now half-open.

“Cliché broken.”

I was stabbing his heart.

        
            He was a similar type of guy who ran away in the original work.

The type to orchestrate things from behind the scenes in Vanity, and then, once the protagonist's party stopped Deron, he would immediately betray them and leave.

Moreover, he would awaken a boss they had almost defeated, forcibly triggering Phase 2.

For players who had cleared Deron with immense difficulty, it was nothing short of despair.

Especially for newbies.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: What the hell is this Painter guy?]

I'm a total newbie who hasn't even cleared the first playthrough yet.

I'm currently clearing [EP31. Vanity], and the boss patterns are seriously infuriating.

It's especially awful because of that Painter bastard.

No, goddamn it.

He suddenly appeared and spouted so much nonsense, then awakened the boss we worked hard to defeat and ran off.

Thanks to him, all my characters got crushed to death by Phase 2 Deron.

Thanks a lot, you bastard.

Time to go for a retry.

[Still on your first playthrough?]

-> Rare to see such a pure newbie.

-> *deep breath*

-> Smells kinda lewd.

[Why is this post so lewd?]

-> Shouldn't it be tagged 19+?

-> It's been a while since I felt this excited.

-> Ah, damn... I can't. I'll be right back after I relieve myself.

-> Someone needs to carry all these old perverts above me away.

[This must be the Dean's grace too...]

-> Surprise worship.

-> Great Dean!

-> As expected, the Dean-Emperor normalizes the story.

[Are kids these days crazy? What's this Dean worship meme now?]

-> What's so good about such a frustrating character?

-> You bastard! Are you saying our Dean-nim can't protect the academy, can't help, can't speak, contributes 0% to the story, is a one-trick prophet, an incompetent GOAT who only "foresaw things," a toilet bowl Gallimard?!

-> No, I didn't say all that ;;

-> Thorough self-awareness, as expected of the Dean-evaluation lol.

Of course.

It would have been infuriating that he awakened a boss they had almost defeated and ran off.

But what really got to them was the Painter's characteristic 'teabagging'.

Because he would constantly grate on the protagonist's party's nerves with all sorts of taunts.

In some ways, he could be said to be the most fitting villain.

A truly 'likable' friend, to put it mildly.

[Category: Free Board]

[Title: Stop it, you bastard!!!!!!]

How many times has this bastard appeared now?

1. The protagonist's party beats the stage boss.

2. Suddenly, the Painter appears from somewhere.

3. He teabags like crazy, awakens the boss, and opens Phase 2.

4. Players scramble to respond to the sudden disaster.

5. While they do that, he leisurely slips away.

This pattern alone is repeating for the sixth time.

Ever since Deron, this bastard awakens every boss we meet.

And he shoves in so many magic stones that they become incredibly powerful.

How can the awakened firepower of some nobody be on par with the academy's top-ranking students?

This is why people say the game's difficulty is broken, damn it.

[That pattern will appear about 3 more times, enjoy.]

-> Oh, stop bullshitting.

-> No use denying reality lol.

-> If you don't like it, buy premium. You can skip from the second playthrough.

-> But that means I still have to clear the first playthrough.

-> Did someone hold a knife to your throat and tell you to play the first playthrough?

-> That's really too much ;

[The Painter part is indeed a bit frustrating.]

-> But the catharsis when you clear it, after all that struggle, is insane.

-> The Fox piercing the Painter's heart is truly exhilarating.

-> For players, it's one of the most memorable scenes.

-> Despite all the talk, it's still a fun game.

[The Painter-gay was definitely annoying.]

-> What kind of shitty nickname is this now?

-> Painter-gay, my ass.

-> But he's officially gay in the settings.

-> ?

-> ?

-> Why is this true?

-> No, it's really official?

-> Oh, Painter-gay bro...

Moreover, this guy wasn't a one-time thing.

After the Vanity episode, he appeared many times and tormented players.

Whenever the protagonist's party subjugated a cultist branch, he would suddenly appear from the shadows.

Subtly awakening a cleared stage boss, or subtly ambushing one of the supporting characters.

In short, he would cause a ruckus and then leisurely leave the scene.

‘He was annoying.’

Even I, personally, had to reset my playthrough more than once because of him.

It was obvious what other players' reactions would have been.

Since he popped out everywhere like this, in the unlikable character poll held in the community, he even achieved the feat of surpassing the Dean to take first place.

He was that sensational of a troublemaker, you could say.

“Gasp···!”

But.

Even that infamous guy.

Couldn't escape the Night.

“You seem to be in pain.”

A leisurely spoken remark.

I was smiling with the Painter's heart pierced.

His eyes, once sneeringly playful, were now clouded with horror and trembling.

The Painter, unable to even utter a taunt, only let out shallow breaths.

A twitching sensation transmitted through my fingertips.

Thump, thump, thump···.

Slowing its beat, then stopping.

The final pulsation from a wretched creature.

I was momentarily savoring the sense of depravity and retribution it offered.

A babbling that couldn't become a scream stained my ears.

“Uh, ugh, uh···.”

“Hmm?”

I tilt my head.

Despite having his heart pierced, he showed no sign of dying easily.

Is it because he's one of the Seven Apostles of the Demon God?

Eyes tainted with sin glared this way.

But that was all.

“How rude.”

Crunch-!

A simple clenching of the fist.

Following that movement, the loaded shadow stretched out.

The jet-black, sharpened like thorns, ripped apart all organs, including the heart, from within.

His body simply became a meat sack, holding what had been ground into a smoothie.

Even the life that barely persisted was crushed.

“Sometimes people get the wrong idea, you see.”

Splat-!

The Painter's body sprawled onto the floor.

His limp form looked like a ruptured water balloon.

I wore a chilling smile.

“Just because I played around a bit doesn't mean we're on the same level, you know.”

The Painter.

Originally, he must have intended to make Deron rampage and then escape himself.

It was a pattern that had worked many times in the original story.

But, precisely because of that, I was able to respond perfectly.

One of the villains considered main in the original story.

I've killed this guy over 1900 times, even in my past life.

The killing I just carried out was merely adding one more stroke to that number.

No grand narrative was needed.

“Did I look like your friend?”

I questioned the minced meat at my feet.

Of course, there was no reply.

Because corpses are silent.

“It’s truly over.”

The most bothersome enemy in the original story.

He died perhaps most futilely, achieving nothing.

I didn't even want to give this hunt the name of 'judgment'.

I easily wiped off my blood-stained hands.

‘Perhaps it’s because I hated him so much. I feel like I put in unnecessary emotion.’

It didn't matter.

Compared to what he did to Vanity, it was an infinitely merciful end.

I calmed the slight heat that had risen within me.

Then, I fiddled with the crystal ball in my other hand.

It was something I had snatched from the Painter's pocket earlier.

I whispered chillingly into it.

“So··· what were your impressions of spying?”

As expected.

A red light was on in the crystal ball.

It had been watching the entire situation until just now.

I spoke softly towards the sinister gaze of the person who must be sitting beyond the light.

Though suppressing my murderous intent.

“Didn't I tell you last time? That you would all pay the price.”

This target is Vanity.

Next will be the Businessman.

And finally, to uproot all of you.

I covered my ominously twisted mouth.

Nevertheless, my viciousness wasn't hidden.

“Despicable creatures, indeed.”

A heavy silence settled.

Subsequently, a voice returned from the crystal ball.

It was a voice filled with black static.

-ニ······This is, frankly, surprising.ネ

His tone was stiff.

The other party didn't reveal their identity, but I could roughly infer it.

The Seven Apostles of the Demon God. Because he was the one called the Second among them.

I spoke with a refreshing smile.

“Conductor.”

-ニHoo.ネ

“Surely··· you weren't trying to catch me with a trap of this level, were you?”

-ニOf course not. I did think it would be nice if it worked, but to think you'd be this far beyond its level. Truly worthy of a masterpiece imbued with that person's power. Though now it is merely [censored].ネ

“You should prepare your neck. I'll be visiting soon.”

-ニPffft, I really do like your confidence.ネ

A voice that didn't lose its composure, even after my murderous intent was revealed.

Should I say, fitting for the cult's second-in-command?

He didn't lose his composure.

On the contrary, he merely provoked me, as if it were amusing.

It seemed he was quite the higher-up, and he even seemed to know my identity.

-[Ah, now that I think about it.]

The man beyond the crystal ball nonchalantly spoke.

As if he had just remembered.

-ニAren't you worried?ネ

-ニYou led the academy's troops and invaded Vanity, didn't you?ネ

-ニIf you and some of the faculty are gone··· the academy would be as good as an empty house, wouldn't it?ネ

-ニIt's not as if we'd miss an opportunity like this, is it?ネ

A sinister echo spread.

It was like an ice pick stabbing an unexpected spot.

It flew smoothly and pierced my neck.

The silhouette beyond the screen smiled.

-ニDidn't you expect this much?ネ

-ニThat since the academy is on high alert, we wouldn't be able to enter.ネ

-ニUnfortunately.ネ

The voice continued.

His subtly mocking yet not quite tone was precarious.

Emilia, who was listening to the conversation beside me, had her pupils dilate.

Could it be that even she hadn't predicted the possibility of being ambushed in return?

The Conductor seemed particularly pleased.

-ニThe academy must have already received their benefactor's grace.ネ

Content implying an academy invasion.

Despite hearing such words, I···.

“Is that so?”

I was still smiling.

-ニHmm···?ネ

“In that case  shall we find out what the situation is like at the academy?”

I took out another crystal ball from my coat.

The screen already lit up.

Receiving the communication, I raised the volume so everyone could hear.

Beyond the clear audio quality, only one voice could be heard.

-ニCommander-nim.ネ

-ニAs you arranged, the cultists have arrived here too.ネ

-ニThe scale appears to be roughly 3,000. They seem to have swarmed in through a subspace barrier.ネ

-ニPlease, your next command.ネ

A deep, resounding voice.

While uttering '3,000 troops,' there wasn't even a hint of tremor in his voice.

His usual lighthearted demeanor had settled into cold composure.

The Conductor, who had been silent for a moment, soon let out a blank murmur.

-ニ······Impossible.ネ

Yes.

Even if it was just a voice, he would have recognized it.

After all, they had clashed several times on the battlefield.

He was also the arch-nemesis who had cut off his lower body.

“Then, shall we go?”

I enunciated clearly.

My sharpest sword, hidden until now.

“Sir Kyle.”

The Red Sword Saint.

My lips spoke to the killer.

A faint thrill flowed through me.

“Sweep them all away.”

-ニEverything as you wish.ネ

The star began to move.

        
            A secret passage located beneath the academy.

Ancient remnants guarded the darkness around it.

The deep, sunken pitch-black darkness resembled dawn, hidden from ordinary eyes.

However, for those who served sinister beings, it was as comfortable as home.

For them, night was a time to unleash their seething desires.

In the thick silence, strange figures were marching.

"Hmm."

No.

More precisely, they *had* been marching.

Squelch-.

Beneath the firmly planted steps, pools of blood rippled.

No, could it even be called just a pool?

A sea of blood stretched across the basement floor.

"Gack..."

"Ugh, ack."

"...Gurk, ugh."

Groans could be heard from all over.

Should it be called lucky, or unlucky?

Those whose limbs had merely been severed writhed their wretched bodies.

With their movements, ripples in the red pond spread noisily.

However, even that ceased in an instant.

Swish-!

A thin line originating from somewhere left a silver afterimage.

A single, straight stroke cut across the necks of the strange figures.

Subsequently, their decapitated heads floated upward simultaneously.

The blood spattering like a fountain and the scene that resembled falling rain were paradoxically beautiful.

The terrible scent of blood, the rolling entrails, and the blood-red mirror spread across the floor.

Everything was enchanting.

"What is this... it's not even a warm-up?"

A gruesome sight.

Standing at its center was none other than a man.

The man stood motionlessly, treading on the sea of blood.

Yet, not a single speck of stain sullied his sleeves.

Bearing only the redness of his own hair, he rotated his shoulders as if stiff.

It was an utterly nonchalant reaction.

"What good is a large number? They're all just worthless dregs."

A staggering 3,000 people.

That was the number of strange figures who had attempted to attack the academy today.

Including the chimeras they had unleashed, the total number would have easily exceeded 10,000.

An incomprehensible difference in power.

But.

"I thought there'd be at least one Apostle."

The man blocked them.

Single-handedly, without suffering a single wound, in an instant.

The scene was like a dream.

Even in the depths where night had settled, the man's sword shone.

The starlight surged brilliantly.

"Tsk... it's my debut match after six years."

It was truly a scene close to a massacre.

In contrast, the man was clicking his tongue as if disappointed.

He was truly relaxed, but precisely because of that, he was overwhelming.

The fox, who had been observing the situation, held her breath.

'...This is the Red Sword Saint.'

The Red Sword Saint.

A figure known to have reached the highest night sky throughout human history.

Though he had retired from active service and time had passed, causing him to rust, his starlight remained untarnished.

Irene replayed the dazzling, momentary strike in her mind.

The lingering glow of the flash had not faded.

"...Amazing."

"Hmm?"

As if he had heard her small murmur.

Kyle laughed heartily.

It was his usual, somewhat boisterous laugh.

"Hahaha! Such a reaction makes me blush!"

"For someone who's blushing, you certainly made a flashy display."

"Even this is far short of the Commander-nim's skill, isn't it?"

"That's certainly true."

Light conversation exchanged.

However, perhaps it was because of the corpses scattered nearby.

The atmosphere was ordinary, yet uncanny.

The red-haired man smiled faintly.

"Besides, aren't you capable of it now too?"

"..."

"If my intuition isn't wrong, you also seem to have reached the stars."

"It just... happened. About 80% of it is thanks to that person's help, though."

"Whatever the reason."

Kyle shrugged his shoulders.

Then, he sheathed the sword he had wielded.

The dazzling starlight had already vanished.

"Haven't you, too, ascended to the night sky?"

"...The night sky."

"Soon, you'll surpass even me."

"That's an unrealistic notion."

"Of course, you're still immature. But I can feel it. That quiet waves crash on your star."

"..."

"At first, I was puzzled. I couldn't understand why the Commander-nim took in such an ordinary child, but now I get it. That person recognized your potential."

Potential.

The fox pondered that resonance.

Kyle lightly patted Irene's shoulder.

"So, cheer up."

"..."

"Because that person needs your light."

Afterward.

The man turned his back without hesitation.

The footsteps of the old era advanced, treading on corpses and blood.

However, the new generation gazed at his retreating figure for a moment.

'Someday.'

The fox vowed.

Someday, she too would reach that high... no, even higher in the sky.

To live the world's karmic flames with such brilliant starlight.

And to stand proudly by the boy's side.

Thud-.

The girl's steps advanced.

In her tightly clenched fist, a white flame shimmered.

***

The cultists were utterly decimated.

Ultimately, their academy raid came to naught.

The tactical nukes dropped appropriately proved their destructive power by eradicating the dangerous elements.

I was observing the situation through a crystal ball.

The fluttering starlight was truly beautiful.

"Master-nim."

"Ah."

Just then, as I was lost in thought.

A slender voice called out to me.

Standing by my side was a silver-haired girl, imbued with moonlight.

The mansion's Deputy Commander was in charge of the remaining cleanup.

While my attention was elsewhere, the situation here seemed to have concluded as well.

"It's finished. I've handled it so there won't be any complications."

"You worked hard again, Neria."

"I merely followed your will."

"You're always so loyal."

Swish-.

I gently stroked her head.

The strands of hair touched my fingertips.

Subsequently, her pure white face flushed instantly.

Unlike her usual stiff demeanor, at times like this, she was undeniably a girl.

I would sometimes intentionally poke her cheek as if teasing her.

Our Deputy Commander eventually "sank."

"M-Master-nim..."

"Hmm?"

"In this state, I-I can't possibly make a report..."

"Neria, you're always so endearingly immature. It's like you're fun to tease in various ways."

"Y-You flatter me."

"Shall we hear the report, then?"

Neria returned to a businesslike demeanor.

The girl calmly summarized the situation.

Most of the knight order under the family's command had been neutralized.

Especially those who operated directly under the head of the family, those "Awls" or whatever they were called, were all killed.

I heard they had been committing all sorts of vile deeds under Deron's orders.

Additionally, the heads of those who had contributed to the defection, such as the elders and close aides, had all been severed.

Only those who had not betrayed the name of Vaniti were spared.

However, their number was so small it could be counted on one's fingers.

In short.

'Is this the end?'

The Vaniti family had fallen.

A pillar supporting the empire.

The guardians of the blue winter.

On the other hand, the most noble lineage after the imperial family.

That proud history had finally reached its final chapter.

As the one who wrote their final chapter, I looked down at the ink smudged on my palm.

For downfall was ever so fleeting.

Whoosh-.

The gentle scent of winter wafted by.

I surveyed the serene world, still veiled in dawn.

The lightless snowfield flowed by in a gentle, subtle beauty.

The things of today that were still awake, heading towards a tomorrow that would no longer exist.

I chewed over the needlessly complicated lingering taste.

'Emilia.'

My eyes naturally stopped before the girl.

The girl with blue hair, befitting winter.

I held my breath for a moment.

"..."

The girl stood still, looking down at her feet.

Rolling on the floor was a frozen chunk of flesh.

It was none other than her uncle.

'So that's it.'

I quietly stepped back.

The look in the vain girl's eyes seemed as if she would shatter at any moment.

However, that agony was not something I could share with her.

Nor should I.

I merely watched.

'Deron Vaniti.'

The villainess's uncle.

Even though he had betrayed them, he was once a beloved family member.

It would be a shallow lie to say her feelings weren't complicated.

The girl bit her lip.

-Deron Vaniti was a good pawn.

-Didn't I tell you? It was all a scheme orchestrated by us.

She realized that beyond that betrayal, there had been cultists.

Perhaps her uncle could have taken a different path.

The twins too, might have had a different path.

The bitterness after a tragedy always gnaws at the heart, leaving a dry, unpleasant taste.

Because the carelessly uttered word 'perhaps' often pricks the heart.

Emilia's shoulders trembled slightly.

"Uncle... no, Deron Vaniti."

The girl did not break.

Because she had accumulated many experiences and countless frustrations until now.

Her more mature reason accepted the bitterness.

Her trembling voice rang out with a quiet solemnity.

"Your sins will remain in history."

Emilia knew.

No matter how much the cultists had instigated the corruption, the subsequent events were clearly Deron's responsibility.

He had disposed of those loyal to the family and bound the twins to prevent their escape.

In the end, driven by his greed to become emperor, he had sought to overthrow the empire.

She didn't want to add any melodrama to such clear karma.

"The pride you discarded has sullied all of us."

His breath had ceased.

The girl was facing the adult she had once feared.

No longer a child, but an adult herself.

There was no tremor even in her long breath.

"Those who remain will bear that sin. The name of Vaniti will no longer be honorable; it will be remembered as the mark of a traitor. There is no glory left in this lineage."

However.

"I will gladly bear that name."

A name that no longer shone.

Merely the mark of a sinner.

Nevertheless, the girl said she would bear it.

It was not for the Duke and Duchess who had passed away early, nor for the defector who had fallen for the cultists' temptation.

It was solely for herself.

"Because this is my pride."

The essence now forgotten.

The epithet that the Vaniti family held, and the value the girl had yearned for.

Although the brilliant glory would vanish, the will of her predecessors would not be severed.

Indeed, will is something that is passed from person to person, not from a family or glory.

Even amidst fallen honor, the villainess stood.

Above all, she had not lost her pride.

"I will be different from you."

A final remark, exhaled.

Perhaps her emotions had risen, for the girl's throat was choked.

But the steadfastness in her eyes remained unchanged.

Beyond the half-open window, the wind brushed by.

Whoosh-.

A name that would now remain as a page in history.

The vain girl stood treading upon it.

Embracing the swirling winter and the pride she had last vowed to uphold.

She was no longer the quarrelsome child who had been jealous of others at the academy.

She was an adult.

"Lady-nim."

I stood beside the girl with careful steps.

As if her tension had finally eased, Emilia leaned her shoulder against me.

I supported her with softly opened arms.

And a quiet whisper in her ear.

"You've worked hard."

"..."

The vain girl buried her face silently.

Holding her warm body close, I gently patted her slender back.

Just then, the brightening dawn outside the window seemed to herald the end.

We stood for a long time within the fading morning.

[EP31. Vaniti]

-Betrayed Pride, Unfading Light-

And so.

The episode concluded.

        
            The order to purge the Veniti was executed overnight.

The pillar that had shared history with the continent crumbled before dawn.

If I were to borrow a trite truth, is it not said that immutability is no different from fantasy?

I pondered this in the unusually bleak snowy field.

My mouth felt needlessly bitter.

'It's cold.'

We handled the aftermath concerning Veniti.

Normally, since it was related to a coup, it would have been right to hand it over to the Imperial Family...

But the lingering taste would have been unpleasant this way.

I managed to obtain permission from the Emperor with difficulty.

He granted it more readily than I'd expected.

'Should I say... it's a relief?'

A season where only chilly winds remained.

Emilia's eyes, as she surveyed the empty mansion, seemed complicated.

Perhaps it was because she was realizing that her family's lifespan had run out.

Her blank, rigid expression simply lingered here and there.

I couldn't even offer any particular comfort.

'......It must have been precious.'

I knew.

How proud Emilia was of her lineage.

And how much she admired the stories of her noble predecessors.

For the villainess, 'Veniti' was more than just a surname; it was a landmark symbolizing her life.

The sense of loss from that would surely be agonizing.

'Because she's a fragile person.'

No matter how much she pretended to be strong.

No matter how much she pretended to be mature, the underlying wounds remained.

The girl was merely enduring the phantom pain of something severed.

Unable to show her weakness.

-I'm fine.

-Since I wanted to carry on the name of Veniti, I must become a person worthy of it.

-It's just that right now... I feel tired from various things.

-So, I hope you won't worry.

A clearly trembling voice.

I couldn't help but feel sorry for her.

However, I had no intention of deliberately breaking down her faltering steps.

No matter how precarious the path seemed.

Ultimately.

-Because this is my pride.

-I will be different from you.

Because it was the path that child chose.

If she wished to walk it, I would simply remain by her side.

Pushing aside various distracting thoughts, I fumbled through the bookshelves.

The smell of old books settled on the bridge of my nose.

Thud.

"Ah."

Soon, a touch caught on my fingertip.

I subtly peeked beyond it.

Was it worth rummaging through the Duke's study for so long?

As I cleared out countless bookshelves one by one, I soon discovered something in one spot.

Hidden behind the bookshelf was none other than a device locked with mana.

I murmured.

"Found it."

Bingo.

I channeled mana into my index finger and unlocked the device.

With a brief touch, the barrier dissolved smoothly.

Subsequently, a small opening was revealed beyond the bookshelf.

No... rather than a hole, it resembled a drawer.

I carefully grasped the handle.

'As expected, it's there.'

It was the same as in the original.

Even in the game, after the Deron Capture Battle, if you examined the Duke's study, you could find this mechanism.

A special item could be obtained from this 'secret drawer'.

Should I call it an Easter egg?

"Hmm."

Rustle.

It wasn't a particularly powerful or valuable item.

In fact, from a player's perspective, it was just a piece of paper.

But, at this moment, it was more important than any other item.

And it would be words sorely needed by someone suffering from loss.

I slowly opened the drawer.

Creak.

Soon, a paper envelope was revealed inside the drawer.

It maintained a quite neat appearance.

Fearing it might get smudged, I carefully picked it up.

Afterward, I checked the contents to confirm it was the item I was looking for.

"......That's a relief."

A short breath of relief.

My memory regarding this part had been hazy.

Fortunately, the necessary item was well-preserved.

I carefully took the letter.

Because there was someone I needed to deliver it to.

[Driven Veniti's Will]

The former Duke's will.

Or a letter.

I tucked it into my pocket and moved my steps.

Towards the girl who must be suffering from loss.

***

Emilia Veniti.

Since that day, the girl had been constantly plagued by melancholy.

Perhaps it was because of the ancestors' footsteps she had so fleetingly shattered.

The proud girl couldn't shake off her restless feelings.

A single vow lingered in her ears.

-I will gladly bear that name.

-Because this is my pride.

The path.

The one she had chosen to walk.

The girl's stomach churned.

Had she truly made the right choice?

The absence of a home... a place to stay, was enough to weigh her down.

Even though she pretended to be mature, she was still at an age where she hadn't even had her coming-of-age ceremony.

Emilia was being eaten away by a gloomy sense of loss.

Just as she was sinking into that gloom.

"......You have something to deliver?"

The boy sought out the girl.

The snake approached, as always, with a meaningless smile.

Lingering nearby, he soon extended something.

It was none other than a neatly folded letter.

"A letter...?"

"I happened to find it, you see."

"What suddenly possessed you to bring something like this..."

Emilia tore at the envelope this way and that.

Not long after, her blue eyes stopped at a certain point.

It was because of a short sentence written in the recipient field.

Her breath hitched for a moment.

[To My Beloved Children.]

No sender was written.

However, the girl instantly recognized its identity.

Unlike the luxurious paper material, the handwriting was like ants crawling.

Ink pressed down with sincerity, yet utterly unbefitting a noble.

Emilia subconsciously murmured the letter's owner.

"......Father?"

Driven Veniti.

The former Duke, and the father of the twins.

The familiar messy handwriting proved it.

Since he had injured his arm on the battlefield, his father's writing had always been messy like this.

The proud girl fiddled with the letter, having forgotten to react in any other way.

Then, she turned her eyes towards the boy who had handed it to her.

"You seem surprised."

The snake was smiling.

However, unlike usual, it wasn't a joyful feeling.

It was merely a smile that held a touch of bitterness and sadness.

For some reason, the villainess's eyes welled up.

"I found it while tidying up the Duke's study... specifically, the bookshelves. I glanced at it briefly, and it seemed appropriate for the Lady-nim to read it."

The boy explained softly.

Emilia had already unfolded the letter before his words even finished.

Beyond it, familiar messy handwriting greeted the girl.

The deep scent of paper tinged the tip of her nose.

An image formed in her watery pupils.

《To Emilia, and to Ruthka.》

The first sentence was as follows.

Naturally trembling hands.

The girl steadied her breathing and slowly read the letter.

《I don't know how long it's been since I wrote a letter like this.》

《As you both know, I have terribly messy handwriting.》

《However... there are words I absolutely must convey, so I picked up this pen.》

《Because I don't have many days left to live.》

Emilia couldn't tear her eyes from the letter.

A tone as if he knew his own impending death.

A strange confusion swirled before her eyes.

《Perhaps this letter will be my will.》

《Still, it's a relief.》

《To have received a good opportunity to say goodbye to you.》

《Gaston Gallimard. I suppose I should thank that nasty old man too.》

《If not for him, I wouldn't have been able to choose this end.》

《Despite everything, he's a good old man.》

So many incomprehensible words.

Her mind was a jumble.

Yet, even those contents felt hot to the girl.

The father she had missed so much and admired so deeply.

The letter he left her, his uniquely messy handwriting, his easygoing tone, even the ink that had clumsily smudged.

The strong scent of the past made Emilia's eyes sting.

She struggled to swallow past the lump in her throat.

《My chatter has gone on too long.》

《I'm not good with words, you see. I couldn't think of anything grand to say.》

《I simply... wanted to tell you that I worry about you being left alone.》

《Surely, from now on, it will be a series of trials.》

《I had hoped you would never be hurt your entire lives.》

The letter gradually began to glow.

Light began to emanate from the letter.

Subsequently, the surroundings swelled like mist.

After rubbing her eyes for a moment, her vision revealed two familiar faces standing there.

It was none other than the former Duke and Duchess. They were faces the girl missed dearly.

The illusion flickered before her eyes as if it were real.

The voice reached Emilia's ears with startling clarity.

"I'm sorry I couldn't protect you."

"Father...?"

"I wanted to stay by your side and watch you, who were so small, grow up and eventually become adults through all those days... but I'm only filled with regret for leaving so early. I pray that you both become upright adults."

"......"

The scene was endlessly vivid.

As if her deceased parents had returned.

Her chest felt tight from the tender resonance.

"Do not doubt the path you wish to take."

If it is a path you believe to be right, do not hesitate in your steps.

Just as this father did, and as your ancestors did, do not lose your inherent pride.

Conversely, if you think a path is not right, pause for a moment.

Look around, reorient yourselves, and find a new path.

You are the proud children of the snowy plains; the blessings of snow will accompany your every step.

I will not tell you not to cry.

No, rather, cry to your heart's content.

Break down, despair, cry and wail and blame the world.

But when morning arrives, pick yourselves up as if nothing happened.

Burn your lives with pride as if you never lost it.

That is the path our Watchers have trodden.

"Please, do not lose your pride."

The words flared radiantly.

The letters glowing brilliantly.

Soon, the letter rose up, becoming a single snowflake.

The message fluttered in the air, having left Emilia's hand.

Her blue-tinged eyes simply looked up.

"It's the last one already."

"......"

"I'm sorry if it seems like I've just been nagging. However... please know that this much is your father's true heart."

The snowflake also looked down at the girl.

A gaze that passed in a fleeting moment.

Emilia's eyes were full of heavy tears.

The emotions she tried to suppress were welling up, on the verge of overflowing.

Finally.

《I love you. More than anything in the world.》

When she read that sentence.

Or when she heard the fading voice.

The proud girl could no longer hold back her tears.

Hot lines traced across her pale cheeks.

Her stomach churned.

"Ah..."

She was scared.

After her parents passed away, everything was a mess.

She was betrayed by those she trusted.

She and her younger brother had to live lives simply to survive.

Despite that, they fought fiercely, and almost went astray several times.

In the end, she killed her uncle and, with her own hands, destroyed the long-standing legacy of her ancestors.

She cut off a part of her own being.

But.

'Don't cry.'

She tried not to cry.

She tried not to waver.

Because she was an adult.

Now, she was the last lineage to lead Veniti.

Realizing the responsibility placed upon her, she had decided to build a wall around her heart.

Her overflowing emotions gushed out in waves.

"......Ugh."

She broke down at this scene.

A dazzlingly diffuse beauty.

Emilia carefully cradled the fluttering snowflake in her hands.

By then, the lingering images of her parents had dispersed into the wind.

Only then did she realize.

'Illusion magic.'

It was an illusion.

Someone had shown her an illusion, aligning it with the letter's contents.

So that goodbyes could smoothly dissolve even beyond the thin letters.

Emilia savored the deep scent of the snowy plains.

If someone could do this...

"Lady-nim."

As expected.

It could only be you.

Wiping her eyes, Emilia looked up at the golden snake.

The white reflected in his slightly narrowed eyes was, as always, a warm gaze.

A voice that gently melted her frozen heart.

The girl couldn't suppress her childish impulses.

Her stumbling body fell forward.

Whoosh!

"Oh my."

Arms that softly embraced her.

Emilia tightly hugged the boy's body.

"Such a display of affection would embarrass even me..."

A meaningless joke he threw out.

Normally, she would have shuddered, but now, even this mischievousness felt grateful.

Her heart, as if warmed, began to faintly throb.

The girl buried her face, as if melting into that warmth.

His unique, refreshing scent wafted past.

"Don't cry."

"Mm, ugh..."

"Everything will be okay now."

Emilia struggled to swallow her sobs.

A faint whimper escaped.

A short monologue.

'You, why...'

Always teasing her.

Making her embarrassed.

And tormenting her.

Yet sometimes, holding her like this.

Comforting her warmly.

Trusting her as a matter of course.

So she wouldn't waver, so she would walk the right path.

You, who stay by my side, why to me?

-You can do it.

-Of course, because you are Lady-nim.

Giving me a new life.

Saving Ruthka and me, who were bound by the family.

When I wavered as if I would collapse, you smiled as if you would fall with me.

And when I reach the right destination, you genuinely rejoice.

How could I not harbor feelings for such a kind person?

Emilia felt her heartbeat, drenched in tears.

She tightened her arms around him even more.

"You..."

If.

If I were to give this feeling a name.

"......Thank you. For everything."

It would surely be love.

Her lips trembled.

Her half-tear-soaked voice scattered in the swaying snowy wind.

Emilia conveyed it, struggling to steady her breathing.

Her affectionate gratitude to the savior of her life.

It was the awkward first love of a girl.

"Don't mention it."

The snake chuckled softly.

He whispered a calm promise into her ear.

Embracing the warmth held in his arms.

"I am always on your side."

The two stood there like that.

        
            Afterward.
A week passed.
The fierce days remained in memory like a photograph.
At the end of the harsh snowfield, only spring, free from winter, flowed.
We returned to the academy once again.

“It was truly a long week, wasn't it?”

The fall of the Benity family was officially declared.
Given the imperial family's reputation, the true orchestrators of this coup suppression were kept hidden.
Instead, it was announced that the Emperor, having perceived their movements, had swept them away all at once.
For us, who didn't particularly welcome unwanted attention, it was a grateful outcome.
From the start, merely handing over the treacherous faction was an excessive consideration from the imperial side.
If I hadn't incurred a debt to the Emperor, it would have been difficult to obtain permission.
I let out a sigh of relief.

“[So, when are you considering the imperial marriage?]”
“[Elize and Charlotte both seem to be slowly anticipating it, you know.]”
“[To take both princesses… the continent would truly be turned upside down.]”
“[Still, since it's what the children wish for, we should support them, shouldn't we?]”
“[I hope you can give an answer by summer at the latest.]”
“[Ah, and thinking about successors…]”

In addition to the well wishes,
A subtle pressure came from Valkaros, but I decided to postpone my answer for now.
As the final chapter was drawing near, there were many accumulated tasks.
I neatly folded the letter that had arrived without fail and sent it back.
Then, I continued processing the remaining documents on my desk.

‘The fall of Benity.’
The aftermath was handled swiftly.
The betrayal of Benity, one of the empire's three great ducal families, left a huge shock.
However, the imperial family suppressed it overnight, proclaiming their strength across the continent.
That if the Emperor so willed, even an ancient noble family could be annihilated.
Indeed, overwhelming military power
provides relief to those within the fence and fear to those beyond.
In that sense, this handling of affairs could be considered quite successful.
Having once again ingrained the image of their absolute power.

‘Fortunately.’
Deron Benity, the mastermind of the coup, was executed.
The family elders who had sympathized with him, and all his close aides, were also executed.
Furthermore, anyone who had even slightly participated in the matter could not escape decapitation.
Normally, the principle was to exterminate three generations, but given Emilia's direct leadership in suppressing the coup, a merciful pardon was granted to the innocent.
However, this was only for those who had staunchly resisted Benity's betrayal.

‘It feels a bit lenient… but it should be enough.’
This much would serve as a warning.
Other noble families, besides Benity, who had harbored ill intentions.
Since the strongest ally they believed in had fallen, they would inevitably hesitate.
They needed to realize what they had almost made an enemy of.
So that they would never again treat a coup lightly.

‘It's truly laughable.’
What exactly is such greed worth,
that they would be willing to give up their honor, wealth, family... everything.
I scribbled with my pen, a sneer mixed with disdain.
The families involved in collusion with Benity were still under investigation.
If their involvement became clear, they were to be purged without a single one left.
I pushed the completed documents aside.

“[Fallen Pride, and the Last Guardians.]”
Casually,
A newspaper caught my eye.
It was a newspaper for students, self-published by the academy.
It contained details about the coup and the story of the twins who stopped it.
Beyond the print, they had become heroes.

“[Emilia Benity. Ruthka Benity.]”
“[The two direct descendants of Benity led the charge in suppressing this coup.]”
“[They led the knights from the very front and succeeded in directly purging Deron Benity, the instigator.]”
“[The two became the last bloodline to inherit the pride of the Snowfield Guardians.]”
“[Therefore, the Emperor greatly commended the twins, and…]”

The twins' heroic tale.
As it became known that they had stopped the rebellion and brought down their own family with their hands,
they were able to escape the disgraceful accusations.
Perhaps it was the power of a suitably embellished story.

‘Of course,’
as they had betrayed their own bloodline,
there were also quietly murmuring opinions, but no one openly spoke out.
Ruthka and Emilia were already children under the Emperor's protection.
I, too, was watching the path they had chosen.
Though complicated in many ways, they didn't seem to have any regrets.
I merely supported them silently.

“Hmm.”
Scratch…
The elegant pen nib stopped moving.
I organized the documents I had finished processing.
As I stretched, feeling stiff, a voice suddenly came from beside me.
It was none other than Ruthka, who had been helping with the document processing.

“Are you done?”
His clear blue eyes glanced my way.
I replied by pointing to the neatly organized desk.

“As you can see.”

“Unexpectedly, you handle paperwork quite well too.”

“Have you forgotten that I was the top student in written exams?”

“Come to think of it… Elder Sister used to get annoyed. Saying she was always pushed to second place.”

“That's the destiny of the runner-up, you know. That's the destiny of the runner-up, you know.”

“…………Why are you saying it twice?”

“Ah, I said it thoughtlessly.”

“…………”

The smooth flow of teasing continued.
As if dumbfounded by it, Ruthka let out a low sigh.
It was as if an elder-in-law had discovered a childish side of his son-in-law.
I spoke with a chuckle.

“Young Master, you should rest now too.”

“My assigned tasks aren't finished yet.”

“Indeed… Didn't I tell you I could handle it alone?”

“Isn't this work related to our family? It would be absurd if I didn't take charge of it myself.”

“Young Master, you have a rigid side, don't you?”

“Quiet.”

A rough reply.
However, the hand holding the pen was moving busily.
Scratch scratch—.

‘Is he concerned…?’
The Benity extermination order.
Perhaps the fact that he was confined to a sickbed at the time bothered him.
Ruthka, having regained consciousness, took most of my documents, saying he would help with the aftermath.
He must feel a sense of responsibility for the current situation, with his family collapsing.
Regardless of who he took after, he was truly a diligent person.
He spoke, mindlessly drawing with his pen nib.

“I still have work remaining, so you go on ahead.”

“Even if you say so, I'm still concerned…”

“I heard Elder Sister is waiting, surely you don't intend to neglect her?”

“That would be unacceptable. In that case, I will take the liberty of going ahead.”

“He's happy to leave.”

Ruthka furrowed his brow slightly.
Soon, he gave my shoulder a rough nudge with his fist.
A crude tap.

“Hey.”

It was a somewhat awkward call.
I stopped getting up and looked down at the boy.
He seemed to be hesitating, as if he had something to say.
Before long, Ruthka parted his lips.

“…………Thank you.”

Unexpected words.
I thought he disliked such cringeworthy topics.
Surprisingly, he seemed to have swallowed his embarrassment.

“Hoh.”

“It felt like I never really had the chance to say it.”

“I didn't expect to hear such words from Young Master.”

“Since I owe a debt to Benity's pride, I can't just gloss over it, can I?”

“Ah.”
I wondered what it was about, and it was about pride again.
Indeed, as expected of twins.
They would stake their lives on the word 'pride'.
I nodded with an uninspired sentiment.

“Young Master's thanks, I will gladly accept.”

“And finally, one more thing.”

“Hmm?”

“…………Please take good care of Elder Sister.”

His voice softened.
As expected, is Elder Sister's well-being his top priority, awake or asleep?
I smiled faintly at his tender affection.
I replied.

“As I promised.”

The promise.
Regarding the pledge from a few days ago.
“—If Elder Sister falls into trouble, what will you do?”
“—I will be a source of strength by her side.”
“—Because I, too, admire her, just like countless others.”

What hadn't changed.
And what wouldn't change.
The path these children would take, despite their clumsiness, with unceasing steps.
I rose from my seat, along with the gentle spring air.

“Leave it to me.”

My steps exiting the study.
The path I walked was not hesitant in the slightest.

***

“You're late!”
Her usual prickly tone.
Emilia greeted me upon my return from finishing my work.
I chuckled playfully and stroked her blue hair.
Her voluminous bun-shaped hair crumbled slightly with my touch.
The girl didn't push away that contact.

“There were more documents than I expected.”

“Why didn't you call me? If you had just asked, I would have helped right away.”

“Young Master Ruthka helped, so there were no particular problems.”

“Hmph… You seem to be on good terms with Ruthka, calling him by his name and all.”

“Are you perhaps jealous?”

“…………Quiet.”

We walked beyond spring.
Unlike the snowfield landscape from just a few days ago, the academy streets were filled with fully bloomed cherry blossoms.
Pink fragments drifted about, carried by the gentle breeze.
The Ice Princess, blended into that scene, was like a painting.
I left my trivial thoughts behind and headed for the dormitory.
Our steps walked side by side, accompanied by minor chatter.

“Princess-nim, you are clumsy with your expressions.”

“I said be quiet.”

“Your face has turned red, though.”

“It's because it's hot.”

“To be so shy with just this much. And you were the one who hugged me first…”

“Eeeek! I told you to be quiet! You really…!”

“You're a hundred years too early to hit me.”

“Eek, ugh…!”

The usual playful bickering.
As we were crossing the center of the shopping district,
Suddenly, the girl stopped in her tracks.
She stood still, looking up at me with clear blue eyes.
I expressed my curiosity at her sudden reaction.

“Princess-nim?”

What is it?
Did I tease her too much?
As I tilted my head, her red lips soon parted.
Emilia's cheeks were as flushed as her lips.

“Um, Yuda…”
Her stammering voice caught my sleeve.
It was an uncharacteristically timid attitude.

“There's something I want to ask.”

“You mean a request?”

“Th-that is…”

Her face grew very hot.
By now, I had guessed what the vain girl wanted.
However, I intentionally posed a mischievous question.
As if I wanted to hear that request directly from her own lips.

“Today too, I hope you'll do it…”

“Hmm?”

Emilia continued speaking, even as she furrowed her brow.

“Today too… I hope you'll kiss me.”

A kiss.
The lips that finally uttered those words were trembling slightly.
Her wavering gaze couldn't meet mine and sank away.
I simply smiled.
And replied with a knowing playfulness.

“Of course.”

Whoosh—.
My steps approached the vain girl.
The cold scent characteristic of the snowfield brushed against the tip of my nose.
Beyond her flowing blue hair, the heat mixed with crimson was endlessly beautiful.
I placed my hand on her fair cheek.

“If it is your request, then gladly.”

I gently bowed my head.

        
            -I will always be on your side.

Since that day.
A small change also occurred in the relationship between me and the girl.
To be precise, Emilia had changed.
Perhaps I should say she became a little more dependent.
Unlike before, when her atmosphere was always prickly, she now wore a rather gentle smile.
That must mean she had found some peace.

-Where are you always trying to go?
-You promised to always stay by my side...
-Take me with you too.

How should I put it.
It seemed her frequency of unconsciously clinging to me had increased.
It felt as if the last sturdy wall had crumbled.
It wasn't that I didn't understand.

-I wish you needed me too.
-Just as I need you.

No matter how resolute her will.
At her core, she was still just a girl who hadn't even had her coming-of-age ceremony.
Having seen her family collapse and being left in an empty snowy field.
As a child who hadn't yet become an adult, she would have needed somewhere to lean on.
And coincidentally, I was the one who had supported her back.

-Yuda.

A hand clutching my sleeve.
That pitifulness was endearing and also saddening.
It was as if I had encountered a self-portrait from a distant past.
I simply held the vain girl and patted her trembling shoulder.
The more I did so, the more Emilia burrowed into my warmth.
I simply indulged her.

“Today too... I wish you would kiss me.”

It was the same this time.
As I indulged her, physical contact naturally increased.
After I kissed her forehead one day, she must have liked it, as she kept asking for it.
Her face would flush bright red, her eyes would waver, and she would mumble with effort.
There was no way I could refuse such indulgence.
I simply hoped the vain girl would feel at ease.

“Of course.”

Because I wasn't leaving yet.
Until you could stand on your own again, I would remain by your side.
You were no longer the sixteen-year-old girl who cried silently in the dawn.
You could fly anywhere, as you were no longer bound.
Therefore.

“If it's your request, then gladly.”

That everything would be alright.
I wanted to tell you.
So that your days ahead would not be anxious.
And so that you would not be lonely.

“Ngh...”
*A gentle slide*
I cupped her pale cheek in my palm.
And then slowly, I brushed aside her long, blue bangs.
Perhaps it was due to the slightly bitter air and the fresh scent of spring.
The warmth from her forehead was conveyed through fingertips that hadn't even touched it yet.
As if drawing closer to that tenderness.
*Kiss*
I lowered my head.
Beyond the gently brushing lips, a faint warmth lingered.
At the tip of my nose, the fresh scent of the cool snowy field wavered.
Only a short sigh remained on the vain girl's forehead.
Even though she had asked for it herself, the way she squeezed her eyes shut was so like her.
I slowly pulled away.

“Lady.”

“Ah...”

Emilia came to her senses belatedly.
After acting as if she had broken down for a moment, she then avoided my gaze as if sinking.
Even amidst that, perhaps trying to uphold her pride, she couldn't quite turn her back completely.
If she was that embarrassed, she didn't have to force herself.
I let out a soft chuckle at her fresh innocence.

“Pffft.”

“Don't, don't laugh... What's so funny?”

“Not at all. It's just that I thought Lady Emilia was still a child.”

“What do you mean? We're the same age, yet you suddenly treat me like a child...”

“It means Lady Emilia looks that youthful.”

“......You're teasing me again, aren't you?”

“Oh, you caught me.”

“You really...!”
*Bickering sounds*
The atmosphere returned to square one.
I teased the sulking Emilia several more times.
Our steps, which had paused for a moment, resumed walking along the path.
Just as we were about to return to the dormitory.

“Shall we head back now? The others must be waiting...”

“Indeed. We were waiting, you see.”

“We wondered why you were taking so long.”

Familiar voices came from behind.
I faltered for a moment, then turned around.
At the end of my gaze stood a girl with orange hair and another with red hair.
Both with cool gazes.

“So that's how it was.”

“Hmm.”

The Fox and the Rose.
The two appeared suddenly.
Had they come out to meet us?
Judging by the chillingly subdued atmosphere, it seemed they had witnessed everything.
Irene had her arms crossed, and Elize wore a frosty gaze.
As an aside, the Rose's appearance out of her wheelchair felt alien no matter how many times I saw it.
While I paused for a moment with such trivial thoughts.

*Squeeze*

“Lady...?”

Suddenly.
The vain girl hugged my arm.
And then, she naturally rested her head on my shoulder.
Her dazzling blue hair cascaded down.

“......”

“Ha.”

Had they taken that as some kind of signal?
Two pairs of eyes settled coldly upon us.
Chilling gazes shot out and pierced me.
Meanwhile, regardless of all that, Emilia showed no intention of letting go.
Thanks to that, the uncomfortable atmosphere was entirely my burden.

“Lady.”

Normally, when the Fox and the Rose fought, I would either try to stop them or just quietly observe.
But now, Emilia was directly throwing fuel into the fire.
It was truly the dignified appearance of a proud warrior and guardian of the snowy plains.
I couldn't help but offer an awkward smile.

“The two of you... seem to get along well?”

“Though I'm not sure when you became 'that' close.”

The surrounding temperature dropped sharply.
It was the chill of winter... no, the last cold snap announcing spring.
After that, I had to offer explanations for a long time.
Though none of them were believed.

***

Back at the dormitory.
Even after I finished my explanations, I had to endure interrogation for a long time.
I looked at the vain girl as if asking for help, but.

-It's punishment for teasing me so much today.

She mercilessly ignored me.
Is this why they say not to take in black-haired beasts [a proverb about ungrateful people]?
Although the other party had blue hair, I came to understand the sorrow of my ancestors a little.
Only after being tormented for what felt like ages did the Rose and the Fox stop their interrogation.
They usually growled at each other so much, why did they only get along at times like this?
I chewed on a morsel of unfairness.

“Still, don't you think it would be better if you stopped seducing them?”

“What do you mean by that, Teacher-nim?”

“Hmm... Denying it now?”

“It's unfair, I tell you.”

“I suppose so.”
*Poke poke*
Selena poked my cheek.
She had been smiling brightly since earlier, as if greatly amused.
Beyond our met gazes, her reddish pupils sparkled.
It was a transparency that no longer held any hint of intoxication.

“Teacher-nim, you seem to be enjoying yourself.”

“Of course.”

Sitting side by side on the sofa.
In that living room, the sounds of daily life could be heard clearly.
The children's presence soon resonated with vitality.

-Lady, here, like this...
-It's better to chop it a bit finer.
-Like this?
-Ugh... Cooking is difficult no matter how many times I practice.
-How can you be so good at it, despite being a commoner?
-W-well, because I'm a commoner...?

In the kitchen, the villainess was being taught how to cook.
And the protagonist was teaching.

-Why are you picking a fight again?
-Are you bored again?
-Weakling Princess.
-It seems like you're the one picking a fight?
-Just a mere maid.
-Elize. No bad words.
-Irene, you too, don't do that.
-'Maid' isn't really a bad word, is it?
-Sister, why have you subtly taken her side since before?
-Well. We ate snacks together.
-The book said that if you share snacks together, everyone is a friend.
-Between a friend and a younger sister... I can't take only one side.
-What strange book have you been reading now...?

Next to them, the Fox and the Rose were bickering again.
Even the eccentric Princess-nim joined in.
*Bustling*
The gentle melting of daily life flowing by.
Selena listened to it for a moment, then whispered as if relaxing.
Her voice was unhurried.

“It's so peaceful like this.”

“Though it is a bit noisy.”

“Peace isn't always quiet, you know.”

“That is truly a wise saying.”
With a gentle lean.
Selena gently leaned her shoulder against me.
She seemed to be savoring the leisure, as her eyelids were closed.

“Sometimes, I think it's like a miracle.”

“A miracle.”

“I wonder if we're allowed to enjoy such peaceful days.”

“Is there any reason why not? You're enjoying it even now.”

“It's thanks to Yuda Student. These are all stories you've cultivated with your own hands, aren't they?”

“I merely watched.”

“I always feel grateful.”

“Don't mention it.”

Peace.
It was still a word whose meaning I couldn't fully grasp.
With the final act approaching, the future developments were difficult to predict.
The Dean's ominous prophecy also remained.
Life, as always, was moderately unstable.
However.

“I'll have to try harder.”

I decided not to be anxious.
Yes.
Because these were stories I had cultivated.
It was my responsibility to take responsibility for taming and relationships.
Putting aside various distracting thoughts, I decided to focus on only one thing.
The destiny I bore as a transmigrator.

“Even for all of you.”

For this world's happy ending.

***

Night eventually arrived.
The noisy presences subsided, and the dormitory welcomed the dawn.
I was sitting in the shadows, toying with something.
It was none other than the crystal ball connected to headquarters.
A faint blue light seeped out.

-ニCommander-nim.ネ

From beyond, the Vice-Commander's voice could be heard.
His stiff tone conveyed the main point.

-ニThe businessman.ネ
-ニThe whereabouts of the target, which had been unknown until now, have been confirmed.ネ
-ニAccording to our informant, he headed to the 'Apple Tree' auction house.ネ
-ニEverything is as you arranged.ネ

Listening to the report in silence, I soon rose from the sofa.
Outside the window, only deep darkness surged.
A night where even a sliver of moonlight was hidden by clouds.
I was smiling chillingly.

“Good.”

As planned.
The target was entering the net.
Covering my twisted lip-corners, I replayed the memories from a few weeks ago.

“I promised him I would make him pay, didn't I?”

I wonder if he remembers clearly.
I hope he's so anxious that he can't even sleep.
With trivial sentiment, I whispered into the crystal ball.
A single declaration.

“Then... shall we go catch him?”

One of the worst characters to appear in the original story.
A prime example embodying the ugliness of adults.
The enemy who burned the Fox's village and drove my Teacher to death.
I pronounced that abhorrent name as if chewing on it.

“The adults.”

The starless dawn.
Now, it was time for the real hunt.

        
            The Businessman.

In the original work, he appeared as one of the three major villains, alongside the Monarch and Baov.

He was a magnate who held a tight grip on the empire's black market, involved in slave auctions, drug trafficking, contract killings, and more.

At the same time, as he frequently engaged in [beast-human hunting], he was also diametrically opposed to the fox.

Especially for Irene, the Businessman was no different from the enemy who had burned down her entire hometown.

He was the one who had instilled distrust in humans within her.

'He was a despicable human.'

Truly an adult.

More precisely, he was a figure who illuminated the depths of depravity.

He coveted money, treated the world as mere matter, and enjoyed crushing others rather than engaging in dialogue.

For him, there was no understanding, no sympathy, and no mercy.

If there was a standard for dividing good and evil for him, it was whether or not it made money.

His inherent nature had placed the man at the pinnacle.

-If money had a devil, it would surely be him.
-For he only answers to gold.
-Who could snatch greed from evil?

It was an NPC's reflection.

This passage clearly revealed the Businessman's character.

He was the kind of person one might imagine if the word 'capital' were sculpted into a demon.

His overwhelming wealth commanded the underworld, and based on that, he employed private armies, including 'hounds'.

In addition to that, his connections with various nobles.

But perhaps it was because of these characteristics.

He was a character whose evaluation was quite harsh even in the original work.

[Category: Free Bulletin Board]
[Title: The Businessman <- Something unsettling about every part he appears in]

How should I put it, it feels somehow direct.
The evil deeds committed by characters like the Monarch or cultists feel somewhat unrealistic.
Like ruling as a king, handling human weapons on par with nuclear bombs, or destroying the world...
It's okay because it's villainy with a characteristic fantasy feel.

But

The Businessman <- he's a bit different.
He commits acts that could actually happen somewhere in reality.
Political corruption, cartels, drug production and distribution, human trafficking...
When you think about things that actually happen in some distant country, it's just unsettling.
Is it just me?

[I've felt similarly before]
-> There are annoying aspects, aren't there?
-> That's why he also seems like an impressive villain.
-> Should I say he knows how to use money properly?

[Even though he's a bit unpopular, I think the character itself is well-made.]
-> According to developer comments, he was designed as 'a villain who becomes more unsettling the more you understand the fear of money'.
-> So even those unsettling feelings were all intentional.
-> It just goes to show how amazing the quality is, again.
-> No, if you exclude the outrageous quality, it's a great game.
-> No, it's a great game even with it.

[Truly an 'adult' character]
-> I think he's the most extreme example, reflecting the negative aspects of adults.
-> If he had been 'adult-like' in a different way, he probably would have been more popular.
-> Let's get a TS potion now.

[Seeing the Businessman, who gives players a vague sense of unease, makes me realize how amazing the Dean is, who has been maintaining the top spot for unpopularity for years...]
-> As expected, the Dean reigns supreme when it comes to the discomfort index.
-> Undeniably, Obose is the GOAT.
-> Damn it, it's the Great Dean again. I was just going to read this post and go to sleep, but I saw the Great Dean again. Now I must shout. Even though I know shouting will wake me up, I shout. That is the mission of one who has witnessed the Great Dean. As of today, I withdraw my support for the Great Dean. From today onwards, I will break free from the support relationship... (continued)
-> Ugh, so long.
-> Does he write the comment section by himself?
-> Clean public etiquette is Dean-tier haha.

A villain who showcased the depths of depravity.

Especially in the episode that dealt with the fox's past, he truly showed his peak form.

To the extent that anyone who considered Irene their favorite character would have found it even harder to watch.

The cruelty driven by money and greed was so cold.

[Category: Free Bulletin Board]
[Title: I just can't watch the Fox Gaiden.]

Irene is my favorite, but I can't handle her suffering.
She was deceived and betrayed by the Businessman, and her village was burned to ashes without a trace.
The Teacher-nim she relied on died, and other adults were sold off in various places.
Even the little ones she tried to protect were taken away.
I at least thought the story would go with her retrieving the lost children.
But they say they're all dead already.
And the ways they died were incredibly varied.
Abuse, torture, taxidermy, butchering... just hearing about it sounds horrific.
It was the first time I'd seen Irene despair like that in the story.
It's too grim. I'm dropping this side story.

[It's tough, alright]
-> If you don't have a high tolerance for grimness, you can't endure it.
-> It's just a side story anyway, so skipping it won't affect the main story.
-> You play games to enjoy yourself, you shouldn't get stressed.

[The Businessman is a real motherfucker.]
-> The Irene fan group is seriously angry.
-> Our daughter is being tormented!
-> I'm going to go take the Businessman's head right now.

[But what exactly is 'butchering' among the ways they died??]
-> I looked up the setting, and apparently there was a rumor that the meat of young fox beast-humans was a delicacy.
-> It seems it spread like a trend, and there was quite a demand for it in the underworld.
-> Oh, damn...
-> So, was it actually tasty?
-> According to a certain gourmet's review, it was bullshit.
-> Even more damn.

[That rumor mentioned in the comment above, the Businessman probably spread that too?]
-> ??????
-> Is this for real?
-> It's true. It came out in a new video by Pledge Master-nim.
-> If it's a video from that side, it's trustworthy.
-> The Pledge Master is practically semi-official now.
-> Wow, but that's truly disgusting...

Truly, humanity scraping the bottom of the barrel.

On the contrary, precisely because of that, he received praise for being well-designed.

Because the mainstream opinion was that he effectively portrayed a compromised adult, in the aspect where his sole purpose was money.

Of course, character design or whatever. To me now, it was completely irrelevant.

For me, he was merely a death row inmate.

I quietly smiled.

'Looking down on people, huh.'

The guys who brazenly attacked the academy.

Vanity had already been crushed, so now it was the Businessman's turn.

As for Baov... he was shrouded in mystery, so it would take time to track him down.

But that guy was as good as in the palm of my hand.

Because I knew all of his movements.

'He's a quick-witted guy.'

As quick as he was to catch on, he must already be preparing to escape.

He would have felt that things were taking a strange turn after Vanity's collapse was announced.

I thought he'd probably flee to another continent.

Since he followed a similar path in the original work.

'Whose permission?'

Of course, I had no intention of letting him go.

Because I had a nature that demanded I always repay debts.

And isn't it proper for people to keep their promises?

-Let's leave it to imagination.
-What price you will pay.

He was a rat in a trap.

He was already caught in a trap, so struggling would be futile.

Who would dare try to stop the steps of retribution?

His connections with noble families built up over the years?

'So what?'

What's that supposed to mean?

I have the Emperor backing me.

After the previous decree to eliminate Vanity, the imperial family's authority was higher than ever.

It was as if they had engraved the fact that their heads could be chopped off if they made a single mistake into the nobles' minds.

In such a tense time as now, there would be no family that would actively oppose the Emperor's will.

I mused with an obvious sneer.

'If he wanted to fight with connections... he should have at least done this much.'

Judgment does not err.

In life, all matters eventually return to their rightful place [a proverb about justice prevailing].

The price for wrongdoing would surely be paid by the wicked.

We intended to approach him in the way he was most familiar with.

That is, by crushing him rather than negotiating.

"Then."

I quietly turned around.

Standing at the end of my gaze was a girl clad in a white robe.

Her orange hair fluttered in the wavering breeze.

The fox remained quietly in place.

"Shall we go? Irene-yang."

Beyond her pupils, a poisonous determination gleamed.

Her clenched fist, its trembling held the girl's emotions.

However, Irene's atmosphere was calm, as if she had accepted it.

The chilling coolness symbolized her growth so far.

I held out my hand.

"Into our night."

The fox was silent for a moment.

Soon, as if her thoughts were organized, she nodded her head.

Their hands intertwined, not letting go.

"Yes. Because it’s something that must be done."

"Because this is Irene-yang's story."

"For my deceased Teacher-nim, the adults, the children I couldn't save, and..."

"And?"

Her gaze was resolute.

Like a winter that would never be broken again.

".......And, for myself."

Fwoosh-.

A small flame flickered.

Her dark pupils fully reflected me.

As if responding to that will, I smiled.

A tribute to one who had risen from despair.

"May a star always be by your side."

The night had fallen, black as pitch.

It was the adults' time.

***

A spring that had quietly settled.

And the dawn that covered the brightness of that season.

Within the dark backdrop, only two people walked.

One was a slit-eyed boy wearing a black coat, the other a fox girl clad in a white robe.

Their harmonious steps crossed the night street.

Thud thud-.

Soon, a massive building entered their blurry vision.

For a building erected in a secluded area, its exterior was excessively extravagant.

The boy spoke as if recalling a memory.

"It's been a long time. This place hasn't changed at all."

".......Indeed. It hasn't changed, to an unbearable extent."

Their gazes lingered on its grandeur.

The Empire's largest slave auction house, Apple Tree.

It was an illegal facility operated by the 'Businessman', a magnate of the underworld.

And it was also the setting where certain characters' narratives began.

The two approached the large entrance.

"Then... shall we announce it?"

Apple Tree.

A place where the fox was once imprisoned, and at the same time, a hateful space.

Simultaneously, the miraculous cage where her first encounter with the serpent took place.

Irene clenched her dangling hand.

The chilled blade glinted.

Its light resembled a star.

"The return of the prodigal child."

The two stepped forward.

Towards their still vivid past.

        
            The Apple Tree.

The largest slave auction house in the Empire.

It was also the place where the fox's story began.

The girl, filled with dark venom, glared out from beyond the iron bars.

Irene, once powerless, had returned to her rightful place after a full year.

Her faint white clothes fluttered in the veil.

“……”

Perhaps it was the fresh wave of emotions.

The fox stood before the building, unable to take a step.

What filled her dark eyes was neither fear, nor disillusionment, nor sorrow.

Only a profound, sunken stillness existed.

Her breathing was calm.

‘What should I say... I thought I might feel a little agitated.’

Was she even surprised herself?

Irene briefly placed her hand over her chest.

There wasn't a trace of tremor in her steady heartbeat.

‘……It’s quiet.’

It was a strange feeling.

Rather than anger boiling, it felt as if it had cooled down.

The fox realized the world had become like a cradle.

A small comfort wrapped around her fingertips.

“Hmm.”

Had he grasped Irene's state?

Yuda smiled, as if intrigued.

He stopped his steps ahead of her, then quietly uttered a single phrase.

It was the voice of the night, leading a calm world.

“Then... shall we go?”

Thump.

The boy emerged from the darkness.

Calmly, and quietly.

His quiet steps drew closer and closer to the building's main entrance.

Having spotted the flickering figure, the guards on watch blocked their path.

“Halt!”

“This auction house is closed! State your identity if you wish to approach.”

“Good grief… We clearly announced it, yet there are still young masters who come like this.”

“This establishment will not be open for a while!”

Perhaps it was due to orders from the businessman.

The guards carefully watched all directions.

Their stance was also extremely sharp.

However, the boy beyond the darkness did not back down.

He merely raised both hands, as if such warnings were laughable.

And then.

“How amusing.”

Clap!

He forcefully clapped his hands together.

A bursting sound echoed with the clap.

Immediately after, a chilling darkness settled over the area.

An otherworldly pressure subtly enveloped the auction house's main entrance.

Next, his lips chanted a spell.

“Shatter.”

Crack, crackle!

Black cracks split the air.

Following the widening gaps, the previously calm air intensified.

Immediately after, a portion of the building began to disintegrate into countless fragments.

A scene of dust or snowflakes fluttering.

“W-what is this…!”

“What is this suddenly…?”

The bewildered voices of the guards.

The snake paid them no mind.

He merely extended a hand towards the fox, who was frozen in a daze.

The shadow that had swallowed the moonlight was precarious, yet at the same time, dazzlingly beautiful.

Yuda simply whispered into Irene's ear.

“I will follow your steps.”

Before long.

The Apple Tree's main entrance was completely stripped away.

Beyond the concept of a missing door, one entire side of the building was neatly cut away.

The fragments fluttering in the night sky were truly a dreamlike, unreal sight.

However, it was precisely because of this that it felt fitting for the boy.

The fox smiled faintly.

“Yes.”

With slender fingers, she gripped her sword tightly.

Behind the chilling touch, a flame burned increasingly vividly.

The girl took a step forward.

“Let’s go.”

Accompanied by the fluttering white.

***

The businessman.

Irene had never forgotten that name, not once.

The traitor who approached her clan under the guise of friendship, only to push them all into ruin in the end.

Due to the trauma left from that time, the girl had to suffer from deep human distrust for a long time.

Perhaps even now.

“Capture them all! Don’t miss a single one, capture them!”
“Erase all traces of this place! Drag out the hidden brats and burn everything that remains!”

She had lost too many people.

The village elders who raised her, an orphan.

The little fox cubs who often followed her.

And.

“Irene.”
“Please, live.”

Her Teacher-nim.

Irene remembered that night.

The tranquil village burning, the morning sky filled with cries of resentment.

Her Teacher-nim's back, blocking the pursuers alone, telling her only to survive.

The girl had never forgotten.

“Ah… he was really annoying.”
“That old man with a head full of white hair, where did he get such strength…?”
“Anyway, we picked this up on the way.”

When she was eventually caught, unable to escape.

The head that the hounds had thrown before her, accompanied by laughter.

Her Teacher-nim's neck, severed with eyes wide open.

That scene remained vivid even after several years.

Since then, she lived each day steeped in venom.

With a vow not to crumble.

“……Was there ever such a time?”

Swish!

Behind the casually swung sword strike, the fox murmured.

A fiery red flame breathed at her fingertips.

Her calm steps echoed down the corridor.

“R-run away!”
“The enemy's attack is already here…!”
“Damn it! There’s no way we can fight something like that…!”

The guards retreated in agitation.

Irene merely gazed.

Just a year ago, they had been in completely different positions.

Cold iron bars had separated the world of beasts.

She remembered the gazes that seemed to boil with lust.

“That fox beastman, I mean. Isn’t her face really pretty?”
“Don’t even think about touching that one. She’s a valuable item, shouldn't get a single stain on her.”
“Ah  Who said anything about sleeping with her? It just means she's good to look at, good for eye candy.”
“The noble lords must be happy. They can play wildly with slaves like that, can’t they?”
“I hope I’m born as a young master in a noble family in my next life .”

The conversation that bordered on mockery.

The cackling voices.

Irene remembered those loathsome eyes.

Now, there were no longer iron bars between them.

Because the fox was no longer the child who cowered and trembled.

A reddish flame appeared on the sword's surface.

“Burn, Crimson Flame.”

They were at a different eye level.

The fox had become the pursuer.

The hunters, conversely, had become the prey running away.

The blazing crimson light illuminated the darkness.

“Irene.”

She cut them down one by one.

The broken fragments of the past, one by one, and then another.

With her own sword, she burned away even the painful scars.

Before long, Irene recalled a certain scene.

The moment her world began anew.

“Will you not be tamed by me?”

Her first meeting with the snake.

If she hadn't taken the hand offered then, a day like this would never have come.

Perhaps the girl might not even have been able to dream of tomorrow.

With such stray thoughts, the fox unleashed her sword.

“Argh!”
“F-fall back, now…!”

Whoosh!

Her crimson hair whipped in the backdraft.

Following her unleashed sword, only fire and blood raged.

The corridor was entirely red.

“How well you run.”

The fox whispered.

“May you not be caught easily.”

Run.

Run.

As far as possible, beyond the horizon if you can.

Be terrified, abandon someone, push, stumble, and yet run.

Cross the jet-black darkness like a sunset fleeing from the gloom.

As a weak girl once did, on a certain dawn.

You were always the ones to give someone the night.

But this time, I will give you the night.

A night like ours.

That primordial life and death.

“Please.”

Blood-Soaked Clothes Returning Home.

The white clothes, soaked in blood, walked leisurely.

The prodigal child who wandered the dawn, now a girl holding starlight, returned.

Her crimson robe regained its original pure white with a single gesture.

Even amidst the raindrops of blood pouring like a downpour, the fox's appearance remained completely unstained.

She simply advanced nobly.

“Hmm.”

Irene finally reached.

Before her long-standing enemy.

Boom!

With a deafening explosion, the wall fell away.

Behind the thick, spreading smoke, the crimson fox revealed herself.

On the floor where her gaze landed, a man stood.

A bewildered figure in a suit.

‘I met him.’

The businessman.

Irene had never forgotten that hatred, not for a single moment until now.

The traitor who had pushed her past self into the abyss.

For a brief moment, their gazes met.

Soon after.

“……You.”

She parted her lips.

The fox questioned her enemy.

“Do you remember me?”

A question that weighed lives.

Her gaze was sharp enough to cut.

The adult's expression was slowly distorting.

***

“……You.”

The voice echoed chillingly.

The man, who had been climbing into his carriage, froze in place.

He had been about to make a hasty escape, but someone had blocked his way.

A sword of blazing crimson light.

“Do you remember me?”

The businessman recognized her instantly.

Even though her hair was dyed red, and an otherworldly flame flickered beside her.

That pretty face was exactly as he remembered it.

Even though time had passed, there was no way he would forget the top-tier ‘merchandise’ he had lost.

The man muttered to himself, uncharacteristically dumbfounded.

“You, could it be…?”

“It’s a relief you seem to remember. I wondered what I’d do if you didn’t.”

“No… why is escaped merchandise here?”

“Because I came to catch you.”

“……You came to catch me?”

The businessman was a cool-headed individual.

Someone who clearly understood his own advantages and disadvantages.

To put it nicely, he was quick-witted; to put it negatively, he was a calculating person.

The man was practically at the pinnacle of such types.

He always clearly discerned whether something was profitable or detrimental to him.

His world was solely about money.

However.

“Ha.”

The situation was urgent now.

The main entrance completely breached.

Surely the Imperial Knights had stormed in.

All the nobles he had connections with had, without exception, pulled out of the game.

In other words, no significant support could be expected from his allies.

In short, it meant he had to tuck tail and run.

“A vulgar beast like you…!”

However, there was the sense of loss from his accumulated wealth crumbling.

Anger towards the nobles who had subtly withdrawn.

Moreover, the humiliation that even a beast, previously just a source of profit, was now mocking him.

From the businessman's perspective, there were more than enough reasons to kill the ‘merchandise’ before him.

The man commanded the hounds standing by his side.

“Bring me that bitch’s head!”

“But, you must leave immediately…”
“Shut up and bring it! Cut her into pieces right now!”
“……As you command.”

The hounds moved reluctantly.

The businessman remembered.

At best, it was just one fox.

And a fool who couldn't even stand up to a single hound, getting caught halfway.

Throwing her Teacher-nim's head before her dumbfounded face had been a truly delightful memory.

Leaving this auction house wouldn't be too late even after killing that mongrel.

As the businessman wore a despicable smile, at that moment.

“Still the same.”

A low murmur reached his ear.

Despite the dozens of hounds surrounding her.

The fox did not waver.

“That disgusting smile.”

Irene’s eyes were shining.

Not with a red light as before, but with an utterly pure white.

Her dark eyes now contained pure white.

Like starlight in the night.

“Just as you did to me…”

Whoosh!

Irene’s sword blazed.

The flames beside her intensified.

“I will give you the night too.”

That flame was white, unlike any before.

        
            A scene that, despite the passage of time, had not faded.
Even the scent of spring carried by the wind had settled deeply within the girl's heart.
Now, it was a moment rarely remembered.

“Always remember, Irene.”

A hand gently stroked her head.
Teacher-nim was quietly smiling.
Back then, she had turned her head away, disliking the nagging, but now even that had become a cherished memory.
The girl, feeling the burning sensation in her fingertips, continued her reminiscence.

The voice continued.
“As you live, there will come a moment when you want to give up.”

A gently echoing sentence.
Words that had lifted her up every time she faced a frustration that threatened to shatter her life.
Beyond the aged echo, lay the life of a certain fox.
And it often proved her youth at the time.

“Irene.”
“The world is a dawn where storms rage.”
“No matter how desperately you try to run, misfortune will eventually find you.”

Tenderness welled up in the wrinkled eyes.
The old man, lying on his sickbed, struggled to sit up and continued speaking.
“It will hurt. You'll be scared, sad, lonely... perhaps you might even want to collapse.”
“You might even be forced to kneel before the raging storm.”
“Life is like that.”

“But, Irene.”
“This Teacher wishes for you not to yield.”
“Be a person who does not bow.”
“Keep your head held high, even in the face of a raging storm.”
“Be a person who can wield a sword.”

“It's fine if you are blocked by an unreasonable existence.”
“It's fine if everything about you is denied, and only wretched trembling remains.”
“Just do not bend what you believe is right.”
“Be a pine tree that fiercely resists, rather than a reed that bends with the wind.”
“This is the sword I taught you.”

“Swing your sword towards the storm.”
“Leave behind spineless comfort and be the first tree to break.”
“This is your Teacher's final lesson.”
“What is most important cannot be seen with the eyes.”
“You must always see with your heart.”

“Even at a dawn of crashing waves, life continues.”
“Just as ancient navigators found their way by looking at the stars, life needs a direction to move forward.”
“Therefore, Irene.”
Teacher-nim said so.
That voice still remained in a corner of her memory.
It became a landmark on a path filled only with wandering, supporting the weak girl.

It was an eternal moment.
“Find your own star.”
Only after night had passed.
The fox lived her own star.

***

Silence.
'······.'
As if night had fallen over the entire world.
In the center of a serene stillness, Irene stood alone, treading on darkness.
A dawn where even the blue moonlight was obscured by hazy clouds.
Her vision seemed to sink entirely into pitch black.

"Hah, hah...!"
Rough breaths could be heard.
Short, gasping breaths repeated as if they would give out at any moment.
However, those wretched breaths were not the girl's.
They belonged to the hounds.

“Cough...!”
Suddenly, a hound collapsed onto the floor.
Its upper body, separated from its lower half, drew a graceful arc.
Following that, a splatting sound occurred, and blood burst forth.
The chunks of flesh stained the corridor red, and the metallic scent of blood violated the spring fragrance.
Flames blazed.

“······.”
Irene shook off the blood soaking her sword.
Her gaze was unwavering.
Around her, several assassins had already fallen.
The grand, wide corridor was blocked by the sword of a single girl.
Her black eyes gazed indifferently at the opposite side.
There, were.

“Damn it! Where did such a monster come from...!”
“Don't approach carelessly. You'll die.”
“There are already seven...!”
Hesitantly.
The hounds, unable to approach, maintained their standoff.
They all seemed to be crushed by the atmosphere.
The fox's presence was that intense.

“······.”
And the man hiding behind the hounds.
The businessman was biting his lip.
“Damn it...!”
It was understandable that he was fuming.
Mere beasts, just hired for money, dared to block his path.
Furthermore, his escorts were losing their grip, so his sense of humiliation must have been even deeper.
Irene uttered no words towards his contorted expression.
She merely fixed an indifferently serene gaze upon him.
As if looking down on a piece of trash.

“How dare, a mere lowly commoner...!”
Knowing that her gaze was a greater insult than a hundred words.
Irene looked down at the man with cold, indifferent pupils.
As if no one feared him.
As if he was nothing.
The businessman's shoulders slumped under the weight of humiliation.

'This is strange.'
Irene showed no particular reaction.
She felt no need to.
It was a peculiar sensation.
The girl's heart was utterly peaceful.
Even in her sword path, which would normally waver, only gentle ripples shimmered.
She simply breathed.

“Find your own star.”
Clink.
She readjusted her sword.
Her palm gripped the hilt.
A tingling sensation spread through her entire arm.
If she closed her eyes, a faint voice soon shimmered.
It was the voice of the star that had come to protect the fox's side at some point.
The star asked.

“My fox.”
“Do you truly intend to end your story?”
No.
The girl shook her head.
Her own story was not over.
It was merely about to begin.

'I will simply return the night to the night.'
The fox welcomed a morning filled with light.
Even at dawn, life continues.
If she did not lose the meaning she cherished, the cherished scenery would never break.
She would simply step on a handful of will and move towards tomorrow.
The girl was no longer a seventeen-year-old trapped in a cage.
She was neither weak nor fragile.

“Then I ask.”
“If this moment is the beginning, in what direction will your story proceed?”
“After wandering through a terrible night, experiencing frustration, and falling... even returning it in the end.”
“What was the star you found on your long journey?”
“What do you wish to make your star?”

Star.
It was a word that had made her ponder for a long time.
And now, it was a question for which she had formulated a complete answer.
The girl silently pronounced herself.
She spoke of life.
'I am...'

She had gone through countless answers over time.
What is a star?
At first, she thought it was those by her side, the things she wanted to protect.
At another time, she defined it as life and the sword itself.
To the same question, the fox had given a different answer every time.
And this answer, too, was different from before.

“Irene-yang.”
“Because I will never abandon you.”
A star, is life.
More precisely, the guiding point that life looks up to.
My star, to me, my star was you.

The fox held a soft whisper.
'Yuda Snakers.'
She savored that tender resonance.
Ominous, sometimes mischievous... but always a kind boy.
The savior of her world, or her life, which had been blocked by iron bars.
A gentle smile like spring seeping into winter.
'He is my star.'
The fox chose him as the light she would fully gaze upon.
Her unhesitating answer satisfied the star.
The star affirmed the fox's star.

“That is your answer.”
“To the light nestled in the night sky, reverence.”
“Dawn will remember your constellation.”

Crackle-!
Sparks flew from her fingertips.
Following the tingling thrill that spread, a faint glow enveloped her sword.
The halo of light spreading beyond the flames colored the night brilliantly.
The sense of omnipotence grasping the sky gradually deepened.

“And, I pray.”
“That you may live fully in your dawn.”
The next moment.
The fox lifted her closed eyelids.
Sacred light resided in her pupils.
The clouds parted, and the world praised the birth of a new star.
The enveloping pure white traversed the scene of falling stars.

“What is that, now...?”
“Shit! Everyone, don't just stare, run!”
“It's too late, already...!”
An overwhelming scene.
Before long, the blood color faded, and pure white stained the surroundings.
Even the blazing flames now pulsed with the pure white.
That flawlessness left its name in the high heavens.
A constellation drawn in the night sky.

“······Ah.”
Someone's exclamation spread.
Following the flames, her hair was similarly stained pure white.
The fox's eyes shimmered with white.
Finally, it was the light of the star she had reached.
Its name was.

'White Phosphorus.'
The chorus of stars protected the fox.
Her focus was solely on the sword.
The sword blade, burning white, brightly illuminated the dawn darkness.
The girl walked amidst the scattered fragments of starlight.
As if telling the beginning, she parted her lips.
Towards the strangers standing before her.
“Welcome, to my star.”
A softly whispered single phrase.
No one could resist.
However, even the sky, splintering into tens of thousands of pieces by the starlight, was merely beautiful.
The raging flames melted flowers and seasons, bringing an intact tomorrow into today.

Subsequently, a white thread-like line cut through the strangers.
-----!
It was the same as before.
A strike that produced no sound.
But for a moment, the world split.
The businessman and the hounds, who had unilaterally met the straight line.
They remained momentarily dazed, only belatedly realizing they had been cut.
Simultaneously, the sky divided into thousands of pieces.

“······Vanish, into your night.”
Her lips barely trembled.
Only then did the belated slicing sound resonate grandly.
Swish-!
Subsequently.
Pure white flames engulfed the strangers.
Leaving not even the slightest trace.
So that they would no longer exist in the girl's night.
A vivid euphoria settled with the overheated stillness.
Irene faced.

“······.”
The silence.
The dawn that had returned at the end.
In the girl's world, no past remained.
Only the starlit dawn beyond the horizon existed.
The fox simply stood motionless.
Whoosh-.
In the wind-swept field.
Pure white.
Sword.
Life.
You.
Flames.
Charring.
Fox constellation.
And, with the star.
The girl welcomed the morning.

        
            A world filled with starlight.

As the spring breeze brushed by, Irene looked up at the sky.

A field of constellations where nothing but starlight remained.

The girl merely held her sword.

"......"

Silence settled gently.

At the ends of her flowing white hair, faint embers fluttered.

The pitch black of the deep night had, by now, brightened to pure white.

The surroundings, which had been noisy just moments before, now kept a cozy silence.

Irene savored the breath flowing through the night.

'I feel at peace.'

Nothing remained by the fox's side.

Not even the teeth of the snarling hounds.

Nor the businessman she had hated with all her life.

Not even the darkness that had once heavily obscured her vision.

A flash of light in an instant burned all those scenes into a handful of ashes.

All that was left for Irene was merely the pungent smell of burnt things from a dawn consumed by fire.

Her pupils and eyelids, dyed pure white, blinked listlessly.

It was quiet.

'Why.'

The fox couldn't rashly break the silence.

Stepping upon the world, the night sky she finally reached was dazzlingly beautiful.

It felt as if all the constellations connecting the seasons were singing in chorus.

She couldn't bring herself to close her eyes to that holiness.

Irene sank into thought.

'This feeling...'

Perhaps.

Was it because the businessman's end was quite anticlimactic?

The fox could hardly grasp the reality of the situation.

Even though she had cut through the night with her own hands, her steps still lingered in the dawn.

The starlight in her pupils flickered.

"......"

How should this feeling be described?

A feeling of unrealistic relief mixed with a hint of emptiness.

Irene merely fiddled with the flame at her fingertips.

-I, too, will give you the night.

As those red lips declared.

No one who had given the girl the night remained in her dawn anymore.

Only pure white ash and dust were swirling.

The traces of the past were so faint.

Just as she was lost in thought for a moment.

"Miss Irene."

Suddenly, a voice was heard.

A voice that found her even as she wandered through the desolate plain.

Standing at the end of her gaze as she turned was the boy with narrowed eyes.

A faint smile gazed at her.

'My star.'

A light cast beyond the iron bars.

The boy who had given another night to her gloomy world.

The one who didn't torment her like a scar, but instead enveloped her with his coziness.

The constellation she had made her life's guiding point.

Irene pronounced it with trembling lips.

"Yuda..."

That name became a small reverberation.

She simply felt like doing so.

Perhaps it was because she wanted to truly feel that he existed in her night.

With the embers scattering in the wind behind her, the fox's steps rushed towards that name.

The starlight racing through the dawn brightly illuminated the land.

The serpent, as if it were natural, pulled the approaching girl into a tight embrace!

"Oh my."

A warm embrace.

Even though her own body temperature was clearly hotter.

The fox felt the boy's embrace was cozier.

His unique cool scent, subtle warmth, and the hand supporting her waist...

The gentle hug, its mere presence brought a sense of fulfillment.

For a while, Irene had to breathe with her face buried in his chest.

Her senses, which had been sharply honed, gradually relaxed.

"Yuda, Yuda..."

"Yes, I am here."

"I... I killed him. That man, I mean. I burned him without leaving a trace."

"I see. That's truly admirable. You've been through a lot as well."

"I, with my own sword..."

Irene mumbled.

Yuda was merely responding to her murmuring.

While gently stroking her white hair.

"It's over... It's all over."

The sixteen-year-old crushed by irrationality.

Three years utterly broken.

A scar she had carried for nearly nine years, including the time she wandered through her subconscious.

For the girl trapped in iron bars, it had been a long and painful night.

And she had finally achieved the future she had yearned for.

Irene leaned into the lack of a sense of reality.

"Now, truly..."

"Miss Irene."

But.

If there was one fleeting misconception she had.

It was the misconception that everything was over.

The boy with narrowed eyes smiled quietly.

"It's only the beginning, isn't it?"

It was as he said.

Just as she herself had declared to the star.

The fox quietly nodded her head.

"Yes... that's right."

The dazzling starting line that had approached.

Before standing there, there were still things that needed to be taken care of.

***

The Apple Tree, which had been utterly scorched.

It had been the largest illegal slave auction house in the Empire, but its former prestige could no longer be found there.

It had devolved into a desolate wasteland with nothing left but blood, ash, and flames.

That gruesome scene was like a punishment descended from a star.

The night was illuminated.

"......"

The fox took unfamiliar steps.

She traversed the collapsed pillars and corridors strewn with debris.

Before long, stairs leading underground appeared.

Her halted steps hesitated in place for a moment.

However.

Stomp.

Then, as if she had never hesitated, she moved forward.

As she descended the steps, the darkness deepened, but the girl's starlight illuminated her vision.

As if vowing never to be buried in this pitch black again, it fulfilled its brilliant calling.

The ever-deepening path ended, and Irene stepped onto the lowest floor of the building.

A somewhat familiar fishy smell tickled the tip of her nose.

The fox confronted it.

"......It's the same."

A dreadful memory.

It was the iron cage where she had been imprisoned, just a year ago.

Countless slaves still crowded the place.

Her white eyes scanned beyond the iron bars.

'All of them...'

The slaves included both beast-folk and humans, indiscriminately.

To the businessman, they were merely a means to make money.

Irene's fist clenched tightly.

'I wanted to save them.'

When she escaped from this place.

At that time, she had no power, so she didn't even have the luxury to care for them.

She had merely run through the corridors while taking care of her younger siblings.

The fox had often recalled that day.

'I won't run away anymore.'

The weak me.

The me who was powerless to help anyone.

And the me who, though weak, couldn't forget the pleas from behind her.

The girl had never forgotten the cowardice of that day for a single moment.

Finally, only today had she returned to this place.

To the side of those she had abandoned and fled from.

"It's okay now."

Slice.

A sword strike that cut through an instant.

Following that, thousands of iron bars installed in the basement were cut away.

The cages that had imprisoned the slaves were neatly stripped away.

It was a cutting sound that heralded liberation.

"You are... free now."

Her pronunciation was slurred for a moment.

For some reason, her throat felt choked.

Rustle.

"......"

People stepping out of the iron cages, yet wary of the outside.

Clear fear was etched in their eyes.

What had happened?

Was it a trap?

Could they be safe?

While all sorts of worries were layered on, beyond them, a clear light existed.

If there was a word to describe that light, it was hope itself.

That confusion overlapped with a certain scene.

-Would you not be tamed by me?

-I will take you in.

-I will allow you to escape from this hellish place.

At that time.

Were my eyes also like theirs?

When I first met you, did I have a similar look in my eyes?

Did you see such precarious hope in me?

"......Ugh."

Her mind unnecessarily grew complicated.

Irene turned and exited the basement.

Outside, a deep night sky awaited.

A scene where stars bloomed abundantly like shimmering ripples on water.

Only then did the girl's steps halt.

-Irene.

Softly.

Her tension eased, and her hair slowly regained its original color.

Along with that, the burning fire and body temperature also cooled down.

However, her eyes, conversely, grew warmer and warmer.

Her vision strangely tingled.

-My fox.

Only then did the girl realize.

She truly felt that her own night had finally ended.

She had endured that painful, agonizing, lonely... dawn.

Suddenly, an intense feeling of liberation pierced Irene's heart deeply.

The fox's story stood at the starting line.

-Miss Irene.

The world blurred indistinctly.

Following that, lukewarm tears streamed down her cheeks.

From her throat, which felt as if it had a lump, only fragmented sobs leaked out.

It soon blossomed into a single, flowing sob.

"Ugh, ugh..."

The girl could, only then, cry.

It was no longer night.

"I did it."

Irene stood with her sword.

Unlike before, neither falling nor submitting.

She was gradually greeting the approaching morning.

It was quite metaphorical.

"In the end, I did it..."

Another voice in her ears.

The prayer of an old man, which she no longer needed to hold onto.

-Find your star.

I found it, Teacher-nim.

I finally found the star you spoke of.

From now on, I intend to move forward with that person.

I don't know what kind of dawn this path will point to, but I won't break.

As per your teachings, even when frustrated and crying, I will ultimately overcome the trials.

And so... I will carve my name into the highest night sky.

So that my story can be conveyed even to the sky where you became a star.

"Sob..."

Tears pouring out like a broken dam.

Beyond the horizon, dawn was breaking.

Her orange hair fluttered in the spring breeze.

The star-filled sky faded, and dazzling sunlight illuminated tomorrow.

The day, slowly awakening, was uniquely beautiful with its pure white.

The girl merely stood.

"Because... it's just the beginning now."

The fox was no longer trapped in iron bars.

        
            We stood bearing the light-filled dawn.

The building once called Apple Tree no longer carried its infamous reputation.
Only smoldering embers and the ash laid beneath them remained.
In the tomorrow that erased today, a tranquil day breathes.
The story flows on.

“Finally, graduation. From that terrible nightmare, that is.”

“Right... I don’t know, it just doesn’t feel real.”

“You were just crying your eyes out a moment ago, and you’re saying that?”

“······Quiet.”

“Oh my  There’s no need to be embarrassed, you know.”

“You’d be better off just reducing your useless chatter.”

“I’d say it’s a charm of its own, wouldn’t you?”

“Haa···.”

Irene sighed as if exhausted.
Having achieved her long-awaited revenge, she had truly wept her heart out last night.
Even throughout all their time together, and every scene from the original story.
Such an emotional explosion was a first.

-Ugh, Master... Everyone, thank you...

Perhaps it was due to the fever she had been suffering from.
Her usual chic demeanor was gone, and she simply poured out tears.
For a moment, it was as if Regia had entered her body.
As a result, after she calmed down, she seemed embarrassed herself.
I didn't miss the chance to tease her.

“If you want, you can cry anytime, you know?”

“······Are you going to keep teasing me like that?”

“Well, opportunities to tease Miss Irene are rare, you see. Lately, I've gotten used to it, so she doesn't react even when I tease her. I wish she were a little more proactive...”

“Hmm, really?”

Poke poke.
Irene poked my chest.
Her slender index finger lingered for a moment, then lightly traced a circle on my shirt.
The movement of her finger, as if tickling, was truly bewitching.
The fox’s lips were already curved into a mischievously playful smile.

“So you like it when I’m proactive? You do.”

“······.”

Indeed.
She was no longer the one being teased.
Rather, it was a situation where she was eyeing the opposite.
She was truly an ungrateful fox.

“At this rate, I’m worried she might even try to devour her master.”

“Be careful. You never know when I might bare my fangs.”

“I suppose I should pray it won’t hurt.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle.”

“How impure.”

“So, do you dislike it?”

“Well now.”

A quiet conversation flowed between us.
We walked through that crumbled dawn, stepping onto a radiant morning.

Afterward, the aftermath of the incident proceeded swiftly.
The Entrepreneur met his end, and his subordinate forces were also facing eradication.
Since the Emperor's side had provided help again this time, there was no need to even worry about any negative talk.
We simply awaited the coming tomorrow.

“You forget.”

“Hmm?”

“Thank you, always.”

“No need for such words between us.”

“Meeting you was one of the few miracles in my life.”

“You're making me blush. I also cherish Miss Irene dearly.”

“You usually have women hanging around you everywhere, and you think I’ll be happy with just a few words like that?”

Those were somewhat unfair words.
As I tried to retort, the girl’s index finger stopped my lips.
Her originally pale cheeks were slightly flushed red.
Irene whispered in a faint voice.

“Yes, that’s right.”

That moment was exceptionally fresh.
Like a gypsophila in a spring day, passing in a fleeting instant.

“I’m incredibly happy.”

Following that, a bright smile.
The fox embraced pure white.
Had she truly decided to abandon her chic concept now?
It was a girl’s bright, bright smile that had been unimaginable before.
As if to prove her own light-filled morning.
I was momentarily lost in thought.

“So... I’ll always be by your side.”

No matter what happens.
The small vow held not a single tremor.
It simply colored the air quietly, serenely, like the dawn.
Holding each other’s hands, we passed through such an epilogue.
The warmth in our clasped hands was vivid.

***

The Entrepreneur's subjugation.
A week had passed since then.
The season was now undeniably heading towards spring.
Or rather, past spring, the calendar looking towards the green of summer.
Night and morning repeated in the world.
And so, one flowing day.

“So, where are we going?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

The fox, led by the snake, moved towards somewhere.
The destination they reached, even utilizing spatial movement.
Beyond the Empire, in a secluded corner of the continent.
It was a quiet, rural landscape.

“We’ve arrived.”

The boy whispered quietly.
However, that voice didn’t reach the girl.
Irene was blankly lost in thought.

“······.”

Even after several years, the girl remembered that place.
No, it would be stranger not to remember it.
It was the village where the foxes lived together, where she had spent her entire childhood.
She had returned to her hometown.

Chirp chirp.
Only the chirping of birds echoed nearby.
No one remained in the ruined landscape.
Perhaps it was because no human had set foot there for a long time.
The wreckage of what were once buildings was evident, and the ground was overgrown with flowers and weeds.
Though it had faced some wear and tear from time, this place clearly proved the old memories.
The fox stepped onto her homeland.
After a very long time.

“······.”

“Would you like to take a look around?”

Irene walked as if possessed.
Her blurry gaze soon cleared.
Even amidst the broken wreckage, memories overlapped above them.
Old colors of the past were now spreading within the girl.
In her ears, only the song of rustling plants.
Rustle, rustle.

“······.”

The street she used to wander often as a child.
The site where a small ranch once stood.
The land where crops were cultivated.
Clearly, the location where the village hall stood, and beside it, a still un-dried stream.
Finally, even the small hut where she and her Master had lived together.
Though gone, it was a scene that existed for Irene.
About the childhood that always breathed.

“······Ah.”

All of that scenery was a miracle to the girl.
All of that recollection was a lingering attachment for the fox.
She had thought she would never be able to return, that she didn't deserve to return.
But the traces of the past, remaining as if naturally, felt like a letter.
Emotions swelled within her.

“It’s still too early to be surprised.”

The boy spoke.
And then, he led the girl to an open field located behind the village.
Beyond the quiet landscape was...

“······A graveyard.”

A small-scale graveyard.
Roughly a hundred, perhaps?
Familiar names were visible on the memorial stones.
The uncle who managed the ranch, the aunt who farmed, the village elder, the small children...
Names she had forgotten, names she had been forced to forget, were written one by one.
As she blankly gazed at the scene, the snake approached quietly and added an explanation.
A slight hint of regret was in his tone.

“Unfortunately, we couldn’t find the remains of everyone.”

There were limits.
Some people didn’t die in the village but scattered elsewhere.
In fact, the graveyard only held about half of the village’s inhabitants.
Nevertheless, Irene couldn't help but ask.

“Just how, how did you...?”

“Our members are just exceptionally competent, you see. We requested those who are adept in search magic. It took some time, but... we’ve finally been able to show you this. I'm only sorry we couldn’t prepare anything better.”

“This, since when...?”

“Since the day we first met.”

“······.”

The answer came as a matter of course.
The fox couldn’t open her mouth.
She simply lowered her gaze.
In front of Irene, a certain tombstone stood.
On its surface, the most familiar name was carved.

[A Swordsman who longed for the night sky, and a Master who left a star]
[Rakius, rests here]

Rakius.
It was her Master’s name, chewed over after several years.
Her slender fingers tightly clenched into a fist.
A vague past echoed.

-Irene.

Irene felt like crying.
But she swallowed it down with effort.
Because she had resolved not to break easily or cry easily from now on.
However, the girl who finally reached the star, looked at those who had once been her sky.
To those who had accepted her as their world.

“Master...”

Irene bit her lip tightly.
Carefully releasing her true feelings.
Shedding the hardened burden of her heart, she brought out the small self hidden behind it.
Not just to her Master, but to the person who had raised her, an orphan, since childhood.
To the adult who taught her life, not just the sword.
For the first time, the girl called him.

“······Dad.”

Someday, I really wanted to call you by that word.
Though I always mumbled it away, embarrassed.
Only now could I open my heavy lips.
Even though you are no longer here.

“I promise you.”

To the person she respected.
Words she wanted to leave as a daughter.

“I will... definitely be happy.”

So, don’t worry about me.
The fox murmured amidst her blurring vision.
There were so many more things she wanted to say, but she couldn’t bring them through her lips.
Because if she let even a little out, her own heart felt like it would pour out completely.
Irene simply wore the tears glimmering in her eyes, and a profound smile.
That alone was a scene that shone beautifully enough.

“Please, rest in peace.”

The last words, pronounced with difficulty.
The fox prayed wholeheartedly.
At the end of the long, thorny path, she would eventually find happiness.
She would become a daughter and disciple he wouldn't be ashamed of.
A watery line finally traced down her cheek.

“······.”

The snake watched the fox.
Staying quietly by her side, holding a fond smile.

***

Meanwhile.

The cultist assembly, Baob.
Those draped in blood-red robes were holding a brief meeting.
Their agenda concerned the successive downfall of their allied forces.
The shadow seated at the head of the table spoke.

“So... following Vainglory, Greed has also fallen, has it?”

“We have nowhere left to retreat now.”

The aide spoke calmly.
The shadow at the head of the table surveyed the empty seats beside him.

“Indeed, many have died.”

The Seven Apostles of the Demon God.
The Puppeteer.
The Gravekeeper.
Last time, the Painter.
In just one year, three apostles had been eliminated.
The situation was clearly not favorable.
However, the shadow merely laughed.

“Do not worry.”

An ominous voice.
Its eerie resonance spread subtly.

“Soon, that person will descend upon the world, so prepare yourselves, Apostles.”

The blood-stained round table.
The Apostles rose from their seats in unison.
The blood-tinged air indicated that the advent of disaster was not far off.
The shadow prayed towards the inverted cross with a bitter laugh.
Truly a cursed evil.

“For a new world, and the death of ■■■■.”

A shimmering sin.
Evil was preparing for the final war.

        
            The Beniti Purge Order, and the Businessman's Suppression Campaign.

After the major incidents concluded,
a brief period of peace was granted to us.
No one was particularly hurt, and the aftermath was cleanly resolved.
From the moment the Emperor backed us, victory was as good as confirmed.

The actions accumulated in the past determine the future.

'Well... it's a bit ominous, though.'

The calm before the storm.
Was that thought due to unnecessary unease?
Because I was already walking a completely different path from the original story,
I couldn't know the future that lay ahead.

'Is that so.'

If things had gone according to the original story, the academy should have already collapsed.
With the Drunkard's betrayal, Gallimard would have walked the path of ruin.
The cultists, announcing their spectacular return.
They would set up operations across the continent, and the businessman allied with them would expand a massive drug trade.
In the imperial family, Rose's depression would reach its limit, and the Emperor, having shared her curse, would face death.
Beniti would seize that opportunity to prepare for a full-scale coup.
Naturally, the twins would have been eliminated by their uncle.
Furthermore, the underworld's chaos would not cease due to the [Usurpation War] that had lasted for four years.
In turn, dark mages would often join forces with forces of the underworld.
In a deep snowy field, a monster capable of burning half the continent would be imprisoned.

The world of the original story was undeniably heading towards destruction.

But.

'Everything has changed.'

I changed it.
The Drunkard repented, and the academy did not collapse.
The businessman met his end before he could carry out his schemes.
Beniti was purged without being able to realize their coup.
The imperial family's Rose did not wither, and the Emperor's curse was also healed.
The underworld's [Usurpation War] ended long ago, and the forces of the underworld were shattered.
I also took in the monster that was fated to burn the continent someday.

These were the steps I had taken over the past four years.
These were the things I had accomplished.

'Has it really been four years?'

The present, completely transformed.
But if expressed differently, it meant the future had also completely changed.
My knowledge of the original story had become useless a long time ago.
One might call it the unavoidable fate of a transmigrator.
This was also why I had somewhat hastily eliminated Beniti and the businessman.
Because I thought I had to eliminate as many dangers as possible before the butterfly effect took hold.
I brought judgment upon Beniti, an end to the businessman, and shackles upon the monarch.
With this, most of the villains from the original story were as good as dealt with.
All but one, Baov.

'The cultists' assembly, Baov.'

On the other hand, they were also the most problematic faction.
Setting aside their scale and danger, they were, first and foremost, unpredictable lunatics.
Moreover, perhaps because they resembled cockroaches, their survival rate was ridiculously high.
In short, they were the kind who dragged out the story until the very end.
They were difficult to deal with.

'What's more dangerous than the strong... is indeed the mad.'

I swallowed the unsettling thought.

For now, as long as I had the leisure, I decided to take a short break.
Because recent successive incidents had put a strain on my abilities.
I began managing it to prevent my life force from depleting, as it had before.
Consumed power can be restored in a day, but life force requires at least half a month of recuperation.
If I forcibly use my abilities at that stage, then my lifespan would begin to diminish.
Therefore, I always had to pay close attention to my power output.

'Because I decided not to use my lifespan anymore.'

The last time I used my lifespan was during the Usurpation War.
It was the moment I toppled the kingdom and engaged in a duel with the monarch.
As I was unskilled in handling my abilities, I often failed at controlling my power output.
If I hadn't sacrificed my lifespan then, my head would have been displayed at the monarch's castle.
Lifespan is something used in such dire moments.
Because it's an irreversible concept.

'For now, should I focus on recovery?'

I cleared my mind of distracting thoughts.

After the previous lockdown order, the academy town's scenery had been consistently desolate.
Everyone must have become more cautious of the cultists' presence.
This was a positive development, but on the other hand, it also felt regrettable.
Because I also missed the lively atmosphere that had been there until last year.
I found myself feeling how much time had passed.

"It feels like just yesterday I took the entrance exam."

The yesterday that passed, and the unforgiving today.
And the tomorrow that approaches.
Within that time, the other children were also running forward.
The protagonists do their best even in the changed story.
I accompanied them in their daily lives.

"Yuda Student."
"Teacher-nim."
"Aren't you too busy these days? It feels like it's been so long since I've seen you."
"Hmm? I'm sure I helped you with the paperwork two days ago..."
"But you didn't come yesterday. Do you know how much I missed you?"
"...I recall we all spent time together in the dormitory yesterday, though."
"Then I'll correct it to about 12 hours since I last saw you."
"Your precision is good."
"Because I'm always thinking of Yuda Student."

First, Selena.
As I had more leisure, I helped with the paperwork I hadn't been able to assist with recently.
Though it was somewhat arduous, the person in question seemed to enjoy even that.
As usual, she handled her work while nestled in my arms.
Occasionally, she would even meet my gaze and smile.

"Hoo-hoo..."
"Why are you doing that?"
"Because I'm happy. My heart feels at ease when I'm with Yuda Student."
"Those are kind words. It is an honor for me to serve Teacher-nim as well."
"Isn't that... a bit too shameless for a man who has seven women?"
"...I'd like to argue that I'm being wronged, but."
"Of course, it's a joke."

Was this the composure of an elder?
She sometimes brought up awkward topics, but since she seemed to enjoy it, I let it pass.
Before I knew it, the liquor bottle tucked away in the corner of the lab had accumulated quite a bit of dust.
As I recognized that change, I embraced the woman in my arms.
She was no longer a Drunkard.

"Um... Yuda."
"Did you call, Princess Elize?"
"Yes. I'm here too, Yuda."
"Yes, Princess Charlotte."

Next were the Princess sisters.
The two girls were almost inseparable, so whenever we met, the three of us would always converse.
After a series of incidents, their daily lives seemed incredibly peaceful.
Something they couldn't have dreamed of just a few months ago.
The ordinary daily lives of ordinary sisters.

"You know what?"
"Please tell me."
"It's nothing else, but... I was wondering if I could get treatment after a long time."
"You mean mana circulation, don't you? Opportunities haven't been readily available recently."
"Yeah... because we haven't had time alone."
"No problem. I'll visit you at the dormitory tomorrow."
"...I'll wait."

Rose nodded cautiously.
She tried hard to look away, but her cheeks were already red like flower petals.
Perhaps it was because of the clearly visible spring.
The air was unusually fragrant.

"A promise...? Are you meeting just the two of you?"
"Sis, Sister? Were you listening...?"
"Excluding people is bad. I want to be with Elize too."
"N-No, it's not like that... This is, well, an extension of treatment, so to speak."
"Treatment? Are you feeling unwell? Did you have lingering effects from an illness or something...?"
"No! It's not like that, so please don't look so tearful...!"
"Elize, you mustn't be sick..."
"...Sigh."

Elize, now free from her wheelchair.
Charlotte, who had become much more honest with her emotions.
Their story, which would have originally been tragic, was no longer dark.
For only a world filled with light remained by their side.
I watched the two girls with satisfaction.

Meanwhile.

"Today was tough again..."
"You've worked hard, Lady Emilia."

Emilia had recently been engrossed in magic research.
Perhaps it was because of the [Nature Transformation] she had successfully achieved earlier.
The girl, her fire lit, devoted herself to training.
Though sometimes, due to a very tiring day, she would act childish.

"...Hug me."
"It seems your childishness has increased lately."
"Don't say useless things, just hug me."
"As you command."

I suddenly felt how much had changed.
The girl who had made the worst first impression had now become the most spoiled.
Her characteristic prickly aura remained, but her venom had faded.
It seemed she had probably lightened her burden by resolving her family's affairs.
The description of 'villainess' no longer seemed to fit her.

Finally.

"Regia-yang."
"Young Master..."

Our protagonist, Regia.
Unlike the others, she seemed to lack energy recently.
Should I say her worries ran deep? Her complexion had noticeably darkened.
It seemed she was blaming herself for what happened last time.
Because she must have realized her own powerlessness.

"Irene-yang falling was not Regia-yang's fault, you know."
"But... Irene-ssi tried to protect me."
"That was the fault of those who attacked."
"Still, if only I had been a little stronger..."

Was this the common anguish of a protagonist?
I recall she had similar worries around this time in the original story as well.
Concerns about her abilities not becoming proficient, and her own shortcomings.
I remember this was likely the part that foreshadowed her full-scale awakening.

'Should I... not worry?'

Because she was a strong child.
Although her tender heart might be frail, her spirit was never weak.
The girl would eventually find the answer and take steps toward a new path.
Because that was the protagonist of the story I loved, the protagonist I loved.
I decided to watch from a step back for a while.
To allow her time to ponder alone.

"I want to try... harder. Enough so I won't be a burden to anyone."

The calm everyday life flowing by.
For the protagonist, it was a time to find her purpose.

***

Meanwhile.

An interesting scene was unfolding at Astro's headquarters.

        
            Meanwhile.

At Astro's headquarters, an interesting scene continued to unfold.

More precisely, it was the sight of the training ground located underground.

A deep resounding boom echoed through the ceiling.

*BOOM!*

Two figures stood with swords aimed at each other.

One was a white-haired fox, the other a red-haired man.

They were none other than Irene and Kyle.

The two exchanged fierce blows.

"Hmph...!"

The fox exhaled lightly.

The pure white flame held at her fingertips then covered the entire blade in white.

The strike originating from it momentarily dyed the vision with a flash of light.

The ripple caused by that sharp line was truly overwhelming.

However, the opponent receiving it was no pushover either.

A hearty laugh cut through the moment.

"Hahaha! This is hot indeed!"

*CLANG!*

Without anyone noticing how he reacted, the man had raised the blunt edge of his sword.

His sword path danced smoothly, deflecting the flames.

It was a flexibility unbefitting his large build.

"This time, from my side...!"

Kyle pushed off the ground.

His contracted leg muscles then launched him through space.

His body, shot forth, vanished as if flickering.

And the next moment, the man was right in front of her with a dazzling flash of light.

A speed so fast it caused an optical illusion. The surging brilliant light targeted the fox.

However, Irene was just as capable of reading the flow.

Her eyes were utterly calm.

"Fast."

*SWISH!*

Though the sword tip rushed forward, the girl merely tilted her head slightly.

The missed attack grazed her cheek, dangerously close.

Thanks to it, a faint warmth remained on her cheek.

The fox did not lose her composure.

"Excellent! Haven't you perfectly crossed the wall...!"

"...Stop talking during our sparring session."

Pointless banter.

Unlike the casual atmosphere, the scene was utterly fierce.

It was the collision of a star who was once at the peak, and a star who would soon reach the peak.

The pure white brilliant light never left the training ground.

The hot aura enveloped the surroundings.

*WHOOSH!*

The starlight scattered here and there illuminated the pitch black.

Just a few months ago, it was a one-sided dynamic where one side received instruction.

However, now they had reached a stage where they could discuss swordsmanship with each other.

As proper swordsmen, they were discussing their own unique styles.

Flashes of light fluttered.

"Shall we bring this to an end soon?"

"..."

The two were attempting to conclude.

Each holding starlight, they sharpened their sword tips to a fine point.

Light and darkness glowed in their tightly gripped hilts.

A scene as if capturing the night sky.

And so, their steps pushed off the ground.

*THUD!*

Just as the brilliant rays of light were about to collide.

A shadow cut between them.

"That's enough."

Shimmering silver hair.

Indifferently shining eyes.

It was none other than Astro's Vice-Captain, Neria.

She was mediating the preceding attacks of Kyle and Irene.

She held each sharp sword tip in her hands.

Her red lips spoke with a bluntness.

"Didn't I tell you? Violent collisions are forbidden."

Neria, who had been refereeing the sparring until just now.

As the atmosphere gradually heightened, she stopped the two at an opportune moment.

Because there was a risk of putting strain on the headquarters building.

Neria blinked.

"Please calm yourselves down."

Her hands held the starlight.

Yet, her palms showed no burns or even scratches.

Upon seeing this, Irene's eyes momentarily showed surprise.

Originally, starlight was not a power ordinary people could touch.

Even though they had held back their strength for a sparring match, it meant the attack wasn't something that could be casually caught.

The fox looked at the silver hair with interest.

"...How?"

A short murmur.

Instead of answering, Neria scolded the two.

It was typical nagging from a superior.

"Even if you spar, I'd appreciate it if you'd do it outside. The training ground becomes a mess, doesn't it? There's a limit to tidying up the broken equipment."

"Hahaha! Vice-Captain! Why are you being so strict!"

"This time, the cost will be charged to Mr. Kyle."

"That's petty!"

On the other hand.

Kyle reacted as if he were used to the girl's behavior.

The sparring match quickly drew to a close.

The man shook off the hand that had gripped his sword.

A slight sweat beaded on his forehead.

"Amazing! To think you've grown this much in just a few weeks!"

"Well... I still couldn't defeat you this time."

"Still, wasn't it pretty even! And with a human once called the strongest in his prime."

"That's because it's been a long time since you retired from the front lines. How would you compare your prime to me now?"

"Hmm... If it's the current you, your win rate would be about 40%."

"Higher than I thought."

"Doesn't that just mean you've grown that much!"

A brief exchange of small talk.

As they tidied up the surroundings, a boy appeared from somewhere.

His unsettling narrow eyes had been watching the sparring the entire time.

The snake spoke with a light clap.

"Excellent, Miss Irene."

"That's good. I'm glad it pleased you."

"It was more than enough."

Yuda smiled with satisfaction.

The fox, who had grown remarkably.

Though she hadn't yet overwhelmed Kyle, she would soon surpass him.

In about a year, she would reach a level comparable to the 'Red Sword Saint's' prime.

Such was the brilliance of Irene's talent.

The boy conveyed his regards for their hard work.

"Everyone, you've worked hard."

After that, the sparring concluded.

Everyone returned to their respective places.

However, Neria, who had been the referee, remained in place.

Clenching and unclenching the hand that had just been in contact with starlight.

"..."

She wasn't injured or anything.

As someone originally beloved by the stars, she was accustomed to such power.

Though her starlight was currently sealed, Neria herself could handle a certain degree of light.

The girl looked down at her still warm hand with a complicated expression.

A discernible sense of unease.

"Miss Neria?"

"Ah... It's nothing, Master."

She seemed to be swayed by some emotion.

Soon, the girl collected herself and stepped back.

The snake, feigning indifference, observed her troubled complexion.

***

After Irene and Kyle's sparring ended, dawn arrived.

A visitor came to me, sitting in the Captain's office.

It was none other than the Vice-Captain.

"Master..."

Her silver hair lay calmly.

The girl stood hesitantly, looking up at me.

Perhaps it was because I had already checked her complexion during the day.

I opened the door as if I had been waiting.

"Come in. I was waiting for you."

"...Excuse me."

A troubled expression, as if plagued by anxiety.

I already knew the reason Neria had come.

'The seal.'

It was about the seal I had placed on her starlight to prevent it from rampaging, back when we first met that winter.

Perhaps it was because she had been surrounded by the starlight of two other people all day.

The anxiety that had been dormant for a while seemed to have resurfaced.

"It's just that, I was worried the seal might have loosened..."

Neria periodically wanted the seal checked.

Normally, she harbored not even a trace of doubt about anything related to me, but when it came to her starlight, she seemed unable to maintain her composure.

After all, it was a trauma that had completely ruined her life.

I felt a bitter taste in my mouth.

'Is she afraid?'

Neria was a kind person.

What if she hurt someone?

What if her precious people were injured?

What if she returned to a solitary life like before?

Even though the girl possessed overwhelming power, she couldn't even bring herself to handle it.

Because the terrible memories of the past were gnawing at her heart.

The distrust was deep, profoundly deep.

"I'm sorry. To doubt Master's will..."

"I'm fine, Miss Neria."

"..."

"And the seal is perfectly fine. You can rest assured."

"I see... I apologize for harboring such presumptuous distrust."

"Really, it's fine."

Neria bowed her head.

Even so, relief lingered in her silver eyes.

Such emotional shifts made the girl even more pitiable.

I spoke with a faint sincerity.

"Miss Neria."

"Yes."

"The seal is strong enough. It should last at least 100 years without issues. But... if Miss Neria makes up her mind, you can release it anytime. It was originally set up that way."

"..."

"What's important is your mindset."

"But... Master, I'm not ready yet..."

"You're not alone anymore. Even if it was impossible back then, the current Miss Neria can definitely do it. I believe that."

"..."

"Because you're always only fearing that time."

The girl naturally became dejected.

I gently extended my hand and stroked her silver hair.

Her docile acceptance of my touch hadn't changed at all.

What flickered before my eyes was a certain winter.

-You don't have to be in pain anymore.
-Let's go home together.

The girl, covered in wounds, and I.

The blizzard of dawn, where starlight fluttered.

It was also a scene that now remained a corner of a memory.

With the same smile as then, I whispered the same words.

Hoping her nightmare would subside even a little.

"Because I... will always be by your side."

Don't worry about anything.

The reverberation lingered in her ear.

Neria couldn't respond for a long time.

She merely nodded in silence as the quiet continued.

We were lost in thought like that.

***

Meanwhile.

In Kingdom, the Empire's largest underground city.

The domain ruled by a monarch once called the apex of the underworld.

An unusual current was flowing there.

"Hmm..."

The old man let out a low groan.

His golden eyes scanned the alley filled with corpses.

A terrible stench of blood lingered around him.

A chilling killing intent subtly crept into the monarch's eyes.

"Bulmyeong."

"You called, Your Majesty."

Standing beside him was the young man known as the monarch's right-hand man, Bulmyeong.

Bulmyeong was also observing the scene in the alley.

His expression was unusually disturbed.

As if he had seen something he shouldn't have.

"I need to send a message to the snake."

Regardless.

The old man spoke without losing his composure.

"Tell him that the situation we feared has become a reality."

*Chuckles.*

He added a low chuckle.

Only a faint wisp of smoke scattered behind the lightly burning cigarette.

In a city where not even a trace of light entered, the monarch stood on the pitch black ground.

A deep sense of disgust flickered in his characteristic golden eyes.

"Finally... it seems night is coming even to this place."

Lying sprawled before the monarch was a corpse.

It was the body of 'Anxiety,' one of his elite guards, known as one of the Five Negations.

Its appearance was horrific, as if it had been torn apart and eaten by something.

The old man murmured with a thin stream of cigarette smoke.

"Is this the start?"

Shadows were falling over the world.

        
            The Empire's largest underground city, the Kingdom.

A domain once ruled by the Monarch, who was called the peak of the underworld.

The Kingdom boasted an enormous scale, befitting its name.

It was comparable to any major city... and such a city lay deep underground.

According to the original setting, the imperial capital was located nearby in the past.

It must have served as both a tourist destination and a shelter.

But.

More than a century ago.

A massive earthquake struck the region, causing widespread damage to the entire capital.

The ground became unstable, and the underground city was left in danger of collapsing at any moment.

Because of these problems, people began to leave the area one by one.

The Emperor of that era also chose to relocate the capital.

And so, the city became deserted.

The bottom attracts the bottom.

The city rapidly turned into a slum.

The anxiety of the ceiling potentially collapsing at any moment.

Because of this, the wealthy left, and only the poor remained.

Moreover, even the Imperial Family abandoned the region.

Rotten water pooled in the lightless underground.

Landfill.

Normally, where eyes cannot reach, vermin swarm.

Public order plummeted, and crime festered like everyday life.

A city where not even hope remained.

Scraps gathered, forming a landfill.

Afterward.

A man took control of the chaotic city and began to reign over the bottom.

It was the 'Monarch,' who was called the peak of the underworld at the time, who stepped forward.

He made the city his base and named it his Kingdom.

They say the bottom attracts the bottom.

The city was further stained black.

So much so that not even a sliver of sunlight remained.

"Still... I don't remember it being this messy."

I mumbled, surveying my surroundings.

The streets were covered in thick darkness.

My indifferent steps trod upon the entrance of the underground city.

The scenery of the Kingdom, which I was visiting for the first time in several months, had a distinctly different atmosphere from before.

People sprawled on the streets, a sight devoid of any light, the smell of blood pricking my nose...

"Strange."

Was it because of the unfamiliarity?

I couldn't help but furrow my brow quietly.

A heavy silence hung over the city.

"Neria."

"Master."

"It's been like this all along. A quiet scene... without a single sign of life."

"It's as if the entire city has fallen asleep. The homeless people around here are all unconscious as well."

"It's not really the time to be asleep, though. Outside, it's still broad daylight."

"Even if it's an underground city, there's no reason for it to be this quiet during the day..."

"It seems there's a reason the Monarch requested aid."

"Yes... the atmosphere is unusual."

The eerie air grew heavier.

Figures sprawled all over the streets.

They lay fallen without the slightest movement.

I wondered if they were corpses, but upon closer inspection, they were breathing normally.

It was just that their consciousness was absent, as if they had fallen asleep.

It was truly a bizarre sight.

"......It's quiet."

As we drew closer to the city's center, the number of people on the streets increased.

Thugs, beggars, merchants... all of them lay unconscious.

There were now enough people to completely fill an entire alleyway.

I chewed on a faint sense of unease.

Just as Neria said, it was as if the entire city had fallen asleep.

The occasional scent of blood added to the unsettling nature of the scene.

Our gaze fixed on a certain point.

"Master, that's..."

"Horrifying."

A body shoved into a corner alleyway.

It was a corpse drenched in blood.

While most were unharmed, that didn't mean all were.

Occasionally, among the sleeping people, a corpse like this would lie around.

The corpses all shared a consistent appearance.

"Hmm."

What had been done to it?

Its appearance was mangled, as if something had gnawed on it.

Limbs were torn, and spilled intestines stained the ground.

And that wasn't all; its head was an even worse sight.

"At least we know the perpetrator is violent."

A clean hole was punched through its forehead.

It looked as if its brain had been completely devoured.

I clicked my tongue softly.

......Has the situation I feared come to pass?

The Kingdom.

The bottom of the continent.

It seemed the seeds of disaster were sprouting here as well.

No... perhaps the roots had already taken hold long ago.

I subtly expanded my senses, covering my actions.

Just as I was traversing the city.

"I should contact headquarters."

"Understood, right away..."

Screeeech!

A scream echoed from somewhere.

It wasn't human.

No mere human vocal cords could produce such a demonic sound.

We turned around, following the source of the piercing noise.

Only a faint shadow was visible in our sight.

"What's that...?"

A specter covered in blood-red hues.

At first glance, it resembled a wild beast; upon closer inspection, it looked like an aquatic creature.

The demonic energy flashing in the pitch-black darkness was truly grotesque.

It was charging towards us with fierce momentum.

Between its teeth, a half-chewed skull fragment was lodged.

"Master...!"

Neria quickly stepped forward.

In her hand, clutching a dagger, a faint light shimmered.

However, despite facing the specter, I didn't even flinch.

I merely looked up at its massive form with an indifferent gaze.

Because I was certain.

"Too late."

Certain that those heinous fangs would not reach us.

I murmured at the faint presence I felt.

Following that, a decrepit voice spoke.

"You're still so cold-hearted."

The next moment.

A dazzling flash of light bathed the alleyway.

The specter was powerlessly torn apart, without even a chance to resist.

Standing in front of this scene was a white-haired elder.

A dense killing intent swirled around him.

"It's been quite a long time since we last met, too."

The Monarch.

The one-armed elder stood, looking at us.

His dark suit flapped in the backdraft.

His distinctive golden eyes glinted.

"First, thank you for responding to my request for aid, Leader of the Stars."

"I came in a hurry, but... the state of the city is terrible."

"Let's move for now. We don't know when the chaos will start again."

"Chaos...?"

The elder moved forward.

He spoke without even turning to look at us.

"Hurry. It seems the night has already begun."

It was a meaningful remark.

***

The central area where people lay sprawled.

We exited that place and walked along a secluded alleyway.

Occasionally tearing apart the specters that sprang out.

"I'm ashamed. The situation isn't good for welcoming guests."

"It certainly looks that way. What exactly happened?"

"Well... it's the usual situation at the bottom."

On the way to somewhere.

We listened to the Monarch's story of the Kingdom.

The topic that emerged from his old lips was quite unexpected.

His suit, with one sleeve empty, flapped in the wind.

"Have you perhaps... heard of Koschma?"

"Koschma, you mean, the drug."

"Yes, a new type of drug. It's been a craze at the bottom for the past few months."

"I heard it's a highly addictive, cheap drug. And they say it has almost no side effects. Our city doesn't deal with drugs, so I don't know the exact details, but..."

"You know it accurately. It was truly a revolutionary item. A strong, safe, and cheap drug... wasn't it practically made for those at the bottom of society? The response in the Kingdom was enthusiastic."

"Isn't it quite common in this line of work for new drugs to cause a craze?"

"Yes, it happens all the time."

"Then?"

"The problem is that some individuals exploited that everyday occurrence and dug their way in."

"......It seems someone tampered with the drug called Koschma."

"More precisely, the drug itself was the bait."

We heard the explanation.

Koschma (cauchemar).

A new drug that had recently caused a boom in the Kingdom.

It was a substance whose source, ingredients, and production site were unknown.

The Monarch mumbled, tearing apart yet another specter.

"I was careless. Even a detailed analysis didn't find any suspicious parts. In the end, this disaster happened."

"What exactly occurred?"

"Haven't you seen the people sprawled on the ground so far?"

"There were too many to count. They looked as if they were taking a collective nap."

"It happened exactly two days ago. Everyone lost consciousness as if on cue."

"The Kingdom's citizens... almost all 300,000 of them?"

"It seems anyone who has consumed Koschma even once ends up like that."

"I heard it's been popular for the past few months, so the number wouldn't have been small."

"Indeed, this is why 'Sleeping Beauties' are lying around everywhere."

"In my opinion, it's neither a forest nor beauties."

"I don't think that part is particularly important."

A trivial joke in response.

Regardless of such conversation, the situation was extremely severe.

The Kingdom was fundamentally a city for criminals, cartels, and drug addicts.

In other words, the number of people who didn't touch drugs was remarkably low.

Even a rough calculation showed it was over 70%.

I scanned my surroundings while also asking a question.

"Our opponents are no ordinary folk. Do you have anyone in mind?"

"No doubt, it must be those cultists. The specters earlier, too, I felt a disgusting demonic aura from them."

"In addition to them... it seems former businessmen or external cartel forces have also lent their strength."

"Who knew the Kingdom had so many enemies."

"A reason for the cultists to strike the Kingdom..."

"There would be plenty, wouldn't there?"

The Monarch chuckled, as if asking why I would even ask.

        
            The sovereign laughed as if asking what there was to question.

After all, though both were villains, they were enemies. The sovereign, by nature, had an unusual hatred for heretics. To the extent of hunting black mages for sport, or deliberately interfering with their plans...

As such, the kingdom and the sovereign’s presence must have been a thorn in the heretics’ side. Among the underground factions, only the kingdom and Astro rejected them.

In other words, from their perspective, if they could just eliminate the two, they could devour the underworld. There was no reason not to strike first.

“For that reason... if they released the drugs to trigger this incident, it makes sense.”

“They certainly know how to be insidious. Unlike Leukie, regulations on drugs are loose in the kingdom, making it easy to target.”

“Tsk tsk, I really can’t stand them.”

“......Drugs, huh.”
I fell into thought. Drugs that put people into a coma – there was no such event in the original story. As I had changed the previous events, the butterfly effect was slowly beginning to spread.

Fortunately, it wasn’t as if there was nothing to go on. A name immediately flashed through my mind.

‘L’Attrapeur de l’aube.’
The fourth apostle of the demon god. This one had the ability to manipulate dreams and night.

If my conjecture was correct, the kingdom was on the verge of destruction. Not only that, but the entire area surrounding the kingdom would be devastated. If the situation couldn’t be resolved as it was...

“......”
“So, are you two the only ones who came as reinforcements?”

As I remained silent for a moment, the sovereign’s gaze suddenly fell upon me. Their aged eyes alternated between me and Neria. The gleaming golden eyes smiled meaningfully.

“It’s been a long time, Neria.”
A greeting subtly tossed out. However, everyone knew it wasn’t merely a question of well-being. The expression itself clearly showed an intention to provoke.

Neria, whose complexion had been poor all along, clenched her fist.

“Let’s stop there.”
I intervened between them before a clash could occur. I pulled the stiff Neria into my embrace. With my half-closed eyes, I glared at the sovereign. A warning that if they went any further, I would kill them.

“Unnecessary power struggles are not welcome.”

“Oh my... to not even accept the greeting of a frail old man.”

“If you continue, the vice-captain might tear you to pieces.”

“That’s a chilling remark. Though, frankly, I doubt it’s possible.”

“If the vice-captain can’t, I could step in myself.”

“I’ll certainly decline that offer.”

The sovereign finally backed down. I lowered the output I had raised for intimidation. Around us, the remnants of spirits that had burst due to the pressure fluttered down.

We exchanged glances in silence for a moment. I clicked my tongue inwardly, making sure it couldn’t be heard.

‘This is why I didn’t want to bring her...’
For Neria, the sovereign was the one who had pushed a part of her life into hell. I didn’t want them to meet, nor did I want her to think about it.

However, situations always force choices and actions. Especially in urgent times like now.

“Master-nim, I will accompany you.”
“Please don’t worry.”
“I am alright.”

The allocation of personnel was tricky. Irene had to remain at the academy in case of unforeseen circumstances. Kyle also had to stay at headquarters for a while, keeping watch. Since the kingdom had already been attacked, Astro would also be their target. Especially for those strong enough to reach the stars, they had to be cautious about moving their forces.

In that anguished situation, Neria had willingly stepped forward to accompany me.

I forcefully steadied my wavering heart.

‘It’ll be alright.’
Neria’s role was important. If the opponent was L’Attrapeur de l’aube, her power would be the key to resolving this crisis. More precisely, everything depended on the starlight held within her being... on that possibility. I simply trusted the girl, and our winter.

With a faint sigh, I needlessly changed the subject.

“By the way, I don’t see the Royal Guards.”

“You mean those children? They have a separate mission, so they couldn’t accompany me.”

“A mission?”

The kingdom.
The underground city was currently in a massive blackout. Most of the underworld’s scum were in a coma. Those who hadn’t fallen asleep were being devoured by the spirits unleashed by the heretics. The occasional corpses found among the people on the streets were due to this. Those who didn’t fall into the coma as intended had their brains eaten out and were discarded.

“Someone has to protect those people from the spirits, don’t they?”

“Surely... you mean the Royal Guards are protecting the citizens?”

“Is there really any need to be so surprised?”

At my surprised reaction, the sovereign let out a hearty laugh. He stroked his neatly trimmed beard and spoke,

“I am a sovereign, after all. I must also care for my people’s livelihood.”

“......I didn’t realize you cared about such things.”

“That seems a bit rude of you.”

“To be honest, I thought you wouldn’t care at all.”

“If there are no people, how can a kingdom exist?”

“A valid point.”

“If there’s no foundation, there’s no ceiling either.”

The sovereign answered calmly. Looking at him, a past conversation flashed in my ears. It was a memory from my previous visit to the kingdom.

“You too easily conclude about others’ true feelings.”
“But do you know?”
“To have certainty about others is foolish.”
“Because humans don’t have the ability to read minds.”

A somewhat sudden timing. After that fleeting moment, another voice continued. I met the still golden eyes of the old man. He was always a person whose true intentions were hard to discern.

“Bulmyeong, Bulsin, Bului... they are all hunting spirits.”

“Given the city’s size, three people would have their limits.”

“But what can be done? I don’t use people I don’t trust.”

“Isn’t there one more of the Royal Guards? Bulan, I think? The young man I dealt with last time.”

“If you’re looking for him, I’m afraid to say. He died two days ago. We found his body lying in an alley.”

“That’s... unexpected.”

“He was horribly torn apart.”

This was quite unexpected news. At the time, he had been so arrogant that I had treated him like an ant to be crushed... But when it came down to it, he was a strong individual, on par with an academy professor. For one of the kingdom’s most prominent figures to be devoured by mere spirits.

“Was it a surprise attack?”

“Likely so. He wasn’t particularly weak, after all.”

“The more I hear, the more things I can infer.”

“It seems there’s nothing you don’t know this time either. As if you truly know the future.”

“Let’s refrain from any further unnecessary chatter.”

“Tsk tsk... you avoid answering every time.”

Well, it didn’t matter.
The old man, muttering to himself, resumed his steps. I gazed at him with subdued eyes. He was a person I couldn’t understand, no matter how many times I saw him. He disregarded lives yet sought to save his people; he treated his subordinates as expendable yet showed subtle anger at their deaths; and despite committing all sorts of heinous acts, the defiance in his eyes never wavered. The sovereign was the hardest person to read.

“......Let’s go, Neria.”

“Yes, Master-nim.”

We traversed the underground, covered in pitch black.

***

Meanwhile.
In the plaza located at the heart of the kingdom. Hundreds of spirits roamed the streets there. And, a woman crossed among them. She was a crimson priestess, her face veiled by a blood-red fabric.

“My patron, God of Order and Stigma, come forth.”

The woman was offering a prayer. A faint purple glow swirled around her neatly clasped hands. As if remnants of that power, powders occasionally scattered. It was none other than Kosuma, the drug that had seized the underground city.

Her demure steps passed among the citizens who had departed for the land of dreams. A scene that brought to mind a fairy of the night.

“Ah... a world where light does not enter is beautiful, so beautiful.”

Throb throb-.
In front of the woman was a certain mass. The mass writhed with a consistent rhythm, and at first glance, it resembled a heart. Filled with purple magic, it looked as if it would explode at any moment.

Her slender fingers caressed the grotesque object as if it were precious. Madness flickered in her voice.

“When our Lord descends, the world will be dyed in pitch black, and then the primordial darkness will be reclaimed...”

Following that, the throbbing heart flashed. It was the concentrated result of human nightmares.

“Let the pitiful night seep into the rising tide.”

Her lips, forming the pronunciation, gleamed in ecstasy. The tears streaming down were like crimson blood. Nightmares were casting their shadow over the kingdom.

        
            Dawncatcher (L’Attrapeur de l’aube).

In the original work, she was the fourth apostle of the Demon God, a villain who ruled over dreams and night.
To be precise, her ability was to manipulate others' nightmares and absorb the negative energy derived from them.
This accumulated energy would then be converted back into nightmares.
In short, she was specialized in status effects and spreading them.

'It might sound fatal at first glance, but...'

In the original work, she was one of the villains who caused the most casualties.
Wherever she trod, only blood-red nightmares remained.
The accumulating nightmares were like a disaster.

There was a lot of talk among players too.

[Category: Q&A Board]
[Title: Dawncatcher <- Why is she so hard?]

I'm on my 13th playthrough now,
but Dawncatcher is still difficult no matter how many times I fight her.
I often fall into a coma,
and if my characters are dipped into a nightmare once and come out, they're weak for several chapters afterward.
If they can't even escape the nightmare, I have to abandon the character entirely.
I'm trying to fight her while applying as many multi-playthrough benefits as possible,
but getting a perfect clear is still not easy.
Well, it's not as difficult as the Four Dragons,
but at least it seems to be the next level down?
So it seems many people just abandon the stage and move on to the next chapter.
It might be because of a lack of character pool... Is there a specific strategy guide?
How do the veteran old-timers clear this difficult thing every time?

[There should be a guide written by the Strategy Guide guy.]
-> Even there, they recommend abandoning the stage if your character pool isn't sufficient.
-> From the start, the Four Dragons and Dawncatcher are wailing walls [an insurmountable obstacle] until the final chapter.
-> In terms of difficulty, those two are indeed wailing walls [an insurmountable obstacle] haha.
-> Honestly, after 100 playthroughs, I just click to skip because it's annoying.
[I've put a link to the strategy guide in the replies below.]
-> https://novelpia.com/novel/292772
-> Oh, thanks.
-> Oh, hell.
-> Aaaaargh!
-> No, you son of a bitch, I clicked it and it was a furry picture!
-> 100% pure fur is just an animal.
-> Never click anonymous links.
-> You crazy bastard, lololol.
[It only started getting easier after I passed exactly 50 playthroughs.]
-> Overwhelming with time. How strong can a mere mid-boss be, haha.
-> 'Long'? How long can it be to brag so much?
-> ?
-> ?
-> ?
-> ?
-> Sir.
-> What's up with this guy?
-> How low can the average intelligence go?
[Why did the comments get messed up?]
-> https://novelpia.com/novel/292772
-> No, you son of a bitch, I don't need that.

A difficulty that garnered much discussion.
As such, in my previous life, I also produced a lot of content related to Dawncatcher.
Perhaps because her design was unusually well-done for a villain, her popularity was quite good.
Thanks to that, strategy guides related to Dawncatcher often received many recommendations.

[Category: General Post]
[Title: Understanding Dawncatcher's Patterns and Strategy]

Hello, this is Strategy Guide.
Today's post is about the stage boss, 'Dawncatcher'.
More precisely, I will analyze Dawncatcher's patterns and strategies.
Dawncatcher's patterns are as follows:

<Phase 1>
Status effect propagation and nightmare collection.
-This is the stage where Dawncatcher begins to accumulate power.
-She traps others in nightmares and absorbs the energy derived from them.
-If a character is affected by Dawncatcher's ability at this time, they cannot be awakened by normal means.
-To proceed with the stage, you must boldly abandon the character.
-Otherwise, I recommend retrying the stage.

<Phase 2>
Seed generation
-When a certain amount of nightmare energy is charged, Dawncatcher creates a 'seed'.
-It's a heart-shaped, purplish structure. You'll notice it somewhat grotesquely writhing.
-Once this 'seed' is completely filled with nightmares, Phase 3 will begin.
-Unless you are a multi-playthrough player, Phase 3 is practically impossible to clear.
-Therefore, the best route is to defeat Dawncatcher before that.

<Phase 3>
Rampage
-Dawncatcher awakens and germinates the 'seed'.
-The nightmares accumulated until then materialize.
-Mist forms around the seed, and a massive darkness engulfs the area.
-Areas contaminated by nightmares cannot be purified until 'specific conditions' are met.
-Dawncatcher gains near-invincibility in contaminated areas.
-At the same time, a blessing called 'Demon God's Call' descends upon her.
-From this point on, if you are not a veteran player, defeating Dawncatcher is considered impossible.
-I recommend quickly giving up on the stage.

That's all for the patterns.
The strategy for Dawncatcher is as follows:

<Counters>
-Light attribute, high-firepower characters.
-Characters like 'Ian Ternado' who use lightning, or the Last Professor 'Blake'.
-If you occasionally level up these characters, you can use them effectively.
-Especially if you have the final form of 'Irene Foxis', that's best.

<Stage Background>
-Dawncatcher is a boss who deals with dreams and night.
-As such, fighting in a bright background can grant the 'Weakened' effect.
-Therefore, attempting the strategy during daytime hours is much easier.
-Conversely, in dark backgrounds, Dawncatcher's power strengthens.
-Please refer to these points when challenging.

<Phase 3>
-Dawncatcher's rampage basically means stage failure.
-Unless you are a user who has received the 50-playthrough bonus, clearing it should be considered impossible.
-Phase 3's clear condition requires 'Pure Starlight', but at that point, this achievement cannot be obtained systemically. (It is possible if you have a max-level final form Irene, or a final form Regia. Of course, even this is an impossible character pool for users with less than 50 playthroughs.)
-Anyway, just assume it's not possible.
-I recommend roughly abandoning the stage or retrying.

This concludes today's strategy guide.
Thank you for reading this long post.
If this was helpful, please give it a like.

[The strategy guide is out?!!????!!]
-> Rise, you 269.4 billion strategy guide groups!
[Does this guy really not sleep?]
-> Last time I saw, he was broadcasting for 36 hours straight.
-> Now, as soon as he ends his broadcast, he even whips up a strategy guide.
-> A runaway train with no tomorrow is indeed panic lol.
[The post title sounds like a university elective course.]
-> This guy seriously seems like he could be a professor in a professional gaming department.

I organize the scattered information in my mind.
The more I reflect on my past life, the more certain I become of the culprit behind the current situation.
'Dawncatcher.'
I was slow to notice because the story had changed from the original.
Originally, Dawncatcher had never targeted a kingdom nor dabbled in drug distribution.
It must be due to the butterfly effect I caused.

'This has become a headache...'

Drugs.
There's certainly no better way to get a foothold in the underworld.
Moreover, since the kingdom is located underground, not a single ray of sunlight enters.
In other words, it's the perfect stage for Dawncatcher, whose weakness is light.
The cultists also seemed to have used their brains.

'Are they trying to use the kingdom as a flowerpot?'

A deep, dark city.
They plant a seed beneath it, waiting for the fruit of disaster.
Once the nightmares consume the city and gain sufficient destructive power,
it was a plan to unleash the prepared disaster upon the surface.

I click my tongue silently.
'The specters wandering the city... they must be new chimeras developed by the Baob faction.'
They accumulate energy by using nightmares as nutrients.
Therefore, those who aren't asleep are coerced, even to the point of having their brains ripped out.
The scattered corpses on the streets... now I understand the reason.

I stare at the darkness with cold, sunken eyes.
A demonic aura swirls in my pupils.

'What I need to deal with first is the seed.'

I had to take action to prevent further accumulation of nightmares.
Dawncatcher would be guarding the surroundings anyway.
It would be best to clear them all at once if possible.
Because once the nightmares start to rampage, they won't be stopped by mere output.

I subtly glance to my side.

"So... our target is over there?"

An old man standing in a neat suit.
His gaze was directed towards the plaza located in the center of the city.
To be precise, it was an ominous structure located in the plaza.
It was heart-shaped and boasted a height of 30 meters.
Furthermore, it was constantly writhing and scattering a grotesque purplish light.
It looked as if a giant's heart had been torn open.

'......Judging by its shape, has it been a long time since it reached Phase 2?'

There was no knowing when it would enter Phase 3.
Considering this place is underground, it was a situation that required urgent resolution.
Otherwise, there was a risk that not only the kingdom but also the surrounding area could be scorched.

I softly chew on a name.
'Neria...'
The girl who volunteered to deal with the specters while the monarch and I handled the seed.
I recall the silver hair fluttering even in the darkness.
A slight worry lingered, but I swallowed it back.
This stage was set for her, after all.
In that case, I just had to trust.

"Shall we get going?"

I flap my pitch-black coat.
For a star to shine, we first have to set the stage.
My indifferent strides instantly leap forward.
A shadow crossing the night.

"Hehehe... I'll provide support."
"Though you're not entirely trustworthy."
"Of course not."

The monarch and the snake.
The one once called the strongest, and the one currently called the strongest.
We advanced towards the field where nightmares awaited.

        
            The Dawn Breaker Suppression.

As dawn approached, we laid out our plan.

It wasn't grand enough to be called a proper plan, but...

To quickly resolve the situation, we distributed roles according to each person's strengths.

The Lord and I would go to the central plaza to hunt the 'Seed'.

Neria, the remaining one, would deal with the specters on the outskirts.

It was a classic diversionary tactic.

‘Though the power difference is overwhelming... it's still best not to let my guard down.’

The situation favored the enemy.

Thanks to the geographical features of the underground city, the Dawn Breaker's weaknesses were perfectly compensated for.

Not only that, but it was accumulating energy from the citizens trapped in nightmares.

The Seed was charging itself based on countless living batteries.

The Dawn Breaker was approaching Phase 3.

‘Annoying.’

Originally, this would have taken at least a month.

However, the stage of the kingdom created a perfect synergy with the Dawn Breaker.

The nightmares intertwined with the city were ready to fully bloom in just one day.

As mentioned in the original work, the Phase 3 Dawn Breaker receives near-invincibility status.

This meant that unless specific conditions were met, its suppression would become impossible.

Even for the Lord, it would be a formidable opponent.

‘They prepared quite diligently.’

Perhaps the kingdom was destined to collapse today. In battle, the Lord would undoubtedly dominate, but in war, the cultists would have won.

It seemed the Baob cult had truly gritted their teeth.

‘Well... it doesn't matter anymore now.’

I mumbled, adjusting my sleeves.

In front of me, the remains of miserably torn specters were scattering.

We walked on, dealing with the swarming specters one by one.

Shapes burst apart with an indifferent flick of my fingertips.

“Hmm.”

Had those cultists been conducting research all this time?

The Chimeras, in their specter forms, felt much more troublesome than before.

To put it another way, they were strong enough to easily overwhelm most academy students.

Of course, even so, they were nothing more than a mouthful.

I lightly twitched my fingers.

“The cultists' level seems to have risen considerably.”

Whoosh-!

Following that, a specter hovering nearby was erased.

Not even a trace of dark energy remained there.

Only the faint scent of blood lingered.

“Heh heh... quite gruesome, aren't they?”

“That doesn’t sound like something you should say.”

I glanced behind the Lord.

Behind his relaxed tone, a blazing light was hidden.

Every single specter looked completely incinerated.

The old man spoke with a slight hum.

“Chimeras... these seem quite useful in their own way.”

“It seems the Baob side wasn’t just playing around.”

“After we resolve this situation, perhaps we should try making things like these in the kingdom.”

“You’re speaking insincerely. You, who scatter killing intent at the mere sight of dark energy, let alone Chimeras.”

“Isn’t your phrasing too violent? I am a man open to everyone.”

“Shall we talk after you put down the head in your hand first?”

“Oh, my.”

The old man casually put down the head.

The sizzling flesh in his hand burst like a balloon as it touched the floor. Internal organs and brains that had flowed out were piled up on the floor.

Every one of them had been a dark mage, rushing at us.

A broad smile never left the Lord’s lips.

I couldn't help but let contempt enter my calm eyes.

“......You have truly extraordinary tastes.”

“Why don't you try it too?”

“I politely decline.”

“It's fine to decline rudely, you know. More than that, it's a shame you don't know this true hand-feel.”

“I'm glad your terrible taste only activates for cultists.”

“Isn't this also love? A heart solely for them.”

“A story that would make the church clutch their necks if they heard it.”

Trivial banter going back and forth.

Even so, their steps busily crossed the city.

Perhaps it was thanks to Neria distracting the specters?

We were able to proceed without any significant obstruction.

“By the way, I’m disappointed.”

“Hmm?”

As I tore apart yet another specter, the old man running beside me suddenly parted his lips.

His unsettling smile from just before had somewhat subsided.

“I wanted to have a conversation with that child after so long, you see.”

“......Surely you're not talking about the Vice-Captain, are you?”

“Who else would it be?”

“Ha.”

“Oh dear, your gaze is frightening.”

“It seems you're a bit lacking in shame.”

“Shame, conscience... those are merely empty formalities for the weak.”

“Even after committing such acts against young Neria, you show not even a speck of guilt.”

I furrowed my brow.

During the time Neria was called by the alias 'the Disloyal'.

The Lord inflicted harsh torture and brainwashing upon the girl, who was merely 11 years old at the time.

Solely for the purpose of controlling her and making her his subordinate.

He was clearly a villain.

“Is it really necessary?”

However, the old man did not hesitate in his reply.

“Sometimes, you expect too much from villains. I wonder if you’re mistaking me for an ally or something.”

“......”

He wasn’t wrong.

The Lord was not an ally, nor a comrade, not even a friend.

The role given to the old man by this world was solely that of a villain.

He was simply faithful to himself.

“Let me offer one piece of advice.”

“......”

“Don’t trust anything too much. You will surely be betrayed.”

“If it’s anything... that would include you, wouldn’t it?”

“Of course. How would you know when I might stab you in the back?”

“When that time comes, I will personally kill you.”

“That’s good news to hear.”

The Lord laughed with a sly expression.

His golden eyes, like a snake’s, still revealed nothing of his true intentions.

We simply continued to run through the specters.

“Well, it might have sounded like a joke... but at least my words about not trusting are sincere.”

“It didn’t sound like a joke at all. More importantly, what exactly are you telling me to distrust so much?”

“There are many things, aren’t there? People, situations, beliefs... sometimes even trust itself.”

“That’s a truly healthy teaching, to distrust everything in the world.”

“It doesn’t mean to distrust. It means not to be certain.”

“That just sounds like wordplay to me.”

“Heh heh... perhaps so.”

Blast-!

The old man exploded the head of the specter he was holding.

The blazing flash incinerated even the dark energy.

The Lord calmly brushed off the scattered debris.

He continued speaking without tiring.

“For instance... yes, the academy.”

“You’re suddenly bringing the academy into this.”

“Just listen for a moment.”

Sharp sarcasm was returned.

However, the Lord showed not even a flicker of wavering.

“Have you never found it questionable?”

“Questionable what?”

“That child... Neria lived in a deep, remote northern frontier. Her village was located on the exact opposite side of the kingdom on the map. So how could the kingdom have found that child? A child who had been hiding for years, at that.”

“......”

“Who tipped them off about her existence?”

“......Surely not.”

“Gaston Gallimard.”

The name returned, as if affirming the suspicion.

It was a name all too familiar.

I was momentarily stunned.

“The Gallimard Academy. To be precise, its Dean.”

“You mean the Dean... leaked information about young Neria?”

“Didn’t I advise you? Not to be certain.”

Trust is futile, after all.

The Lord added softly.

On the other hand, there were unanswered questions on my end.

I was about to ask him, but the Lord, who had been running ahead, stopped.

We had already arrived at the central plaza.

“Let’s hear the detailed story from the person concerned... but isn’t the immediate situation before us the priority?”

“......Very well. The story won't be too late after this is over.”

“That is, if we survive here.”

“What a trivial joke.”

Before us stood a purple structure.

A structure that took the form of a heart, grotesquely writhing.

It looked almost 30 meters tall.

A faint light enveloped its surroundings.

“It has an unpleasant appearance.”

“I agree.”

None other than the Seed.

Nightmares of people must have been fully accumulated inside it.

The structure was precarious, looking as if it could explode at any moment.

We each raised our output and emitted a flash.

Footsteps.

Steps approaching the Seed.

In front of the writhing heart, a shadow stood.

It was a woman neatly draped in a blood-red veil.

Her hands were clasped together as if in prayer.

“My young ones have found the darkness.”

An unsettling, reversed echo.

Through the fragmented words, I could barely make out the meaning.

The Dawn Breaker. It seemed to have been waiting for us to arrive.

The Lord sneered at her insolence.

“Hmph... what a bold woman.”

Despite the killing intent pressing down on the area, the woman continued to pray.

However, beyond the veil, her gaze could be felt.

Eyes steeped in blood and evil.

“And forgotten stars, ■■■■.”

Four letters boldly pronounced.

It was no longer surprising.

Just like the other Apostles, this one must know it too.

I don't know how it knows that name, but...

I scoffed with a hint of emotion.

“It seems the Apostles know me. I never dreamed I’d be so popular with pests.”

“Because it could not simply become the primal darkness, it controls that vitality. How could the god forget you?”

“Good heavens... with her voice twisted like that, it’s even hard to understand.”

“Soon, the world that will collapse will be rearranged.”

A soft rustle.

Wind currents swirled around the woman.

I merely watched.

The atmosphere was ominous.

The pulsating Seed’s throbbing subsided, and cracks began to form on its surface.

From the spreading cracks, a jet-black void slowly leaked out.

The Dawn Breaker slowly rose from its knelt position.

“Ah... this is mine. This is everything.”

The noise subsided.

Silence settled.

The contemplation was like a lullaby.

Grotesque yet cozy, alive yet like death.

A purple light flickered beside the Dawn Breaker.

I knew about that omen.

“Your god is in a perilous world.”

The Seed germinating, the Dawn Breaker on the verge of awakening.

It seemed time was on their side.

A mad, joyous light shone.

“From the night of longing, please decorate purgatory.”

Thud-!

Sensing the anomaly, the Lord belatedly kicked off the ground.

A powerful flash tore through the darkness, piercing the woman's heart.

But.

“Ah, how beautiful.”

The Dawn Breaker was perfectly alive.

The invincibility status had been applied.

That meant Phase 3 had begun for them.

The Lord, meeting the woman's eyes, laughed as if in dismay.

“Oh, dear...”

“Come, primal night.”

A roar!

The heavily cracked Seed finally exploded.

Following that, a jet-black mist rushed in like a tidal wave.

It held a fleeting moment and brought forth darkness.

The only sound left was the woman’s lullaby.

“May the young ones fall asleep.”

The next moment.

The world covered in darkness simultaneously went black.

At the same time, consciousness rapidly faded.

The Lord collapsed on the spot.

Thud-.

I was no different.

My knees were already bent, and my mind was slipping away.

I did not resist my slowly shattering consciousness.

I merely mumbled as my eyelids slowly closed.

A phrase of triumph.

‘According to plan.’

A smile flickered on my lips.

It was the top priority goal I had set since coming to support the kingdom.

It was the moment my self-made plan was realized without a single hitch.

I closed my eyes.

‘Neria.’

Thinking of the girl who would be left alone.

I completely let go of my consciousness.

        
            Poke poke—.

A sensation felt on my cheek.

Beyond my gently closed eyelids, a blurry light flickered.

Thanks to that, my waking consciousness sluggishly floated up.

Crushed by fatigue, I rubbed my eyes.

What then came into view was the familiar scene of a hospital room.

“……”

Someone was holding onto my sleeve.

I looked down at the hospital bed.

Sitting atop the pure white blanket was a girl of about ten years old.

She was a girl with a frail appearance, even compared to her peers.

As our eyes met, her small lips spoke.

It was a soft voice, like a bird chirping.

“Oppa! You weren’t listening to my story again, were you!”

An unusually sharp tone.

Had she gotten upset?

The girl was pouting as she looked at me.

The patient gown on her small body made her look, at a glance, like an angel in white.

After spacing out for a moment, I tightly held her small, delicate hand and smiled.

Tender warmth filled my palm.

“Sorry… I dozed off for a bit.”

“You said you’d play with me! Oppa, you’re a liar…”

“I’m sorry. I won’t do it again next time, so won’t you forgive me?”

“……You’ll do it again. You’ve promised so many times already.”

“Really. I’ll definitely keep it this time.”

“Then, promise again this time!”

“If that’s okay with you, I promise.”

“Hmm… Okay! I’ll forgive you!”

“Thank you.”

“Hehe.”

The atmosphere quickly lightened.

When I gently extended my hand, she leaned her head against it as if she had been waiting.

As if by habit, I stroked the child’s hair.

The girl leaned into me with an innocent smile.

The body warmth that melted into my chest was clearly distinct.

“Oppa, I cried today too.”

“……Are you feeling better now?”

“I cried because I missed Oppa, but I listened to the Nurse-unnie and stopped right away.”

“So the Nurse-nim took care of you again. I should thank her separately.”

“Nurse-unnie said that if I cried, Oppa, who works so hard, would be upset…”

“That’s admirable. You thought of Oppa even while crying.”

“Hehehe. So praise me quickly!”

A smile that shone brightly.

I carefully ran my hand through it, as if afraid it might break.

Her black hair softly parted under my fingertips.

The scene reflected in my eyes was more precious than anything.

I faintly raised the corners of my lips.

“You’re so admirable… my little sister.”

The only light left in my world.

And a light that would soon extinguish.

Today, too, I was taking care of the angel who had descended into the hospital room.

Treading through each day, as comforting as it was perilous.

***

It was a life with nothing particularly special.

The life of an ordinary, poor family.

It was just slightly more unfortunate and slightly more depressing than others.

To put it blandly, it was the kind of family that might appear in a cheap melodrama.

Such a typical environment was our reality.

-Oppa!

There were only two people in our family.

Me, and my younger sister, ten years my junior.

Both our parents passed away early in an accident.

It was precisely when my sister was about to enter elementary school.

I remembered that day.

-I’m worried… You can take good care of your sister, right?

-It makes me uneasy, just Mom and Dad going by ourselves.

-You have to protect your sister for two days. You understand what Mom says, right?

-I’ll contact you once we arrive there.

Wedding anniversary.

A humble domestic trip they had decided to take for the occasion.

Their figures as they left the front door then were the last I remembered of my parents.

Because what returned instead of Mom’s call was a strange doctor’s declaration of death.

I stood there, dazed and lost, as I went through an unfamiliar funeral.

My sister was holding onto my sleeve.

-It’s 7.56 million won.

Burning the bones, placing them in an urn, and enshrining them in a columbarium.

A process one naturally goes through when someone dies.

How much money was spent on it, I learned at an earlier age than others.

I took out the neatly folded condolence money with my crumpled hands and counted it.

Why did a mere few grams of stacked banknotes feel so heavy?

The smell of funeral money permeated through my small, fern-like fingers.

-What… should I do now…?

The house I returned to after the ceremony.

I leaned against the window, crying silently every dawn.

The life left before me was nothing but a hellish path.

As a child still, I was only afraid.

But even so, I didn’t collapse.

-Oppa, are you crying…?

I couldn’t collapse.

My sister, who didn't know anything, merely watched me.

You, who approached in your pajamas, having woken up at some point, and hugged me.

For that child’s sake, I had to harden my resolve.

That day I cried so bitterly was still vivid.

-If you hire me, I’ll work hard!

I quit school.

I gave up my youth and picked up rough equipment.

On hot days, I carried rebar, and on cold days, I spread concrete.

While kids my age were building memories, I was stacking steel and bricks on a construction site.

Every day, I dragged my exhausted body and filled my stomach with ramen.

It felt like my lifespan was being chipped away day by day.

However, even so, it was okay.

-Oppa!

Because when I returned home, you were there, smiling brightly.

Thanks to that innocent smile, I was able to endure life.

Whenever I got tired, I often imagined it.

You, having eventually grown into an adult.

‘You’ll be happy, won’t you?’

I wished you would be different from me.

Knowing how to live like a child, like normal children.

Building memories with friends instead of bricks on a construction site.

Going to school, begging for expensive academy fees, and sometimes enjoying a bit of rebellion.

And in the end, whether good or not, even stepping foot into a university.

About a life of getting to know life itself.

‘Please, at least you…’

Perhaps it was greed.

The things I didn’t know, the things I gave up, the things I regretted…

I wanted to give all of that to you.

I wished you would become someone who consumed, dreamed, and achieved dreams.

My school days, which I exchanged for a livelihood, were for that purpose.

My desire for your happiness.

I had no dreams.

Therefore.

My dream was you.

‘It’ll be okay.’

Three years passed like that.

I became an adult, and my precarious life found a balance.

My sister was now old enough to celebrate her ninth birthday.

It felt as if I had developed a knack for living through hell.

I slowly started to find happiness and leisure in my daily life.

At that time, I think I arrogantly thought,

‘Isn't this… good enough?’

It didn’t take long for me to realize.

That happiness was not always on our side.

-At most, six months.

-It would be best to prepare yourself.

My sister fell ill when she turned ten.

According to the doctor’s opinion, it was a rare disease.

You know how it is.

A disease name so hard to remember that it often appears in movies and dramas.

The illness that entered her frail body was something so incomprehensible.

Perhaps that was why the convoluted disease name was so terrifying.

The only answer from the doctor was that there was no way.

‘Why.’

The life of an ordinary, poor family.

A life that was just slightly more unfortunate and slightly more depressing than others.

That slight margin was, at times, cruel to us.

In the end, I couldn’t help but collapse.

-Oppa… am I sick?

My sister, looking up at me with tear-filled eyes.

In contrast to the pitch-black reality, there was the pure white hospital bed and patient gown.

Even while crying, I couldn't bring myself to let go of her frail body.

Perhaps I was afraid of being alone.

Foolishly, I lacked the courage to let you go.

-Mr. Kim ! You’re working hard these days, aren’t you?

-Is something going on at home?

-His eyes are full of venom, it’s even scary from beside him.

-He’s so young… and he doesn’t even go out to play.

-He’s a truly diligent young man.

I just continued to live fiercely, as before.

Hospitalization, and pouring hospital bills.

To cover them, I had to tread through an even deeper hell.

Deliveries at dawn, construction work during the day, nursing in the evening, and deliveries again at night.

I knew it was a meaningless endeavor, but I didn’t want to think it was meaningless.

I was prepared to do anything if it meant buying you more time.

No, if I didn't have that resolve, I felt like I would go crazy.

-Please.

Because I wanted you to live.

Gentle reminiscence flowed.

I slowly opened my eyes.

“Oppa!”

What appeared beyond my opened vision was still the pure white hospital room.

Similarly, you were sitting on the white hospital bed.

Your bright smile, unchanged, returned.

You innocently held onto my sleeve.

“You were listening to my story, weren’t you?”

“Of course… of course.”

“Hehe! So, what happened was, Nurse-unnie today…”

You chattered away like a song.

On my lips was silence; I merely stroked her hair.

The sunset outside the window painted an evening of a summer day.

I made small talk with a faint smile.

‘Is that so.’

My feet, which had just been treading on a construction site.

The throbbing muscle pain testified to a grueling day.

What awaited me next was a delivery job scheduled for late at night.

My eyelids drooped with overwhelming fatigue, but I forced myself to stay awake.

Because I wanted to cherish this time I had with someone precious.

I simply thought.

‘This… was my nightmare.’

The pure white hospital room.

The angel in white living beyond it.

My own nightmare was truly poignant.

I fully embraced the soft body warmth in my hands.

‘Dawn Watcher.’

I was trapped in a nightmare.

To be precise, I was asleep in my own unconscious.

With my fingertips, I processed the illusion's output.

After confirming there was no problem, I released the power as it was.

Inside, I thought of the girl who would be fighting a battle elsewhere.

‘Neria… I wonder if she’s overcoming it well.’

Because this stage was a stepping stone for her.

I merely watched from afar.

Trapped within this cozy nightmare.

“So! What happened was, I told Nurse-unnie…”

“I see. You’re brave, my little sister.”

For a moment.

I decided to spend time.

        
            “...What happened?”

Meanwhile.

Neria, the Vice-Commander of Astro, was bewildered.

A sudden darkness had swept through the entire underground city.

Following that, even the slightest sound had ceased.

Only pitch blackness and silence surged.

“This is...”

The girl surveyed her surroundings.

While Yuda and the Monarch dealt with the Dawnbreaker, Neria was to face the specters on the city's outskirts.

The tense atmosphere, filled with encroaching enemies until just moments ago, had settled into an eerie calm.

The screams of those awake, the tearing sounds of structures breaking, the roars of monsters...

All had vanished, as if they had been but a dream.

The streets she looked back upon were all asleep.

“...”

The Monarch’s Royal Guards, protecting the remaining survivors.

Those evacuating under their protection.

Even the specters, who had been rampaging wildly like dogs in heat.

Once engulfed by the pitch-black mist, all of them had lost consciousness.

The nightmare that had sprouted from the seed had, at last, swallowed the kingdom.

Currently, the girl was the only person awake in the city.

‘No way.’

A blackout state.

The pitch-black mist filling the underground had put the kingdom to sleep.

A terrible nightmare dyed an entire city in night.

The reason Neria alone remained unaffected was likely due to her constitution.

A constitution loved by the stars. A constitution she herself considered nothing short of a curse.

The starlight deeply confined within her heart seemed to have blocked the nightmare's approach.

The girl chewed her lips tightly.

‘Should I call this a blessing?’

Her resistance, which wasn’t pushed back even against disaster-class dark magic.

Aside from a slightly hazy feeling, Neria had taken no damage.

The girl calmly surveyed her surroundings.

‘This black mist... must mean something went wrong with the plan.’

Neria acted calmly.

If the plan had gone awry, the top priority was to assess the situation.

She needed to confirm how critical the current situation was.

The girl began to walk without hesitation.

Tap.

Her light, quiet steps.

Her movements, devoid of any presence, cut swiftly through the pitch blackness.

Neria illuminated her vision with a light held at her fingertips.

The surrounding scenery was eerily still.

“...”

It was quiet.

And peaceful.

The trash that would normally litter the streets.

The drug dealers that would be lined up in every alley.

The beggars sprawled on the ground, reaching out their hands.

All had been crushed by the deep nightmare and embraced silence.

A blacked-out world.

“—Disloyalty.”

Neria, paradoxically, felt dizzy.

Aside from the pitch blackness that stained her vision, it felt as though nothing else existed beside her.

Such silence was one of the nightmares the girl had endured ad nauseam.

The days she was bound by chains and iron bars.

“—You are a child full of all kinds of malice.”

“—You were born with the destiny of misfortune, and will surely burn your surroundings to ashes.”

The old man stood beyond the iron bars.

A prophecy whispered as he looked down at her, who was battered and bruised.

The Monarch had imprisoned Neria under the pretext of control.

Thanks to that, most of her youth was filled with memories of that place.

Eight years of hell that remained as a lifelong shadow.

“—Please do not wish for happiness from the outside world.”

The cold, cramped, dark, and lonely iron cage.

The memory suddenly resurfaced, but Neria roughly pushed such nightmares away.

Solving the immediate situation before her was the priority.

She believed she had no time for personal reflection.

The girl soon reached the center.

“Master-nim...!”

More precisely, the plaza located in the center.

It was where Yuda and the Monarch should have originally resolved the situation.

However, the scene Neria found in the plaza was entirely different from what was planned.

The seed had already sprouted, and Yuda and the Monarch lay sprawled beside it, unconscious.

And between them stood a woman covered in a blood-red veil.

Neria instantly grasped the opponent's identity.

‘Is that... the Dawnbreaker?’

An extraordinary aura flowed around her.

The pitch-black mist swirling around her.

Demonic energy so dense it distorted the surrounding vision.

Even blood tears flowed down from beneath the thin veil.

She was no ordinary woman at first glance.

Neria gripped her dagger and stood guard.

“...”

After a moment of staring, the Dawnbreaker’s lips finally parted.

As if she had been waiting for Neria.

The woman’s voice was utterly bizarre.

“The pitiful star has found this night.”

“...”

“Judging by your appearance, have you come to greet your Master too?”

“Objective. Entering the Dawnbreaker subjugation battle.”

Neria muttered indifferently.

There was no one to hear her, but it was for the sake of calming her own nerves.

At that, the Dawnbreaker let out a blatant scoff.

“How truly laughable! Hahaha!”

“...”

“This night sky has abandoned you, yet you still believe in hope?”

“...”

“Your destiny is like that of a miserable, lonely worm. Licking wounds hidden by petty lies.”

“...”

A sickeningly twisted voice.

Neria understood less than half of the woman’s words.

However, her given role remained unchanged.

To protect her Master with all her might.

And to carry out the failed mission in their stead.

“I won't delay.”

Clink.

The girl gripped her dagger in a reverse grip.

A scorching heat spread through her palm.

The fiercely heated blade pointed at the Dawnbreaker.

Her silver eyes were cold and composed.

“Please step right in.”

Her momentum did not falter in the slightest.

Watching such a star, the woman shed tears as if in sorrow.

Dew mixed with blood and demonic energy flowed down her pale cheeks.

Sizzle. The flesh where the tears passed turned black and corroded.

Her two hands, neatly clasped, offered a prayer.

“Salvation for this pitiful star... Ah, Goddess.”

The Dawnbreaker extended her hand.

At its end, a sword forged from nightmares.

Creeping screams hung like a complete gallows.

Following that, the blood-red woman kicked off the ground.

Tap.

The distance narrowed with flickering afterimages.

The girl’s dagger and the woman’s nightmare collided.

A thick tearing sound echoed.

“Child, I will stand in your way.”

“I’ll politely decline.”

Clash!

In the city where all things slept.

There, a star’s desperate struggle began.

***

Neria was rational.

To be precise, she always strove to be rational.

It was more advantageous for leading a group.

But there were moments when she wavered.

‘Master-nim.’

None other than Yuda.

Matters related to her Master.

Perhaps it was due to an inexperienced heart, or perhaps affection.

Neria became anxious whenever she was involved with the boy.

It was the same this time.

“Hah, haah...”

Swish!

The pitch-black blade charged ferociously.

Neria barely twisted her head to evade.

Above the blade, her ragged breath mingled like mist.

The girl was wavering.

‘She’s strong.’

Neria clutched her deeply cut right arm.

Her breathing was also clearly labored.

The silver-haired girl’s eyes darted.

‘Master-nim.’

Her gaze naturally drifted to the back.

Yuda, lying unconscious.

Perhaps it was due to seeing her Master in such a helpless state for the first time.

A mental shock remained in Neria, unbeknownst to her.

Such inner circumstances caused her posture to constantly falter.

The girl clicked her tongue.

“Tsk...”

Her brows furrowed tightly.

In front of her, the blood-red woman stood.

With the girl’s blood staining the tip of her elegantly extended sword.

Unlike Neria, who was somewhat disheveled, her body was completely unharmed.

This was because Neria’s attacks had not reached the woman.

‘My attacks aren’t getting through.’

An invincibility effect was applied to the Dawnbreaker.

Despite Neria’s repeated attacks, she hadn’t been able to land any effective hits.

Conversely, the cuts inflicted by the nightmare were steadily increasing on her own body.

The Dawnbreaker still looked down at the girl from behind her veil.

An endlessly relaxed expression.

“How pitiful.”

Nightmares swirled around her.

“Even with such faint light, you're not extinguished. Still, how commendable.”

The woman's assessment was no exaggeration.

Even from an objective viewpoint, Neria was holding up well.

Normally, according to the Dawnbreaker’s patterns, even a small scratch from her would plunge someone into an eternal nightmare.

This was why Phase 3 Dawnbreaker was unbeatable.

She possessed an almost invincible effect, along with an overpowered passive skill.

It was called a status effect, but every one of her attacks was effectively an instant kill.

Neria was merely blocking the nightmare based on her latent starlight.

Thanks to that, she was able to fight hard even against an awakened Dawnbreaker.

But—

“Ugh...!”

That was the extent of it.

Just barely holding on, not dying.

Corrosion was progressing from the cuts crisscrossing her body.

The dense nightmare seemed ready to devour Neria at any moment.

Illusions periodically overlaid her vision.

“—Disloyalty.”

“—Please do not wish for happiness from the outside world.”

The nightmare couldn't put Neria to sleep.

But it would occasionally show her terrible illusions.

However, even that alone was enough to burden Neria.

It was like poking at a festering wound with an ice pick.

The girl grit her teeth and swung her dagger.

The more she did, the clearer the scenes from her past became.

“—Your destiny is truly tragic.”

“—You've received the stars' blessing... no, curse.”

“—Your light will become a conflagration. Burning those you love, and eventually, even the world.”

“—The reason I confined you is also thus. To protect what is mine.”

“—Child, please do not wish for happiness from the outside world.”

“—Even if you struggle, you cannot change your innate destiny.”

The flickering voice of the old man.

In front of Neria, the Monarch stood instead of the Dawnbreaker.

An icy gaze pierced the girl's heart.

The old lips murmured as if in pity.

“—Therefore.”

“—Therefore, die by the light that incinerates people.”

They were the exact words she remembered.

Neria's breathing, as she swung her dagger, wavered for a moment.

And the cost of that fleeting moment was heavy.

A sudden sword strike grazed the girl's face.

Slash!

“Ugh...!”

A blinding flash in her vision.

Then, with a burning pain, she clutched her eye.

Her right eye had been hit due to her faltering posture.

Neria hastily cauterized the wound with light.

It was at least an act to prevent bleeding and corrosion.

Sizzle!

“Ugh, haah...!”

Of course, it was intense burning pain.

And she had no choice but to sacrifice her right eye's vision.

The girl gathered her wits, gripping her sword.

Her vision still blurred.

“...Damn it.”

In front of her, the woman still stood.

Without a hint of fatigue, pointing her jet-black sword.

Neria realized.

‘Perhaps...’

This might become her burial ground.

        
            It was a particularly vivid, everyday scene.

"Neria."

It was perhaps about a year after Astro was founded.

Neria was busy processing a mountain of tiresome documents.

Suddenly, she was asked a question.

"Do you still... have nightmares sometimes?"

The speaker was the slit-eyed boy.

He was observing Neria with a worried expression.

Perhaps it was due to the dark circles under the girl's eyes.

Yuda had even set aside the remaining work he was doing.

"..."

Neria couldn't answer immediately.

Rampages and nightmares had followed her her entire life.

One was due to her innate power, the other due to a trauma imprinted later in life.

In the case of the rampages, Yuda had placed restrictions on her starlight, so it wasn't an issue.

But even the boy had no way to deal with the fear that had sunk deep into her heart.

Because of this, he was always worried about Neria's condition.

Wondering if her wounds would leave scars.

"Master-nim, that, that is..."

The girl was flustered.

She hadn't thought her own fatigue was noticeable.

She didn't want to worry her Master-nim, but she also couldn't lie.

Neria merely hesitated to speak, deferring her answer.

However, with just that reaction, Yuda grasped her true feelings.

Neria was simply rigid, always easy to read.

"So it's true."

The boy smiled faintly.

It wasn't his usual playful smile, but one that felt somewhat bitter.

He idly fiddled with the quill pen hooked on his fingertip, as if deep in thought.

And then, before long, he spoke.

"Wounds can't heal easily, can they?"

"..."

"Neria, how should I put it... you always seem lonely. You're quite reluctant to accept others. Perhaps it's a defense mechanism born from your past."

A burn deeply seared.

From the unhealed cracks, pus dripped.

That torment writhed as if it would never subside.

It constantly whispered in her ear that she was alone.

That's why Neria was always lonely.

-Your fate is truly tragic.

-Your light will become a raging inferno, burning those you love, and in the end, even the world itself.

-Child, please do not seek happiness from the outside world.

-For even if you struggle, you cannot change your destined fate.

And she was always afraid.

That even those by her side now might vanish if she closed and opened her eyes.

That she might ruin everything, just as the Monarch had whispered in her prophecy.

If so, should she leave this world?

Her silver pupils quietly sank into darkness.

"Still, I believe you'll realize it someday."

However, whenever that happened, the boy would hold Neria's hand.

Like the memory of a harsh winter day with a blizzard.

A warmth that hadn't changed in the slightest.

And an affectionate smile.

"The fact that Neria is no longer alone."

A voice that declared with certainty.

Warmth spread through their clasped hands.

"Perhaps around you, Neria... there might be more 'homes' than you ever imagined."

Home.

Neria didn't understand the boy's words.

As far as she felt, her life was that of a loner who could ignite at any moment.

The girl held the unbroken sentence in her mouth like a piece of candy.

As she mulled over the fleeting moment in the settling silence.

Suddenly, the door burst open with a crash.

Crash!

"Hahaha! So you were here, Captain-nim!"

"Oh dear... Sir Kyle. Knocking is a gentleman's basic courtesy."

"My apologies. I'll keep that in mind next time!"

"At any rate, welcome. I happen to have some paperwork left; would you mind lending a hand?"

"Gasp..."

"You're startled."

"Grumble..."

"I just threw it out there, so you don't have to stiffen up like that."

"Whew! That's a relief. You know I'm terrible with pens, don't you?"

"It might not be a bad idea to learn while you're at it, though."

"Grumble..."

"Just kidding."

A bustling, continuous daily life.

Next to the slit-eyed boy stood a red-haired man.

And beyond the open office door, members who were also looking for Yuda with Kyle could be seen.

Even though they were all wearing pure white robes, each had different eyes and expressions.

Among them, there was even someone who had brought tea for the two busy individuals.

"Um... V-Vice-Captain-nim."

Hesitantly.

The approaching member timidly placed down the teacup.

The rattling noise was particularly wearying.

"You always work so hard."

Perhaps it was due to her uniquely sharp impression.

The member seemed utterly tense.

Neria, on the other hand, quietly looked down at the teacup.

The surface of the lightly brewed black tea she usually enjoyed.

It was a thoughtful gesture for Neria, who had been working for several hours.

Behind the teacup, other members stood awkwardly smiling.

-The fact that Neria is no longer alone.

-Perhaps around you, Neria... there might be more 'homes' than you ever imagined.

Why was it?

That the previous conversation brushed past her ears.

"Hmm!"

"Heh heh."

Kyle and Yuda had stopped talking.

The two of them were watching Neria and the members.

The smiles on their faces, for some reason, held a sense of pride.

Neria awkwardly avoided their gaze.

'Strange.'

Her inner self stirred.

She felt uneasy.

Neria couldn't understand this unfamiliar feeling.

She merely rolled the words she had heard from the boy around in her mouth.

The question carried a fresh, subtle scent.

'Home...'

A girl who was never meant to live.

A wanderer denied life by the world.

Therefore, Neria couldn't accept its meaning.

She thought it had no connection to her.

Because she had given up on that notion.

"...I will drink it gratefully."

However, she simply quietly picked up the teacup.

Warmth slowly crept into her fingertips.

The coziness that flickered over her lips was pleasantly bitter.

***

Her eyelids slowly opened.

Beyond her fine eyebrows, silver eyes were hidden.

Perhaps due to burst blood vessels, the color was somewhat red.

Neria exhaled the breath that had risen to her chin.

"Haa, haa..."

The girl's appearance was a wreck.

Stab wounds lined her arms and legs, and deep gashes remained on her right face and shoulder.

The nightmare that had seeped into her wounds slowly corroded the surrounding areas, turning them black.

The burning pain seemed to devour her remaining sanity.

Neria struggled to gather her fading consciousness.

"You're a nuisance."

Before her stood a blood-red woman.

Unlike Neria, not even a speck of dust clung to the Dawnseeker's sleeves.

Since an invincibility frame was active, it was impossible to inflict damage on her.

Unless her only weakness, pure starlight, was used to burn her.

The nightmare would be eternal.

'Is this the end?'

Neria bit her lip tightly.

Even so, she struggled to move her frozen legs.

Her delayed movements failed to evade the attack.

Darkness flashed.

Slash!

The nightmare slashed across her arm once more.

The seeping darkness shook her consciousness.

The girl's legs stumbled, and her vision blurred.

Neria couldn't resist the surging hallucinations and auditory illusions.

It was because she had already been pushed to her physical limits.

-Disloyalty, you say.

The Dawnseeker's nightmare draws out a person's darkest aspects.

Memories, traumas, fears, sorrows... all that dwells deep within the heart.

It combines and replays each fragment.

The next moment, Neria was lying prone on a barren plain.

-Interesting... you'll be useful in many ways.

-Let's take this child into our fold.

The Monarch with a greedy smile.

When she opened her eyes again, Neria was trapped behind cold bars.

Heavy chains bound the girl's arms and legs.

The old man looking down on her had a perpetually cold gaze.

-You are destined to burn everything you love.

-There is no path to happiness for you in this world.

-Please, do not harbor any futile hopes.

-Otherwise, life will be absurdly cruel.

And next.

What was reflected this time wasn't some old memory.

It was an unfulfilled future, precisely the possibility the girl feared.

The monster with silver hair... the form she feared most herself.

Hot tears streamed down her cheeks.

-This power... I never wanted it in the first place.

-Why did the stars choose me?

-Why did it have to be me?

In the nightmare, the girl was incinerating the world.

She turned a tenth of the continent into ashes, emitting light with every step she took.

White dust. Even in a world where nothing remained, the star was alone.

Despair was mixed with her tears of blood.

It was a horrific scene.

"Haa, haa...!"

Neria breathed roughly.

Her mind was a jumbled mess.

A terrible hallucination, with the nightmare intertwining over it.

However, the girl had no time to calm her inner turmoil.

Because the voice that followed drowned her.

-Neria.

And next.

How many times had the nightmare changed now?

This time, Neria stood upon the devastated Astro headquarters.

The bodies of the members lay scattered, and soot remained everywhere.

In the center of that chaotic mess, the girl faced her Master.

More precisely, she had plunged a dagger into his heart.

The half-opened slit eyes blinked.

-Why, why... *cough*.

-I trusted you, but why did you... everyone...

-If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have taken you in.

A reverberation that felt like it pierced her lungs.

Neria, even while crying, continued to stab the boy's heart.

The serpent whispered in her ear even with its dying breath.

-I hate you.

A terrible nightmare.

It precisely pierced the most sensitive spot she had hidden all this time.

A trauma that would have shattered an ordinary person's mind.

However, Neria's case was vastly different from the ordinary.

She exhaled a ragged breath between her lips.

"Ah..."

Suddenly, her consciousness rose.

Even after being consumed by the nightmare, she had regained her senses.

Before her flickering vision stood the Dawnseeker.

The woman swung her sword with a relaxed smile.

Swish!

"Ugh...!"

Neria dodged the attack that had surged right in front of her.

And then, as if breaking a combo, she plunged her fist into the Dawnseeker's abdomen.

With a powerful thud, the woman's body was sent flying backward.

It was a clean counter.

Thwack!

"?"

The woman seemed flustered.

Of course, thanks to her invincibility status, she hadn't taken any real damage.

However, her opponent, whom she had been certain was completely dominated by the nightmare.

It must have been surprising to see her shake it off.

'How?'

The Dawnseeker gazed at the girl with such eyes.

Neria gently massaged her aching arm.

Her voice was laced with venom.

"Resentment, and hatred..."

At the same time, faith existed.

A faith that had taken deep root, fertilized by time.

"...My Master-nim would never say such words to me."

It was true.

Because he was endlessly merciful to those he cherished.

Even if Neria were to stab him in the heart, he would simply embrace her and tell her not to cry.

Someone who would calmly wipe away the moisture from her eyes.

And then, someone who would give a painful smile.

-I told you I'd be alright.

-So... won't you come back?

-To our home.

Like that harsh winter day.

To the girl, the boy was a being of such profound meaning.

Thanks to him, Neria could regain her fading consciousness.

Those nightmare-like words had, ironically, pulled her back to reality.

Paradoxical as it was, this too was based on the trust the two of them had built.

A truly genuine heart, too real to be erased by a mere night's nightmare.

The girl realized.

"It's not... over yet."

Her silver eyes, which had been dim all this time.

For a moment, faint sparks flew across their surface.

Her previously shaky breathing had now calmed down.

Neria's gaze was directed towards Yuda behind her.

A faint light shimmered in her tightly clenched fist.

'Perhaps that's what he meant.'

A hazy consciousness.

The girl looked up at some realm, almost within reach, yet just out of grasp.

Neria was breaking the shell that had imprisoned her.

In the darkness, a star twinkled.

        
            The Dawn Seeker.

The woman known as the fourth apostle of the demon god.

A powerhouse who, given certain conditions, could even contend with the stars.

Such a Dawn Seeker could currently not hide her bewilderment.

It was none other than because of the silver-haired girl standing before her.

“Haa, haa...”

The battered girl.

Her breathing, on the verge of giving out, hinted at her condition.

However, even amidst the heavy nightmare that had settled upon her, her gaze did not dim.

She merely glared fiercely at the Dawn Seeker.

The woman couldn't help but show her surprise.

It was the first time such a thing had happened.

‘How?’

The Dawn Seeker muttered.

Until now, no living being had ever endured her nightmares.

An ordinary opponent would have already been devoured by their inner darkness.

However, the girl before her was shaking off the hallucinations and auditory illusions as if struggling fiercely.

On the contrary, her consciousness seemed to grow clearer with each passing moment.

How could she have escaped the nightmare?

‘This can’t be...’

The questions didn't stop there.

As she stood there, lost in thought, a blow landed on her abdomen.

The girl, who had approached like a flash of light, swung her fist.

A powerful tearing sound broke the silence and reverberated.

Thump!

“......”

The Dawn Seeker was pushed sideways by the recoil.

There wasn't even a hint of change in the woman's expression.

At first glance, it seemed like an indifferent reaction, but doubt flickered in her pupils.

Her gaze, from which dark red tears flowed, was fixed on Neria.

More precisely, on her fist.

‘Light...?’

At her fingertips, an alien light was slowly spreading.

The Dawn Seeker caressed her abdomen.

She had entered an awakened state, gaining immunity to all physical phenomena.

Normally, Neria's blow should have been nullified, rendered meaningless.

To the point where she wouldn't even know if a fist had struck her stomach or if the wind had simply blown.

But.

‘......Pain.’

A tingling sensation was slowly spreading.

The intensity of that pain was so faint it felt as if she had been hit by a pillow.

However, the Dawn Seeker took this alien sensation seriously.

No matter how small a number, there is always a huge gap between 0 and 1.

A chill ran down the woman's spine.

“Hmph...!”

“Ah!”

Clang!

A dagger pierced through the opening.

The Dawn Seeker, who had been lost in thought, instinctively parried the surprise attack.

It was quite different from how she had been taking attacks with her bare body just moments before.

The woman had begun to acknowledge the girl's light.

The impact transmitted to her palm was even more intense.

‘Increasingly... the blows are getting stronger.’

The Dawn Seeker had no choice but to chew on this alien sensation.

The girl before her was clearly abnormal.

She was growing stronger in real time.

No, rather than growing stronger... it seemed she was reverting to her original form.

As if the child, born as a star, was drawing upon the brilliance she should have naturally possessed.

Neria's light, which had only been faint, was now illuminating the darkness.

With a furrowed brow, the Dawn Seeker raised her blade.

In her hand, nightmares, condensed to their limit, seethed.

‘The atmosphere is unusual.’

I must kill her quickly.

Perhaps she had sensed the danger from the light.

The Dawn Seeker sought to quickly deal with the girl.

She scraped the nightmares accumulated in the seed, channeling them onto a single sword.

And then she swung it, as if to immediately sever Neria's neck.

However, it was already a delayed judgment.

“Ah.”

Their gazes crossed in an instant.

The silver-haired girl had gently opened her previously closed eyelids.

Beyond her pupils, a clear radiance flickered.

The straight-drawn dagger blocked the nightmare.

Boom!

“......”

A chilling silence settled.

The Dawn Seeker froze in place.

It was due to the profound pressure that weighed down on her shoulders.

Whoosh—.

Around the two, a brilliant white halo of light was swirling.

The girl was looking up at the woman with calm eyes.

Holding a star within them.

***

Neria Lightni.

A girl born with the blessing, or perhaps curse, of a star.

She always lived with loneliness tucked away in a corner of her heart.

Having lived a cruel fate, she dared not muster the courage to break free.

Perhaps she had concluded that there was no place for her to truly belong, for her entire life.

Because of this, she was pessimistic.

‘Actually, I wanted to give up everything.’

The pain she once felt soon became the home that comprised her entire life.

For Neria, sadness was her only home.

A home she could always return to, a place where she could rest her eyes.

No other sanctuary was allowed.

More precisely, she believed it would not be allowed.

-Perhaps, Neria-yang's surroundings... may contain more homes than you had ever despaired of.

So when she first heard the boy's words, she couldn't understand their meaning.

Many homes? For her, who had always lived with loneliness, those words held no meaning.

Neria gently lifted her closed eyelids.

Her silver eyes remained profoundly silent.

Scenes reflected in her pupils.

‘I...’

Neria had always turned away.

From her own fears.

-You are a child filled with all sorts of malice.

-You were born with the fate of misfortune, and you will surely burn your surroundings to ashes.

-Please do not wish for happiness from the outside world.

The girl was afraid of the light.

Afraid that she might hurt someone again.

Afraid that the position she had worked so hard to build might disappear meaninglessly.

Afraid that she might be left alone again, just like in her old memories.

The words the monarch had left behind, like a prophecy, often felt like her own destiny.

That’s why she was afraid.

And so, she had turned away.

‘I thought I was alone.’

She might have idly thought that.

Even with companions by her side, there was a loneliness that swelled up at dawn.

There was also the weakness she wanted to hide, from having nightmares and sometimes shedding tears.

There was the contradiction of pretending to be fine in front of loved ones, only to crumble behind their backs.

And a throbbing heart, especially during winters with heavy blizzards.

And there was herself, who hated and disliked all of it.

The girl was a coward.

‘But then.’

Amidst all that, she had a nightmare.

The Dawn Seeker's ability forced Neria to stand up.

It forced her to face the fears she had ignored and her humble self.

With the aim of breaking her spirit.

But.

‘......I wasn't alone.’

The nightmare, on the contrary, hardened Neria.

The malice intended to break her instead knocked on the girl's heart.

The tightly locked door. It made the trembling girl beyond it come out.

Creak— The world she faced with the sound of old hinges. Her head hesitantly poked out.

Scenes formed in her eyes.

-Neria-yang.

Standing outside the door was her master, who had waited for her.

He whispered with a faint smile.

Like a tranquil ordinary day.

-Do you remember that mansion?

-The mansion where the two of us lived, even before Astro was founded.

-After everything ends, I was thinking it might be nice to live like before.

-No matter what anyone says... sometimes, I miss those days.

-How about we live there together again?

Softly—.

As if nothing was amiss, they talked about the future.

It was a memory with the boy, piled up neatly in the office.

Neria gently closed and opened her eyes.

Then, the scene shifted.

-Hahaha!

-Our Vice-Commander is always so quiet.

-It would be great if you mingled a bit more with the other members!

Sir Kyle, bursting into hearty laughter.

He was a somewhat chaotic but always caring adult.

It was as if she were his daughter; a gentle affection was evident.

She blinked her eyes again.

-Vice-Commander, we will handle this task.

-Especially since the Commander-nim has visited.

-That's right! Vice-Commander-nim, you should be by their side!

-We'll take care of the remaining tasks.

-Have a good time together... Hehehe.

-Oh dear. You don't need to pay attention to what that fellow says.

-Please go quickly. The Commander-nim is waiting.

-Thank you...? Hmph, aren't we family?

-This much is no problem.

A bustling atmosphere.

The members who subtly approached and pulled her from her desk.

Neria inadvertently stood up from her chair.

Everyone around was smiling at the girl.

Yes, it was always like this.

‘You all...’

They were always kind to the girl.

They treated her as if she were truly family.

Finally, her vision cut out.

And then.

-I want to give up.

Whoosh—.

A snowy field whipped by a blizzard.

At the heart of that winter stood the silver-haired girl.

Neria faced the lingering image of her past before her eyes.

That girl was also glaring at Neria.

‘This is...’

It was none other than the nightmare she feared the most.

It was also the image of herself that she hated the most.

Starlight flickering all over her body, and tears streaming down her cheeks.

Even the dagger held to her neck, as if she had decided to end her life.

It was an old memory.

“......”

Thump—.

Neria, who had been momentarily paused, then took a step.

        
            Crunch, crunch.

The sound of snow crunching underfoot was rather poignant.

The girl decided to be honest with herself.
Only after confronting her darkest self.

-Neria-nim.
-I told you I'd be alright.

Back then, the boy had stopped her, but this time, it was her own responsibility.

Neria stretched out her arms and embraced the girl in front of her.
Her hand naturally withdrew the dagger.
As if begging her not to.
She whispered into her ear.
"It's okay. You'll be okay."

What she had found from happy, cozy memories.
A single phrase distilled from those stories.
About the 'you' she had ignored.
And about herself.
"You... are no longer alone."

Thump, thump.

Now she could feel her heart beating.
The self that had hidden beyond the starlight obscured by festering wounds.

The girl in her arms slowly, carefully looked up at Neria.
Before she knew it, the girl had become younger, appearing around ten years old.
Exactly the age she had been taken in by the Sovereign.

-Really...?

The girl questioned.
With trembling lips and eyes that held back tears.
Even that poignant helplessness was heartbreaking.

"Yes, really."
Neria nodded.
A faint smile spread across her lips.
"Because now, everyone is here."

-Doesn't everyone hate me?
"Not at all. They definitely won't."
-But... what if I ruin everything again? Like that person, the Sovereign's, prophecy.
"Ignore such nonsense. No one can carelessly speak of another's future or destiny."
-But it hurt... the world always made us lonely and miserable.
"Even so, it's okay. Even amidst such misery, a home to return to has appeared."

-Home...?
"Yes, home."

Now, the boy's words made sense.
Because she had come to know the kindness beyond the world, winter, and wounds.
Pure white light shimmered in her pupils, where the mist had cleared.

Neria cried.
"So many homes of mine... that always welcome me, let me rest my eyes when I'm tired, and to which I can return anytime."
One child had so many homes.

The mansion she had lived in the past, and the headquarters where she currently resided.
Astro, which had steadily built its power since its founding.
Sir Kyle, who treated her with familiarity.
The members who subtly showed her respect.
Lastly, her Master, who had saved her.
Because all of them existed, the girl was able to live, even holding her wounds.
Thus, for Neria, all those names were home.

"You know what?"
Even the destiny that tormented me, that was a home I could return to.
This vast world, it was all home to me.
Neria's voice choked with tears.
"All this time... I hated you so much."

She was always afraid.
Afraid that one day she might lose control, and everything would be ruined.
Afraid that she would end up alone again, treading through a desolate wasteland.
The more precious the things beside her became, the greater her fear grew.
That's why, day by day, she hated herself, hated 'you.'
"Perhaps I lacked the courage... to love you."

Bruised and battered.
Every night, she would plunge a knife into her heart.
She would kill herself, her heart, that way.
But that had been wrong.

"I wanted you to disappear. I wanted you to die. Yet, I also wanted to remain by the side of my precious people. I wanted to believe in the word 'happiness' again. I hated even that contradictory self."
That was her most pathetic self.
And her most pained self.

"I'm sorry."

A fading confession.
Neria naturally recalled someone.
The boy who had embraced her when she was crying in this winter.
Because being able to face her past here and now was solely thanks to him.

Yuda Snakers. Neria drew courage from that small resonance and opened her mouth.
To voice the long-suppressed lump in her throat.
A voice of apology, of saying "I'm sorry."
"Even though I've only ever hated you, still..."

Still.
At that word, her voice choked particularly.
But the girl no longer hesitated.
"........Still, will you forgive me?"
A thin line of watery light traced her cheek.

Neria hugged the small body tightly, seeking forgiveness.
Warmth radiated from within her embrace, and the scent of winter lingered at her nose.
The silver-haired girl couldn't hold back her sobs.

Whoosh.

Silence descended with the tranquil wind.
However, the small girl merely smiled faintly.
Even though she had been crying moments before, the child had regained her smile.
With tiny, fern-like hands, she hugged Neria back.
Not long after.

-Yes...!

A tear-soaked voice was heard.
Following that, a soft light began to slowly rise from the girl's body.
Even then, Neria did not release her arms. As if she would never let go again.

The figure, dyed in clear white, soon shattered delicately.
Shatter.

-Thank you.
-For telling me you're sorry.
-For forgiving me... and yourself.

The small girl crumbled away.
The faintly scattered fragments soon became fine particles of light.
And then, fluttering, they circled around Neria and settled down.
That sparkling light permeated her tender chest.
Only a childlike whisper melted into her ear.
-I hope you, too, find happiness.

Afterimages scattered into fragments.
Although she couldn't confirm her face, Neria was certain the girl was smiling.
Otherwise, the light permeating her heart could not possibly be this warm.
Thump, thump. A strange energy breathed within her still-pounding heart.
Neria leaned into that resonance, as if it were something precious.

She murmured again.
"Yes... I'll make sure of it."
This was a handshake extended to her painful past self.
A small tribute to her youth, which she hated but couldn't bring herself to sever.
At the same time, it was a vow to finally find happiness, and a promise for the girl.
The tears falling were unusually hot.

"I..."

Blaze!

A light that brightly illuminated the winter.
A star born from the girl.
What she had always hated no longer wavered.
The girl silently, eternally accepted her own light.
She had finally come to love her long, long darkness.
Only clarity spread over her silver eyes.
"Because now I'm not alone."

Neria Lightni.
Called the Allumer de Reverbere in the original work.
The streetlamp, which had always hesitated to illuminate, was now lit.
A starlight that burned away the deep dawn.

***

Neria opened her eyes.
Beyond her clear vision, what she saw was still a city covered in pitch black.
The ceiling was gloomily sunken, without even a glimmer of light.
The girl's steps remained in the middle of the night.
Her quiet gaze pierced through the darkness.
........

Suddenly, her eyes caught something.
Standing nearby was a blood-red woman.
Unlike her previously relaxed demeanor, her expression was filled with bewilderment.
The firmly bound restraints came undone, and her original starlight flowed out.
Her presence, enough to make one's entire body tingle, caused the night to tense.

The Dawn Keeper let out a near-scream.
"How could you, a mere limb!"

Muttering noise.
But even that held no special meaning for Neria.
She was merely immersed in the warmth of starlight.
Soon, she clenched her fist, neither hurried nor leisurely.
Pure white light surged in her tightly clasped hand.
'It's warm.'

Neria thought carelessly.
The light she had always felt was only hot, was actually this cozy.
The light didn't hurt. It wasn't bothersome, nor was it frightening.
Perhaps it was thanks to embracing her own pain.

She blinked.
-Still, will you forgive me?
She pulled forth the star.
A sensation that enveloped her entire body for the first time in nearly four years.
However, the girl was neither swayed nor powerless.
A radiant glow transferred to the dagger.
Blaze!
She drew in the waves of the star.
And melted into the chorus.

The pure white light did not burn the surrounding things.
It merely cut through the pitch black and incinerated the malevolence that had settled.
Like a noble star risen high in the night sky.

-Child filled with all kinds of malice.
-You were born with the fate of misfortune; you will surely burn everything around you to pure white.
-Please, do not seek happiness from the outside world.

She no longer wanted to be swayed by that prophecy.
What kind of star she would become, and what kind of light, was her own responsibility.
Neria did not want to think of herself as a monster.
She wanted to wish for her own happiness.
So, she extended her fist.

"Ah."

The Dawn Keeper let out a stupid exclamation.
The gently swung fist drew a line like a streak of meteor.
The next moment, a dazzling flash had pierced the woman's heart.
The light that then extended crossed the underground city.
Brightening the sky.

"Gasp!"

It was a beautiful sight.
The moment darkness turned to light, and despair transformed into hope.
The star's awakening shattered the pitch-black background into fragments.
Amidst the fluttering shards, the girl was not alone.
Because a near-pure white radiance was with her.

"I did it..."

Neria was illuminating the dawn.

        
            The brilliance born from the girl illuminates the city.
It burns away the nightmare-like despair and delivers a spark of hope.
The Dawn Keeper who commanded evil. The woman is pierced straight through.
A single ray of splendor soon becomes the dawn that burns brightly.
It was pure starlight.

Blinding flash!
The dazzling pure white folds away the night.
The night, folded like a sheet of paper, reveals the morning on its other side.
Even the deep-seated nightmare slowly fades.
The pitch-black mist drifts away, and the lit landscape fills the kingdom.
Following this, the people who had fallen asleep in the city one by one begin to regain consciousness.
Even the land, contaminated by demonic energy, is purified.

-Still, will you forgive me?
The light did not burn its surroundings.
Instead, it illuminated the shadows and enveloped life with warm colors.
A light that no longer hurt or saddened others.
Instead, a star that became someone's home, or comfort.
Neria had escaped her dreadful fate.
Furthermore, she embarked on the path she wished to walk.
Instead of burning the world, she chose to become a morning that embraced it.
The girl's name was neither monster nor traitor.
Neria Lightni.
She was the lamplighter of dawn.

“……”
Meanwhile.
In one corner of the city, an old man looked up at the sky.
He was gazing at the meteors pouring down from the ceiling.
His golden eyes held a hidden depth.
The old man's name was the Sovereign.
He was the master of this city.

“Is that so.”
Had he just woken from the nightmare?
The old man was somewhat disheveled.
However, his gaze fixed on the ceiling was clear.
More precisely… it was the trace of the girl who had floated high enough to touch the ceiling.
Neria floated in the sky at the very center of the kingdom, like a single star.
So that her light would reach every part of the city without fail.

“……Beautiful.”
A soliloquy muttered inadvertently.
Just as the Sovereign mused, the morning star that had risen underground was beautiful.
To the extent that even the darkness pierced by the rays of light now seemed enchanting.
The old man, who had been lost in thought for a while, smiled.
It was a smile tinged with bitterness.

-Child, filled with all kinds of malice.
-You were born with the fate of misfortune, and you will surely burn your surroundings pure white.
-Please do not wish for happiness from the outside world.
Lingering in his ears was the prophecy he had left behind.
Words he had whispered to Neria, who was trapped behind iron bars.
But at this moment, the Sovereign had no choice but to admit it.
The fact that his prophecy was wrong.

“She has grown well… far more than I expected.”
The old man recalled the past.
To recall, it was the memory of the day he first met the girl.
A child wandering the snowy plains, completely battered. A monster. A loner.
The moment their gazes met, the Sovereign read destruction in Neria's eyes.
He was certain that she would surely become a calamity that would later burn the continent.
Therefore, he concluded that she must be suppressed.

“Was I wrong, then.”
But.
The girl had strayed far from the old man’s expectations.
Instead of a calamity that would burn the continent, she became a star that illuminated the dawn.
What brought about such a result was none other than the narrow-eyed boy.
The Sovereign chewed over his old monologue.

“I’ve done something regrettable.”
To whom?
There wasn't even a footnote to the old man's words.
As if feeling nostalgic, he simply fiddled with the rosary in his pocket.
Perhaps the aftereffects of the nightmare still lingered, as his complexion remained subdued.
Subsequently, the Sovereign reflected on a scene that flashed in an instant.
A memory from a rather distant past.

-Your Eminence, Cardinal.
The voice of a young child.
The old man recalled the girl's gaze, which was slowly fading.
It held questions filled with resentment and doubt.
His brow furrowed for a moment.

-Is even this, God's will?
His wrinkled hand gripped the cross tightly.
Unlike usual, the atmosphere was quietly subdued.
A bitter smile on his lips.
“……”
The Sovereign simply rose from his seat.
An adult, whose true thoughts no one could know.
The old man exhaled.

***

Meanwhile.
While things were being resolved outside, I was spending time in the nightmare.
As I had been consistently observing, Neria had finally overcome her trauma.
Accepting the part of herself she so detested, and even becoming a star.
The journey that began on a distant winter day had reached its end.
I felt a heartwarming sense of pride.

‘That’s a relief.’
Although it was a setup designed for her from the start, I hadn't expected her to overcome it so magnificently.
Because I knew how difficult it was to shake off past sorrows.
The current scene proved how agonizing that struggle could be.
I held a faint smile.

Soon, an innocent voice was heard.
“Oppa!”
Before my eyes, an angel clad in white.
Her shy smile was purer than anything in the world.
To the extent that I found myself wishing I could never let go of this moment I held.
Of course, I couldn't. Because every moment must eventually come to an end.
With complex emotions, I stroked my sister's head.
It was a warm and cozy body temperature.

“Were you okay today? You didn’t cry, did you?”
“Mm-hm…! I had fun playing with Nurse Unnie!”
“You’re amazing.”
“Hehe! Because I promised Oppa.”
“Who do you take after to be so admirable?”
“Mm-hm! I take after Oppa!”

The dream scene replayed.
Perhaps it was because of Neria’s starlight, which was falling.
The clear boundaries of the nightmare were slowly collapsing.
That must mean it was almost time to wake up.
I looked down at my sister one last time.
Inside, a few words of monologue flowed.

‘Regret.’
That short arrangement of letters sometimes hurt more than scars pierced by cold weapons.
Because throughout my previous life, you were the only regret I had from that time.
Perhaps it was a natural sentiment.
Days I hadn't forgotten for a single day.

‘I should have kept more promises, had more conversations…’
I should have stayed by your side longer, told you I loved you more.
The bygone days merely remained like ink smudged on fingertips.
No longer staining, yet permanently stained and unerasable.
Such deep feelings were called lingering regret.

I gently moved closer.
“Oppa?”
It was truly time to return to reality now.
So, I wanted to convey words, even within this nightmare.
The heart of a pathetic liar, which you couldn't hear.
I embraced the angel.

“Oppa is sorry.”
The approaching end.
At that time, I couldn't stay by your side.
Because I was wandering from construction site to construction site, trying to earn hospital fees.
Perhaps it was because my battery was low at the time, but I couldn't receive the hospital's call either.
That's how you left lonely in a hospital room without me.
Only after everything was over did I face you in the mortuary.
You, who were now dressed not in a patient gown, but in white funeral clothes.
Your hand, which I had quietly held, was chillingly cold.
Unlike now, you weren't alive.

“Oppa…?”
I probably wouldn't be able to forgive myself, ever.
Because I gave you terrible loneliness and your final moments.
So, you too…
“I hope you don’t forgive me.”
Even in this situation, no tears came.
I was simply recalling the warmth in my arms.
Was it because my emotions had withered?
Or perhaps.

“I love you, my sister.”
Before my thoughts could fully form, I parted my lips.
At the same time, the scene before my eyes began to split apart.
The nightmare, cracking like a broken mirror.
“……!”
My sister's reply could be heard beyond it, but I turned away.
Perhaps I lacked the courage to hear it.
I closed my eyes as my consciousness faded.
Swallowing a deep sense of loss.
‘Forever.’
Just like that, I escaped the nightmare.

***

Starlight also fell upon the kingdom.
Along with the faded darkness, consciousness awakened.
The city maintained a bright landscape, to the extent that the term 'underground' became meaningless.

“Awake, are you?”
The first to greet me upon waking was the Sovereign, who had also lost consciousness beside me.
He was sitting on a bench in the plaza, looking up at the sky.
A scene of stars clearly descending.

“When did you wake up?”
“Quite a while ago. While you were merrily sprawled out, fast asleep.”
“Perhaps it’s because you’re old and frail, but it seems your nighttime sleep has disappeared too.”
“What insolence from a young friend. Well, it’s not entirely wrong though.”
“It looks like… the kingdom has returned to its original state.”
“Yes, everything has returned to normal.”

The city had regained its original light.
One by one, people rose from the streets.
Although it was still a place full of debris, it was better now that the darkness had lifted.
The Sovereign's royal guard, who must have been asleep somewhere, also gathered in the plaza.
They all looked quite a mess, but at least none of them were dead.
I turned my gaze.

“Master-nim…!”
Following that, the girl ran from the end of the plaza.
Her silver hair fluttered in the backdraft.
At the center of her delicate steps, a pure white starlight shimmered.
Because of this, Neria exuded a radiant presence simply by existing.
She was just that beautiful.

“Oh.”
I gently received her rushing body.
With the unique warmth of starlight, Neria's body was glowing.
To the point that the word 'winter' no longer suited her.
Tear tracks remained on her cheeks.
It was a trace of her triumph.

“Master-nim… I, I…”
Perhaps it was because of her heightened emotions.
Neria, who could hardly finish her sentences.
To calm her, I embraced the girl's shoulders.
Because there was plenty of time to talk, I whispered.
Patting her slender back with my hand.

“You’ve worked hard, Neria-yang.”
The sky was no longer black.
The morning star, which had feared light, finally found its own calling.
As if to illuminate the nightmare and loneliness of an eternal moment.
The girl was no longer a loner.

        
            The kingdom's incident had concluded.

Those trapped in nightmares awoke, and the pitch blackness that had descended upon the city also receded.

The starlight, which had finally overcome the dawn. The silver-haired girl became complete salvation.

In a proud mood, I thoroughly stroked Neria's head.

Even her broken-down reaction was endearing.

The night had ended.

"-Thank you."
"-I will certainly repay the debt incurred this time."

Once the situation was resolved, the monarch immediately departed.

Only a few words of gratitude remained by his side.

Had he also seen something in the nightmare?

Fatigue was mixed in his expression.

'Nightmare, huh.'

Perhaps it was a memory from his youth.

The incident where the Cardinal, revered as a star at the time, completely annihilated the church's upper echelons and some noble families.

It was a tragedy still occasionally recounted, and a disaster that left an indelible stain of disgrace on the church.

I silently watched the old man's receding steps.

A faint stigmata remained on his wrinkled nape.

A trace left by God, hinting that he was once a star...

'Fallen Star.'

I chewed on the forgotten alternate name.

The name that reigned over evil, before the old man was called the monarch.

He crossed the street accompanied by his royal guards.

I, on the other hand, set off on the path leading out of the underground.

Thus, the long dawn came to an end.

'Home.'

We returned to the academy.

The scenery of the academy, under lockdown, was quiet, with nothing much changed.

Due to the successive invasions of cultists, the faculty's vigilance was at its sharpest.

As I walked through the gentle breeze, a sudden bitterness welled up.

Because the boisterous noise of students was no longer there.

On the other hand, I was determined to reclaim that everyday life.

Because it was a memory I cherished in many ways.

'For now... that's a story for after the cultists are dealt with.'

The scent of spring, blooming calmly.

Also, I wasn't the only one who set foot in the academy.

Because Neria was also with me.

'The Lamplighter.'

The star that regained its light.

She was now a girl who had overcome her trauma and accepted her calling.

At the same time, she would also be the guardian who would protect the academy from now on.

Having shed her restrictions, she would become a powerful force for us.

To exaggerate, she was on par with Irene's final chapter specs.

Though she herself still seemed to need time to adjust.

"This is Neria-yang. You all probably know her by sight, right? You might have met her a few times. She's like my right hand."

"I am Neria Lightni. Though lacking, I assist my Master-nim."

"Starting today, she will be taking on the security role at Gallimard Academy."

In the original story, the academy was also a primary target.

As the final chapter was beginning, it was time to put all our efforts into defense.

Because fighting to protect is inherently like that.

"Even though she looks like this, Neria-yang is quite shy around strangers. I hope you'll all treat her kindly."

I introduced Neria to my companions as well.

Except for Irene, everyone else was meeting her for the first time.

They might have encountered her a few times, but this was the first time they were formally greeting her.

The silver-haired girl bowed her head in a formal posture.

It must have been her best effort.

"Please take good care of me."

"""......"""

However, the atmosphere among the other children was stiff.

Was it because of Neria's uniquely cold impression?

Moreover, perhaps due to nervousness, she maintained an even sharper aura than usual.

The companions couldn't quite bring themselves to speak to her. Even Irene, who had some familiarity, merely watched.

Following that disconnect, the awkward atmosphere grew heavier.

In the end, I subtly offered help.

"Aren't you too stiff?"

"M-Master-nim...?"

*Plop.*

I placed my hand on the girl's head.

Neria stiffened for a moment.

As I playfully stroked her, the chilly atmosphere crumbled.

Like cotton candy dissolving in water. She instantly returned to her youthful appearance.

Her originally pale cheeks were flushed red.

"U-Ugh..."

She's become even shyer.

She was always somewhat like this, but it seemed to have intensified even more in the past few days.

More precisely, ever since she accepted the starlight. Ever since she overcame her trauma.

As a result, it was rather awkward for me to watch.

Because her threshold for personal space had suddenly lowered.

'Like now.'

Like groaning just from interlocking fingers for a moment.

Or if I subtly leaned on her shoulder, her whole body would stiffen.

Or if I silently poked her cheek, she would subtly avert her gaze.

These were things she usually handled fine, but now, was she feeling ashamed?

I thought it was a bit late, but...

'Or not?'

Thinking about it again, it might not have been particularly different.

After all, I was usually the one doing those things.

Neria was always the one being overwhelmed.

Her reactions were amusing, so I always teased her.

"M-Master-nim... the others are, s-seeing... us..."

"Indeed, Neria-yang's hair is so soft."

"T-Thank you for the compliment, but perhaps now is not the time...!"

Anyway.

Was it perhaps thanks to her utterly crumbled appearance?

The chilly atmosphere seemed to gradually relax.

Just in time, Selena, who had been lingering nearby, interjected.

Her purple hair, swept back in a sudden motion, flowed down along its curves.

A slight nasal sound lingered at her lips.

"Hmm."

Her crimson eyes, seemingly piqued with interest, observed the girl.

Afterward, she smiled with her eyes.

"She's cute."

"Teacher-nim."

"It would have been good if you had given me a heads-up. A sudden transfer student, how unexpected."

"I suppose there wasn't an opportunity... As such, I hope Teacher-nim will pay attention to her from now on."

"It's my one and only disciple's request, after all. Besides, she might become part of the family, right? As the eldest, I should definitely take good care of her."

"Huh? Family, you say...? M-Master-nim? What did that just mean?"

"Well, I don't know either."

"You'll find out naturally. Please take good care of me from now on, Neria-haksaeng."

Selena, cunningly manipulating Neria.

Was it thanks to her actively breaking the ice?

The other children, who had been hesitant, also began to join the conversation one by one.

I quietly watched Neria, surrounded by the companions.

It was a heartwarming sight.

"So, you already knew Yuda? Since roughly three years ago?"

"Elize. I don't think it's good to be jealous of someone you've just met."

"No... I was just asking a question, Unnie?"

"Yes. Elize is very jealous."

"What part of that was jealousy?"

"But I like even that side of you."

"Are you even listening?"

Elize's dissatisfied expression.

Beside her was Charlotte, who still lived in her own world.

While the two bickered for a moment, this time the blue-haired girl interjected.

"Nice to meet you. We've met before, haven't we?"

It was none other than Emilia.

Judging by her reaction, Neria seemed to remember her too.

"I remember. It was during the Venity Purge Order, wasn't it?"

"I was indebted to you then. Shamefully, I ended up borrowing a stranger's hand for family matters."

"Not at all. It was Master-nim's will. If it's thanks, it would be appropriate to convey them to him."

"I've already conveyed plenty. Besides, there's no limit to how many times you can say thank you, is there? I thought it would be better to convey it to everyone if possible."

"I see. Those are wise words."

"May I call you Neria-ssi...?"

"You may call me Neria. I am merely Master-nim's servant."

"Then, Neria. Welcome to Gallimard. Please take good care of me from now on."

"Th-Thank you..."

Emilia, speaking with a subtle blend of formality and detailed consideration.

Who would have expected to see such a combination?

The dormitory scene felt new and poignant.

I quietly lowered my gaze.

'Everyone.'

The original story.

The mid-boss who turned 10% of the continent into ashes.

The villainess who was destined to be a sacrifice for her family.

The princess who suffered from an incurable disease and ended her life in vain.

The head professor who betrayed the academy, followed the cultists, and was then abandoned.

Seeing them gathered in one place, a corner of my heart inexplicably stirred.

Was it perhaps because of the sentiment that so much had truly changed?

Beside me, the fox poked my side.

"You look strangely happy?"

"Do I? Heh heh."

"It's rare. To see you smile like that."

"Hmm...? I don't think I'm particularly different from usual."

"If you don't know, then don't. It was something I wanted to know by myself anyway."

"Oh, now I'm just more curious."

With those trivial words behind us, I directed my gaze forward once more.

Neria, somewhat overwhelmed by the lively atmosphere.

Still, her expression wasn't one of dislike.

I chuckled softly.

'The Lamplighter.'

To you, who always felt alone.

Now, this place will also become one of your many homes.

I could only wish that you would no longer be lonely.

The everyday atmosphere softly bubbled, scattering into life.

"""......"""

Meanwhile.

There was one person who couldn't quite blend into that flow.

None other than the world's protagonist, Regia Filers.

Her pink hair was subtly subdued.

Her green eyes also held a gloomy light.

"""......"""

I subtly observed her.

It was a sight I had grown accustomed to recently.

It wasn't just today; she had been in that state for quite some time.

I couldn't bring myself to approach, and instead observed her hunched shoulders.

Internally, I ruminated on the future that would soon arrive.

'Is that time finally coming...?'

Regia Filers.

It seemed our protagonist was also on the verge of her final awakening.

        
            I had some idea why. She had even mentioned it herself directly at one point.

It was probably a period when, both internally and externally, she was experiencing many hardships as a protagonist.

Because of this, I made time to speak with Regia alone.

"Young Master-nim... I came because you suddenly asked to meet, just the two of us."

"Welcome, Miss Regia. I just wanted to have a chat. Was it rude of me to ask?"

"Oh, no, it's not! It was just sudden, but if it's a conversation with you, Young Master-nim, I'm... rather happy..."

"That's a relief, then."

I offered a faint smile.

It was, after all, the transmigator's duty to take care of the main and supporting characters' mental state.

We walked along the academy street, chatting about this and that.

After a few trivial sentences accumulated, I finally broached the main topic.

"Miss Regia. Have you been troubled by something lately?"

"Huh? What do you mean by that...?"

"Well, your complexion has gotten noticeably darker."

"Did it show a lot, by any chance? I tried my b-best to hide it..."

"The others seemed to have a rough idea too. We're not just ordinary acquaintances, are we?"

"..."

Had I hit the nail on the head?

Regia bit her lip for a moment.

Beyond her trembling green eyes, a deep sorrow was reflected.

The girl, who seemed lost in thought, soon parted her lips.

And then, she confessed about the shadow that tormented her.

"Sometimes... I feel worthless."

Her shoulders hunched.

The clumsy protagonist confessed her weakness.

"Everyone else is growing... but I feel like I'm stuck in place, constantly falling behind."

Perhaps it was a kind of inferiority complex.

Emilia, who had pioneered the realm of her unique magic.

Irene, who had broken through a wall and become a star in the night sky.

Charlotte, regarded as the strongest Domain User of modern times.

Neria, who had recently joined, blessed by the stars since birth.

With such monsters by her side, she couldn't help but compare herself.

"I wanted to be helpful to Young Master-nim too. Just as you were so generous to me, I wanted to be someone who could lend strength to others. It might be presumptuous to say so..."

Inferiority complexes generally come in two types.

One is the kind that puts up thorns towards others, and the other is the kind that whips oneself.

In Regia's case, it was clearly the latter. She was, by nature, born with an inner self as pure white as the first snow.

Her inherent nature wasn't brave enough to harm anyone.

She was only harsh on herself.

"Even so, I'm always lacking."

I listened to her laments without a word.

Objectively speaking, Regia was quite strong.

Only a few around her were in a league of their own; she herself was one of the academy's top powerhouses.

She could easily overpower ordinary faculty members. She was among the top ten forces I could deploy in an emergency. At her age, it was a level where one could find no rival.

Currently, Regia's power was comparable to Charlotte's, who had been called the strongest.

'Regia, Irene.'

Excluding those two who were beyond comparison, there was no one in the academy who could defeat her.

Moreover, even when compared to the original story, Regia was growing at an astonishing speed.

Originally, by now, she shouldn't have been able to defeat even professors, let alone upper-mid-tier students.

But she had not only reached the peak but was also looking up at a world beyond the stars.

From others' perspectives, such laments might even sound like deceit.

'Still.'

I understood.

The reason she was still so anxious, despite achieving such steep growth, was...

"Miss Regia, you're afraid, aren't you?"

"..."

It must be because of the memory of almost losing someone due to her own inadequacy.

More precisely, when the cult attempted to abduct her.

Irene, who had rushed to the scene, stopped them, but she fell into a coma as a backlash.

It could have easily become an irreversible tragedy. If it hadn't been for me, it surely would have.

That seemed to have become a trauma for Regia.

"-Y-Young Master-nim! Miss Irene...!"

"-I'm sorry... It's b-because I was lacking..."

"-I was so scared, thinking you two... *hic*... had been hurt..."

"-Thank you, *gasp*... thank you for coming back safely."

It must have been a heavy burden for the fragile protagonist.

She must have thought that if she had been stronger, if she had shone brighter, no one would have gotten hurt.

She must have blamed herself, thinking it was all her fault. Regia was originally that kind of person.

As if understanding, the pink-haired girl timidly nodded her head.

A gloomy light in her pupils.

"Miss Irene was in danger because of me, wasn't she? And you, Young Master-nim, too."

"As I told you last time, it wasn't your fault, Miss Regia."

"I... I just didn't want to make excuses."

"I think that's an admirable attitude, though."

How could there be such a fragile yet upright person?

Though weak enough to break countless times, she possessed the will to repeatedly reinforce herself with steel armor.

Even if she wasn't complete yet, she was the protagonist I admired.

A faint smile blossomed on my lips.

And then I murmured softly.

"You'll surely do well."

To the sunlight hidden beyond the dark clouds.

To my protagonist, who might be downcast now but will soon shine.

"Because Miss Regia is that kind of person."

I recalled a scene from the original story.

A girl descending with a pure white light, in the center of a world burning with blood.

Pink hair fluttered in the swirling wind, and a fresh green glow shimmered in her pupils.

Angelic wings sprouted from her back. It was none other than Regia's final awakened form.

The chorus descending with starlight erased the pitch-black darkness that had seeped into the earth.

It erased despair and delivered carefully folded hope.

[I won't... leave you alone anymore.]

[Let's go back together. To the home everyone is waiting for.]

[To a place where it's okay not to be alone.]

Undeniably the most praised masterpiece scene in the original.

It was the part that convinced everyone why Regia was 'the protagonist.'

There was a reason why her fanbase was so solid, even though her growth speed was frustratingly slow.

Because the emotion that returned at the end was overwhelming, precisely *because* she was clumsy at first and her growth was slow.

"I believe it."

Regia was destined to reach the pinnacle.

Irene, Neria too... she would become so strong that they couldn't compare.

Because in works of fiction, the protagonist is naturally destined to become a being who leads the world.

A being who finds light from all unreasonableness. A being who doesn't lose, even when their color has faded.

That was the protagonist I saw.

That was the 'you' I saw.

"So, Miss Regia, please believe it too."

However.

On the other hand, I didn't wish for such a future.

I wanted you to remain a child forever.

'Regia's awakening condition is... the death of someone precious.'

A character she had grown close to, or a close friend she was emotionally attached to.

Only after losing one of them did the girl awaken her dormant true nature.

It was beautiful, but at the same time, a cruel price.

I wished you wouldn't get hurt.

Even though I knew it was impossible.

"That you can do it yourself."

"But... what if, even then, I can't...?"

"Even then, it's alright. I'll be by your side, Miss Regia."

"..."

I stroked her pink hair.

Her scent, reminiscent of spring, subtly colored the tip of my nose.

I then whispered.

"Don't be afraid. No matter what mistakes you make, no matter what failures you face... I'll be supporting your back from behind."

Regia didn't reply.

She merely stared up at me, as if entranced.

In response, I gave her a mischievous smile.

With a hand I subtly lowered, I took her hand.

"Heh heh."

The ring finger where I had once placed a ring.

I slowly caressed it.

The ring that had once protected her, only to shatter into a handful of dust.

As I realized the emptiness, Regia muttered.

It was a reaction that clearly showed her upset.

"I-I'm sorry. I ended up breaking the ring..."

"It's alright. I had wanted it to be used for that purpose from the start."

"Even so... it was a gift from Young Master-nim, so I wanted to cherish it."

"I'll put a new one on you later. Someday, when we become adults."

"Y-Yes...?"

Regia was flustered, as expected.

Her cheeks slowly flushed.

"Th-that means...?"

"Do you dislike it?"

Her face reddened in real time.

Her head was burning with heat.

Perhaps driven by embarrassment, even her eyes were moist.

The girl mumbled a few times, then soon bowed her head deeply and replied.

With her slender fingers, she timidly clutched my sleeve.

"P-Please do..."

"Heh heh. It seems I've made you look forward to it."

A fresh breeze blew.

We were walking side-by-side across the academy street.

I subtly looked at you, who was filled with warmth.

At you, who had brightened considerably, with some of the dark clouds lifted.

'Yes.'

I wanted you to shine like that.

Without being stained by the night, possessing eternal youth.

***

Weak child.

It won't go as you wish.

The world has already boarded an irreversible tide.

In the future where I tread, no light shall exist.

So resign yourself. Despair, wail, and paint a cruel regret.

For you are merely a doll deviated from fate.

Not even a single tear shall be yours.

"■■■■."

I shall go to meet you.

        
            A memory from some time ago.

It was a familiar hospital room, and a familiar sight of white.

The angel with a frail body would often smile brightly.

Always clinging to the boy as if overjoyed.

“Oppa!”

What could have made you so happy?

Even though the world abandoned you and treated you harshly.

“Hehehe!”

“I was brave with Nurse Unnie again today!”

You never lost your smile.

Even if you cried sometimes, and were scared… in the end, you would smile brightly.

If you asked how I endured those days, my answer, without hesitation, would be you.

Because you were my everything. My wish was for you to live even one more day.

Precisely because of that, I couldn't be a good guardian.

Because I could rarely stay by your side.

“Oppa… are you leaving…?”

“You just got here. The sun hasn’t even set yet, and I’m not even sleepy…”

I’m sorry.

I have deliveries piled up, so I think I have to go right away.

“But you said you’d stay with me late today… it was a lie again.”

Forgive me.

Instead, I’ll stay with you all day this weekend.

Of course, Oppa wants to be with his little sibling too.

“You said that last time and didn’t keep it.”

“Oppa is a liar.”

This time, I really mean it. Believe me.

I’ll pinky swear.

That I’ll definitely be with you all day on the weekend.

“Really…?”

“Hehe, then I’ll forgive you.”

“But you have to be careful at work, okay?”

The pinky finger they had so painstakingly linked.

However, that promise was not kept.

Because the person from the previous shift didn’t show up, I had to cover their duties.

In the end, you were alone even on the weekend. How hard I struggled to appease your sulking back then…

It wasn’t just that time; we were always like this.

“Oppa is a liar.”

I was a liar.

At least in my relationship with you, I could count on one hand the times I actually kept my promises.

To you, who would soon leave, I repeated only the cruelest lies.

Using the excuse that I just wanted you to smile.

‘I…’

I’ll be back early tomorrow.

I’ll definitely be with you next weekend.

Oppa will surely make you well.

Once you’re well, I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.

Once you’re well, I’ll buy you anything you want.

‘Liar.’

A lie.

Over a lie, another lie.

And over the thickly piled ones, a new lie.

The foolishly layered lies became a single life.

I was a person walking among collapsed blocks.

Leaving crimson marks on the soles of my feet.

‘I’ll always be by your side.’

A promise whispered hundreds, thousands of times.

Knowing I couldn't keep it, I pinky swore with you countless times.

And, using that moment as an excuse, I walked away from you.

I pushed myself into the dirt, piling up bricks and cement.

I thought that was for your sake.

“Oppa… I’m scared.”

“Can’t you just stay by my side until I fall asleep, just for tonight?”

“I won’t ask for this again next time…”

Poor child.

I should have spent more time with you.

You must have been lonely. You must have been scared.

I simply turned my back, saying I had no money, saying it was for the future.

Even while hearing your sobs, I made excuses, saying it couldn’t be helped.

I lied countless times like that.

“Oppa is a liar.”

Sorry.

“Oppa is a liar.”

I’m sorry.

“Oppa is a liar.”

If I could turn back time, I would have spent more time with you then.

I would have shared more stories, left more happiness, and wouldn't have made you feel lonely.

I wouldn't have created such deep regret and a sense of loss.

It was only after standing before your memorial that I thought.

Looking at you smiling through the photo frame.

“Liar.”

It was too late.

The quietly accumulated lies pierced through my very core.

Perhaps this was why my ability itself was a lie.

It was something a mere person like me wouldn't know.

I merely…

“Ah.”

…still missed you.

***

Several days had already passed since returning to the academy.

Even the spring season was now gradually taking on the heat of early summer.

The vast sky painted the background with a vibrant blue hue.

It was summer. A time to jokingly add such a footnote.

I reflected on the greenery visible outside the window.

“……”

What touched the tip of my nose was the scent of grass blades.

Through the half-open window, a gentle breeze seeped in.

I was lost in thought.

“Liar.”

Was it because of the old memory?

A sinking feeling for no reason.

It seemed the previous nightmare had left lingering aftereffects.

I briefly fiddled with the teacup in my hand.

‘Of all things… memories of a past life.’

It was good to see a familiar face after a long time, but I couldn't help the bitter aftertaste.

A scene that wouldn't fade. Everyone must carry at least one such moment.

In my case, it was just a little darker than others.

I made an effort to shake off the wave of distracting thoughts.

Then, I raised my head.

“Ahem.”

An old man sat across from me.

Blue eyes gazed at me without a word.

With a cough, I gathered my lagging consciousness.

Breaking the slight silence.

“My apologies. I got lost in thought for a moment.”

“It’s fine. Rather, why don’t you get to the purpose of your sudden visit?”

“Don’t you already know? Even Dean-nim must have expected it.”

“Well. Perhaps because I’ve been swamped with work lately, I’m not as sharp as I used to be.”

“You’re lying without even wetting your lips [a phrase for brazen lying].”

“Isn’t it the same for both of us?”

I was in the Dean’s office.

This time too, there were a few things I needed to confirm.

As if even this had been read by him, he had prepared teacups even before my arrival.

Two cups of black tea neatly placed, as if the timing had been perfectly matched.

And then he pretends not to know… I gazed at the Dean with slightly fed-up eyes.

This old man also had a subtly cunning side, no less than the original Yuda.

I glanced sideways for a moment before speaking.

“Then… shall we get straight to the point?”

There was no need for ice-breaking.

After all, he must already know what point I was going to make.

Adding a separate introduction would be inefficient, so I would just ask.

In a way, it was also convenient.

Because there was no need to explain.

“I’ve recently learned a few interesting facts.”

The Emperor, Valkaros.

The former head of the Beniti family.

And finally, the Lord.

I had gathered various clues in the meantime.

I had constantly been unable to shake off the creeping doubts.

“The recent events… you were always behind them.”

“And several years ahead of time at that.”

First. Regia, the protagonist of this world.

Before her enrollment, the girl who had been wandering the continent was suddenly scouted by an old man she met on her travels.

The one who wrote the recommendation letter for her to enter Gallimard Academy was none other than the Dean himself.

To explain this in simpler terms, it meant he brought the protagonist onto the stage.

Behind Regia’s turning point, the old man was positioned.

This was merely the beginning.

“Gaston Gallimard.”

“He informed me about the curse sharing.”

“To be precise, it was merely advice to look into the imperial library…”

“Thanks to that, I was able to save Elize.”

According to Valkaros’s testimony, the Dean was also the one who had intervened in the imperial family.

Elize, a turning point that affected not only the frail girl but also Charlotte.

The old man had been involved in both of their lives.

And it didn't stop there.

“This letter will probably be my last testament.”

“Gaston Gallimard. I should thank that troublesome old man.”

“If it weren’t for him, I wouldn't have been able to choose this end.”

“Despite everything, he’s a good old man.”

The former head of Beniti.

The letter left by Emilia’s father also contained the following.

Words written with such composure, just before he was assassinated by his own younger brother.

It was as if someone had told him what was going to happen.

The Dean was also present at Emilia’s turning point.

“Didn’t you ever find it strange?”

“Neria. How was the kingdom able to find that child?”

“Who tipped them off about that child’s existence?”

“Gaston Gallimard… the Dean of that place.”

The Lord had said something similar.

Neria, who had been living in hiding for several years in the deep northern frontier.

The one who had given information about her to the Lord was none other than the Dean.

He was invariably present at the Vice-Commander’s turning point.

“Teacher-nim.”

In Selena’s case, it went without saying.

She was his adopted disciple from childhood, and their relationship was no different from father and daughter.

If Gaston hadn’t been there, she wouldn’t have become a professor.

The old man’s trace was embedded even in such a turning point.

‘If so.’

A reasonable premise can be established.

The premise that the Dean was involved in the turning points of the main characters.

I recalled the setting for the only remaining character, Irene.

The fox who was an orphan from childhood. That’s why Irene was raised by her teacher.

To be precise, when she was a newborn, someone entrusted Irene to her teacher.

The identity of that ‘someone’ wasn't explicitly written in the lore book…

But at this point, it was a sufficiently inferable part.

“Surely, even that was you?”

“……”

The old man did not answer.

Of course. The restriction placed by the world must still be in effect.

I, too, had no intention of getting anything out of this old man.

I just wanted to organize my thoughts.

“Hoo…”

It was a question I had been confident about from the beginning.

I let out a soft sigh.

The old man was connected to every past event.

As if he had set up a single grand scheme.

At this point, then, I had no choice but to ask the old man.

I knew no answer would come, but it was a single word, almost unavoidable.

If only to clarify the complex timeline.

“Who… exactly are you?”

These were parts that were not revealed in the original story.

To explain it as the butterfly effect, it was already a problem of a different dimension.

How far away was the destiny the old man carried, and the world itself?

How deeply had it infiltrated the main story?

I pondered inwardly.

“……”

Only silence returned.

The restriction placed on the Dean had many questionable aspects.

In some parts, it allowed answers, but in others, it demanded silence.

Sometimes, it unsparingly took away a hand. The old man still had one hand missing.

But sometimes, he was allowed a little conversation. We had discussed sensitive topics a few times.

Because of that, I couldn’t get a grasp of it. Where exactly was the ‘line’ the world allowed?

What defined the boundary where the old man’s answers diverged?

It seemed, this time, I had crossed the line.

‘Was I wrong?’

It seemed to be in vain.

I sighed lightly and sipped from the cooled teacup.

Then, the old man, who had been maintaining silence, suddenly parted his lips.

An answer came to my question.

“Your question was wrong.”

“Hmm…?”

“What you should question is not what I am, is it?”

His blue eyes gleamed.

Pupils as deep as the abyss.

“You should question what *you* are.”

“……”

“The Book of Truth, Chapter 3, Verse 14. Dolls do not cry.”

It was a familiar verse from the Bible.

The surrounding air grew heavy.

I gazed at the old man with my eyes half-closed.

In his aged pupils, only the boy with golden hair was reflected.

The words that followed felt like treading on a blade.

“The Snakers family.”

The point where I was possessed.

And Yuda’s ancestral home.

“Go there. To the place of your origin.”

The old man was talking about home.

        
            -Snakers Family.
-Head there. To the place you originated from.

The day after receiving advice from the Dean.
I wasted no time, preparing to head to the main family's mansion.
Whatever the answer might be, at least a few questions would be resolved.

I also informed my usual companions.
"I'll be returning to the main family's estate for a few days due to personal matters... Would you like to come with me?"
The answers were all a resounding 'okay'.

Of course, not everyone could accompany me.
If all of them were absent, the academy couldn't be defended in an emergency.
In the end, Neria volunteered to stay at the academy. It was a rational decision.
She was their greatest asset, and at the same time, she already understood most things about my family.
It seemed she made the concession for the sake of the others.

-I will remain here and protect the academy.
-My Master has placed his trust in me, so I wish to live up to it.
-As for matters concerning the family... I've heard stories from my Master long ago.
-I will prepare for any emergencies.

She was truly commendable.
In return, I promised to tell her various things in addition to what she already knew.
We could contact each other via scrying orb, and if push came to shove, she could rush over through a portal.

My companions and I boarded the carriage heading to the main family's estate.

"Young Master... What kind of place is the Snakers family?"
"I'm curious too. That family is so reclusive that not much is known about them publicly."

The children showed strong signs of stiffness.
Were they nervous?
Perhaps they were feeling the pressure, unexpectedly about to meet my father.

I swallowed my complex emotions. Then, I offered a simple explanation.
To be honest, I didn't know much about the Snakers family either.
Since I had spent more time wandering outside than staying at the main estate.

"There's nothing particularly special. They're one of the families located on the outskirts of the Empire. However, they are said to have left a grand legacy in the field of alchemy. It's also said that the Snakers family was able to rise to the ranks of a prestigious house thanks to their achievements in that field."

"Come to think of it, when I first met Yuda, it was quite unexpected. Until now, the Snakers family has had a strong reputation for being more skilled with the pen than the sword."

"My Master is correct. I was an unusual case."

The Snakers were a reclusive family.
They didn't really interact with other families, and even the imperial family left them alone.
All that was known to the public was that they were a family of eccentrics who researched alchemy to its extremes.
As such, my companions seemed unable to help but be curious.
Moreover, it was a family they might form ties with in the future.

The tense atmosphere was clearly conveyed through the children's conversation.

"Y-Young Master's father... What title should I use?"
"As expected of a commoner, what a bland question. 'Count Snakers' should be fine."
"But... is it really alright for a commoner like me to meet the Count-nim...?"
"You get along fine with the eldest daughter of a ducal family, the eldest son of a comital family, and even the Princesses... Why are you suddenly getting nervous?"
"B-But still...! This is different, you know. It's the Young Master's father..."
"Don't keep doing that. You're making me nervous too. If you're really worried, just call him 'Father-in-law' or something."
"W-What...?!"

The protagonist and the villainess bickering as usual.
Regia looked visibly stiff.
Emilia, too, though she answered primly, seemed rigid.

Next to them, the Princess sisters were also seated side by side.

"Unnie... I don't think it's a problem that can be solved that easily."
"No. I learned from a book. In times like these, you just need to kneel with a line."
"Why on earth would you kneel... No, what's this 'line' you're talking about?"
"It said to say, 'Father-in-law, please give your son to me.'"
"What kind of books have you been reading all this time...?"
"Elize, let's do it together. If we both do it, the effect will be double."
"Absolutely not. Don't even try to tempt me."

Charlotte, as usual, veering off into unexpected directions today.
And Elize, sighing and pinching the bridge of her nose in response.
It was a scene that showed the sisters' chemistry, so to speak.
Selena, caught in the middle, was watching the scene.
She seemed quite pleased with the lively atmosphere.

'I feel a little sorry.'
I swallowed a bitter smile.
A visit to the main family. Everyone seemed to be expecting something, but such a development was not planned.
If anything, it was closer to something grim. Even I wasn't entirely certain about it.
However, I simply maintained silence so as not to break the mood.

"Irene."
While everyone was busy, I whispered to the fox-like girl sitting beside me.
It was because of a promise that had suddenly come to mind from some time ago.
Was it just before I went to the Kingdom?

-I might have to be absent for a while.
-When I return, I'll tell you one story about myself.
-About the past I've always avoided talking about.

It was a story from two seasons ago.
I spoke with a soft smile.

"That promise I made... I can finally keep it now."

"The old story you promised to tell? You remembered."

"How could I forget? It was a promise I made with someone precious."

"For something like that, it took quite a long time though. It feels like several months have already passed."

"It was something that required a bit of courage. In truth, there are many parts even I don't know."

"Hmm... That's surprising. To think even someone like you needs courage sometimes."

"Is there anything in life that doesn't require courage? It's merely a matter of degree."

"In that case, I'm glad you finally found the courage."

The fox-like girl smiled playfully.
Her orange hair gently leaned against my shoulder.
Then, as if teasing, she poked my cheek.

"Still... it's a little disappointing."

"Hmm?"

"I didn't expect you to bring so many women along. I thought you'd tell just me."

"Oh."

"Well, it doesn't matter. This kind of noisiness isn't so bad anymore."

"Then that's a relief. I was worried you didn't seem to open your heart to others very often..."

"Well. I know that some compromise is needed. For everyone to get along."

"That's a thankful thing to hear. And commendable at the same time."

"More importantly, what kind of people are your family members? I feel like I should make a good impression first."

"Well... it's hard to explain. You'll know when you meet them. They're... unique individuals."

"I'll look forward to it then."

The carriage then ran for several hours.
It was a distance at the edge of the Empire, but thanks to the portal carriage provided by the academy, we arrived in half a day.
Outside the window, a monochromatic mansion awaited us. The main family's atmosphere seemed unchanged.
To put it nicely, it was classical; to put it badly, it was lifeless.

Outside the carriage, a white-haired butler was waiting.

"You've arrived, Young Master."

It was the same butler who had seen me off when I first left the mansion to enroll in the academy.

"I welcome the rest of you as well."

The old man bowed stiffly.
As if he had confirmed the prior contact, everyone seemed to be waiting for us.
I awkwardly passed through the main gate. It had been so long since I set foot here.
Since I hadn't returned after entering the academy, it was my first time back at the main estate in nearly a year.

The butler respectfully began to guide us into the mansion.

"This way. The Master is waiting."

A mechanical tone.
Perhaps even a cold voice.
Between the Young Master who had returned after a long time and the butler, not a single personal word was exchanged.
Even though a few words might have been exchanged, only a chilling silence flowed.
Perhaps sensing that atmosphere, my other companions also seemed to be looking around nervously.
The anticipation that had filled the carriage had completely subsided.

"......"

Although I felt a little sorry about this atmosphere, I didn't particularly try to alleviate the awkwardness.
The truth we were about to face. To avoid being too surprised, it would be better for them to be somewhat subdued.
I crossed the familiar scenery with unfamiliar steps.

The butler's guidance soon led to the basement.

"The Master is in the laboratory."

"Thank you. The guidance is fine up to here."

"Yes, Young Master. Please call if you need anything."

The old man immediately withdrew.
A reaction that was even unsettling in some ways.
Regardless, I led my companions and ascended the stairs.

As I walked through the basement corridor, gloomy sights caught my eye.
Test tubes lined the hallway as if someone had put them on display.
From behind, a slightly trembling question was heard.

"Y-Young Master. Are we going the right way...?"

"Of course. Just follow along without being nervous."

Bubbling-.
Green liquid filled the test tubes.
Bubbles continuously rose as if in a fish tank.
Between them, even unidentified skin tissues were contained.
A somewhat nostalgic chemical smell wafted past my nose.

At the end of the gloomy corridor, a tightly closed iron door stood.
It was the passage leading to the laboratory. I placed my hand on the layered barrier in front of it.
Then, I recited the password.

"The Book of Truth, Chapter 3, Verse 14. A doll does not cry."

A bible verse whose origin was unknown.
Soon after, the door cracked open with a heavy creaking sound.
Creak-.

"......"

I quietly stepped beyond.
Befitting the name "laboratory," the interior was even more chaotic.
Test tubes scattered everywhere, books lying about, and an even stronger chemical scent...

In the center of that mess stood a man.
A man with green hair and eyes, clad in a white robe.

"Count-nim."
I spoke softly.
Then, his gaze slowly fixed on me.
Like the butler, his eyes were expressionless.

The man, who had been momentarily still, soon put down the book he was holding.
Subsequently, with his characteristic lifeless voice, he responded to my call.

"You've come."

He gazed only at me.
As if the companions standing beside me were of no consequence.

"I've been waiting. Pinocchio."

The man's name was Geppetto Snakers.
The current Head of the Snakers family.

"My most perfect creation, and a homunculus."

And at the same time, the [Creator] of this body.
I met his placid green eyes.
Inside, I ruminated on the epithet I had just been called.

'■■■■.'
Pinocchio.
That was the name this body was called in the laboratory.
My companions and I stood at the heart of the doll's house.

        
            My ability, Liar.

To maintain usable output, it required constant charging.

The method of charging was to utter lies, either to others or to myself.

The greater the emotional fluctuation stemming from the lies, the more effective the charge.

However, one couldn't just casually blurt out lies to others.

Thus, in most cases, I handled it alone.

“I confess to myself. I have never once told a lie in my life.”

Immediately after the short, echoing sentence, a blue screen appeared before my eyes.

-Ding!

[A small amount of lie has been recovered.]

[Current remaining output: 24.3%]

The status window detected the lie and processed its karma.

My lips knew no sin. They merely added whispers to meager numbers.

A mechanical sound echoed in my ears again and again.

“I ate stew for lunch today.”

-Ding!

[A small amount of lie has been recovered.]

[Current remaining output: 24.8%]

"I am currently outdoors."

-Ding!

[A small amount of lie has been recovered.]

[Current remaining output: 25.2%]

"I dislike games."

-Ding!

[A small amount of lie has been recovered.]

[Current remaining output: 25.7%]

Yet, at the end, I always threw out the same phrase.

Simply to reflect on my own existence.

"I am not human."

-Ding!

[The lie is...]

The status window's message stretched out.

I gazed at the characters written beyond it with sunken eyes.

Unlike the previous ones, an alien sentence was written there.

[It is not a lie. Output will not be recovered.]

[Current remaining output: 25.7%]

An affirmation of the recent soliloquy.

I remained deep in thought.

“……”

Yes, I was not human.

I was merely a doll imitating it.

***

Homunculus.

An artificial human created based on alchemy.

In current academic circles, it was considered impossible, a theory relegated to the realm of eccentrics.

Yet, they say human tenacity can overcome walls.

There was a man who ultimately challenged the realm of the gods.

'Geppetto Snakers.'

Within the field of alchemy, a lineage known as a distant prestigious family.

Geppetto’s genius was praised as unprecedented.

Not only within his family, but throughout the history of the continent, it was unparalleled.

Perhaps due to his unique reclusive nature, he rarely came forward, but he was a famous name in academia.

The birth of an unprecedented alchemist. Geppetto had already reached the pinnacle at the young age of twenty.

As alchemy gradually began to bore him, he encountered a certain theory.

None other than the theory of creating life.

'Homunculus.'

A field of study that challenged the realm of the gods.

It couldn't be compared to 'chimeras' originating from black magic or mana.

Because it was a theory pioneered solely on the basis of alchemy, without defiling the essence of life.

For Geppetto, who was in an academic slump, it was irresistibly attractive.

For geniuses, by nature, tend to venture beyond the ordinary.

He immediately began to immerse himself in Homunculus research.

-It's not about making a perfect doll.

-It's about making a doll as perfectly close to human as possible.

-I will go beyond a doll... to sculpt humanity itself with my own hands.

-I will achieve that truth.

An arrogant beginning.

The man's research continued for a long time. The pen he held at twenty was only put down after a full thirty years.

-Finally... it is complete.

Geppetto had sculpted a perfect creation unlike anything the world had ever seen.

However, two flaws existed in this creation.

-It's a mystery.

The first was the intervention of an unknown personality.

According to the original design, the doll was supposed to awaken around the time of academy admission.

Until then, it was meant to remain unconscious and undergo the process of establishing a self.

The creation should not have awakened.

'However.'

The doll opened its eyes three years earlier than its scheduled date.

As if a soul had descended into it from somewhere, its self was already established.

Geppetto named this phenomenon [Possession].

This was one of the scenes I also remembered.

'When I opened my eyes... I was submerged in a transparent liquid.'

How terrifying it was at the time.

I thought I was having a nightmare.

After realizing I had been possessed, I even wished it *had* been a nightmare.

No matter how many times I looked back, the memories from the initial period of possession were not pleasant at all.

It was a time when everything was just chaotic...

'Anyway.'

That was the doll's first flaw.

Next, the second was...

'Tears.'

A doll does not cry.

It was from the Book of Truth, Chapter 3, Verse 14.

Meaning that God does not permit tears to artificially created beings.

Even Geppetto's creation could not escape the concept of a doll as described above.

Because for some reason, tears did not well up in the body I had possessed.

Simultaneously, the paradox that humans cannot tread upon the realm of God.

-How truly strange.

-So identical, yet.

-Even though it bleeds like a human, makes expressions, and feels emotions... it is not permitted tears.

-Child, you are a failure. Yet, you are also a masterpiece that will be remembered as the greatest in my life.

-Therefore, I shall call you Pinocchio.

It was a vivid memory.

At first, I even had such a suspicion.

The suspicion that Geppetto might also be involved with cultists.

Because if he had created a weapon named Yuda to destroy the world, the situation would roughly fit.

But it wasn't. If such an aura had been detected, the family would have been wiped out long ago.

Not only Geppetto, but even the servants employed by the family were flawless.

A lineage with no connection to black magic itself.

'Moreover...'

Because Geppetto was a notoriously extreme alchemist.

Perhaps due to his origins, he regarded everything outside of alchemy as inferior.

Truly a racist of the academic world. It was said that in his youth, he even earned the epithet 'mad dog'...

For such a Geppetto to dabble in black magic was absurd.

He was the kind of person who would bite off his tongue and die rather than rely on demonic energy.

'Anyway.'

At the mansion, I was called Pinocchio.

The name Yuda came later.

I organized my complicated thoughts and gazed at the man before me.

A thin build, a middle-aged man with dark green hair and a beard.

Our gazes met.

“……”

Silence settled throughout the laboratory.

Was it perhaps due to the somewhat shocking content of the conversation?

The companions standing nearby all seemed unable to follow the flow.

Even if they had roughly heard our conversation, it was too sudden.

It must be something that needed time to process. I calmly clenched my fist.

Then, I parted my lips.

“There’s always been a part I found questionable.”

The Snakers family.

The time I actually spent here was not long.

A few months after possession, needing to adapt, and then a few months just before entering the academy.

Even a rough calculation showed it wasn't even half a year.

'I was busy.'

I spent most of my time wandering outside.

Fighting the succession war, founding Astro, expanding my influence, recruiting members...

I didn't even have time to visit the mansion. There was even a time I was missing for over a year.

Despite that, not even a slight reprimand came from the family.

Even though I was a created doll, I was the one who took on the role of the eldest son.

However, instead of managing me, they merely watched from afar.

As if they were observers.

“It was always strange.”

Even within the mansion, the family remained indifferent.

You could say I was treated almost as if I didn't exist.

“The Count didn’t even pretend to know me. The other servants were the same. Even if they did interact with me, it was as if they were attending to a guest with no relation to them…”

“Pinocchio. The reason is because you were a completed creation.”

“I find that hard to understand. If I were a completed creation, shouldn't there have been much more active follow-up research or information gathering? Instead, the Count didn’t intervene at all.”

“That is a philosophy.”

Geppetto replied with indifferent eyes.

His pupils were lifeless, like death itself.

“That’s how works of art are. Until they are complete, they belong to the creator, but the moment they are complete, they leave the creator's hands. From then on, they belong not to the creator, but to the world.”

“……”

“No matter what judgment is passed on that artwork, or what repercussions arise, it cannot be controlled. The creator merely observes the ripples in the world. Therefore, creation is akin to a concept of standing by.”

“In other words, it means you let go once it was completed.”

“I respected the will of the creation. So it could act as it pleased.”

“A strange philosophy.”

“It’s aesthetics, Pinocchio.”

Geppetto replied without even looking back at me.

Well, I didn’t care about this old man’s view of art.

I was merely seeking answers.

-The Snakers family.
-Go there. To the place where you originated.

Advice received from the Dean.

A voice that told me to seek my origins if I wanted answers.

He wouldn't have left such words without meaning.

I asked.

"More importantly, there is something I wish to ask."

        
            “More importantly, there’s something I’d like to ask.”

“Hmm. I wondered why you visited, and it seems there was indeed a purpose.”

“It concerns Gaston Gallimard. Specifically, the academy’s dean.”

“……Oh?”

Geppetto, who had been flipping through books, lifted his gaze.

He then adjusted his glasses and directed his eyes towards me.

A rare flicker of interest appeared in his pupils.

“Has that time already come?”

“Do you know something?”

“I was asked for a favor. A very long time ago.”

“A long time ago… so you must have already spoken about it.”

“Indeed. About ten years ago, I believe. When I was deeply engrossed in homunculus research. To be precise, I had hit a wall and was wasting time. Someone suddenly appeared and offered to help with my research progress.”

“Help…?”

“In return, they asked for one favor. That when the time came, I would tell Pinocchio.”

“Tell him what?”

“A Shard of God.”

A sudden halt—.

I unconsciously flinched my shoulder.

Perhaps it was because the name that reached my ears was unexpected.

I quietly pondered the question.

‘A Shard of God… It’s clearly an item name.’

A Shard of God.

A name not found in the original work, existing only in the setting book.

It was an item, yet there was no record of any actual player ever acquiring it.

Among users, it was known as an item created purely for the developers’ lore indulgence.

Why was such an item being mentioned now?

Geppetto calmly continued speaking.

“At the time, the research made little progress. I faced failure repeatedly. I was stuck at the inherent flaw of homunculi, their short lifespan. No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t erase that innate limitation. Magic stones, spells, engineering… I looked for answers everywhere, but I couldn’t even find a simple clue.”

“……”

“Then, someone handed it over to me. A stone called a Shard of God. It was only the size of a fist, but the energy contained within it was immense. I didn’t even dare to analyze it. I had never seen anything like it in my life.”

“……”

“Based on that shard, I achieved a completely new concept of alchemy. Ten years later, I finally completed the being known as Pinocchio. Though the fact that I received help from another during my research was bothersome… at that time, my desire to complete you was paramount, so I have no regrets.”

A story I was hearing for the first time.

I couldn’t help but remain silent.

‘A Shard of God.’

It had always been puzzling.

Even though I was born as a homunculus, I had a lifespan similar to ordinary people.

When it came to the lifespan of homunculi, it was normal for them not to exceed three years at most.

I had never understood it, but such a backstory existed.

I naturally fell into deep thought.

‘But, how…?’

At the end of the resolved question, another question remained.

A Shard of God. That unidentified item bothered me.

Moreover, it was a high-efficiency energy source capable of erasing the flaws of homunculi.

As a player who had almost completed 2000 playthroughs, it was an item even I had never seen.

How had such an item been obtained? I began to question its origin.

As I was lost in thought for a moment, a sudden deduction scratched at my mind.

I muttered faintly.

‘No way…’

Immediately after, my eyes met Geppetto’s.

His faded pupils held a meaningful expression.

I asked.

“Who was the person who handed the Shard of God to the Count-nim?”

“Isn’t it obvious enough? You must feel it too.”

“……”

“Gaston Gallimard.”

The name followed inevitably.

I couldn’t help but let out a hollow laugh.

The Prophet had intervened not just with the main characters, but even with this turning point of mine.

To be precise, my very existence. They were responsible for one axis of my origin.

Was this what it meant to “seek out my own origin”?

‘Just how far…?’

With a complicated mind, I fell into thought.

***

The conversation was a series of shocks.

Though I too was surprised, it couldn’t compare to the other companions who came with me.

Because they had just heard the declaration that someone they had been close with for the past year was suddenly not human.

The children all looked at me with dazed eyes.

Regardless, Geppetto unilaterally concluded the conversation.

As if others were of no interest to him.

“……”

Naturally, the companions’ minds were in disarray.

They clearly hadn’t been able to follow the conversation.

Or rather, they had followed it, but couldn’t accept it.

A few even looked pale.

“Young, Young Master-nim…”

Even after hearing the explanation, it wasn’t something that could be easily accepted.

Facing the awkward atmosphere, I fell into thought.

A bitter smile spread across my lips.

‘This is troublesome…’

It was something I had been prepared for from the beginning.

Because to reveal this truth, I had chosen to travel with everyone.

If I had wanted to hide it, it would have been easy to hide.

As such, it was also a part that required my own resolution.

There was also a psychological burden.

‘It was about time to tell them, anyway.’

I couldn’t hide it forever.

Though eternal lies might exist, I hoped mine wouldn’t be one of them.

At the very least, I didn’t want to treat the people within my circle like that.

At the same time, I thought of a girl who wasn’t here.

‘Neria.’

The reason I didn’t bother to bring her along was clear.

Neria already understood this part.

We had been together since the early days of my possession, so it would be strange if she didn’t know.

At that time, as I was inexperienced, I lacked the leeway to hide anything.

Conversely, apart from her, no one else knew the truth about me.

At most, Kyle, and perhaps the sovereign I fought so desperately against.

I had revealed such a vulnerability to those before me.

“It must have been a bit sudden for you.”

I spoke, feigning nonchalance.

If I wavered, they too would waver.

“However, there isn’t a single lie in the story you just heard.”

Pinocchio.

Perhaps the very first name I was given, even before I was called Yuda.

I calmly peeled back a layer of my own lies.

As a doll crafted by Dr. Geppetto.

“I apologize for hiding it.”

A light bow of the head.

The children were at a loss as to how to react.

Regia, in particular, spoke with trembling eyes.

The girl’s voice trembled faintly.

“I… I don’t know what to say. I can’t follow the story…”

That’s right.

Because it was a somewhat unrealistic hidden story.

The girl with pink hair simply looked at me, her hands clasped together.

The other children were the same. All of them had unsettled gazes.

No one showed any negative feelings, but they couldn’t hide their bewildered minds.

I quietly sat down.

“……”

Silence descended upon the laboratory.

The children couldn’t bring themselves to speak.

“……”

Only Irene gazed intently at me.

At the upper garment I was wearing… or more precisely, at something beneath it.

Perhaps she was recalling a past memory. Our eyes met.

I nodded towards the fox.

‘As expected.’

Whether they accept it or not is a matter for later.

First, the process of making them believe the story was primary.

Irene’s gaze must have also carried that meaning.

I took off my coat.

“Perhaps it’s best to show you proof first.”

I loosened my tie and unbuttoned my shirt one by one.

At first glance, it was an indecent scene, but no one interjected.

Everyone simply watched, holding their breath.

Rustle—.

The red shirt was removed, revealing the skin hidden beneath the fabric.

At the same time, even the faint sounds of breathing disappeared.

The companions stared at me, even holding their breath.

To be precise, they saw my past.

“……”

My bare upper body.

With not a single thread covering me, my body was fully exposed.

My firm contours, the subtle muscles hidden by my shirt, and even my abs.

However, no one could feel pleasure at that sight.

Instead, they expressed dismay, covering their mouths.

“This… is my true form.”

Eyes of various colors.

Beyond them, my body, covered in scars, was reflected.

From knife wounds, to burns, to puncture wounds, and even strange surgical marks.

The surgical marks, in particular, branched out into dozens of directions, densely covering my upper body.

A body so battered that it was difficult to find any intact skin.

I gave a complicated smile.

“I’m finally telling you now.”

Behind the children’s horror, a bitter wretchedness flickered in their eyes.

The traces seemed to prove a terrible past.

        
            “This… this is my true form.”

Many colored pupils.
Their gazes, colored with confusion, wouldn’t fall away.
The boy took off his red shirt, revealing his upper body.
Yuda wore a complicated smile.
“I’m only telling you now.”

The serpent’s body was covered in scars.
Far from clean, it was difficult to find even a single patch of unblemished skin.
The marks of cuts, burns, tears, and stitches seemed to testify to a terrible past.
In particular, dozens of branching surgical scars covered his entire upper body.

The children who faced that horrific sight couldn’t bring themselves to speak.
They simply froze, as if overwhelmed.
“………….”

Silence settled in the laboratory.
Yuda thought to himself.
*It must be hideous.*
*It wasn't a sight fit to be shown to others.*
*Beyond the surgical scars, this body had countless other marks.*
*A bitter aftertaste of regret remained.*

“As you can see, it’s not exactly a proud sight.”
Yuda chuckled self-deprecatingly.
With a clumsy hand, he traced his scars.
The underlying surgical marks, and above them, layers of accumulated traces.
It was a calendar etched from the early days of his possession.

“It’s a little embarrassing.”
The surgical scars were remnants from the process of being created as a homunculus.
The others were scars acquired in the early stages of his possession, most of them from the War of Usurpation.
Perhaps it was because they were wounds sustained before his body had stabilized.
The scars he received then wouldn’t disappear even when he used the [Liar] ability.
The same applied to the surgical scars he had from the beginning.

Yuda muttered to himself anew.
*‘A fragment of a god… Could it have been related to that?’*
It was a mysterious power.
At the time, he’d simply thought it was a problem caused by his inexperience in handling the ability.
But now, he wondered if it wasn’t connected to that, having doubts.
Perhaps the [Liar] ability itself was a byproduct of an item called ‘Fragment of God.’
As it was an item that only existed as a setting in the original work, his thoughts naturally strayed in various directions.

Ignorance, by nature, grants infinite possibilities to a subject.
The narrow-eyed boy composed his shaky breathing.
“Hoo…”

Yuda organized his messy thoughts.
Fragments of God, prophet, liar… various puzzle pieces were scattered.
However, they were all disconnected fragments. His agony deepened along with the blankness.
His brow furrowed slightly, and his eyes settled with a calm intensity.
Before he knew it, the serpent’s characteristic smile had vanished from his lips.

And the children were watching the boy.
“Young Master…”
“Yuda, student.”

Yuda, troubled by his thoughts.
That reaction appeared slightly different in the children’s eyes.
The subdued atmosphere, his hand fiddling with the scars, the corners of his eyes devoid of mirth.
He seemed like someone revealing their vulnerability, anxious and fearful.
A raw blue sadness lingered in the surrounding atmosphere.

“Ah…”
Juda Snakers.
It was as if they were seeing a festering side of the person they had always believed to be strong.
One by one, stones settled onto the chaotic hearts of the children.
Their weight pressed down on their trembling inner selves, calming them.
They rediscovered compassion from their disordered world.

*‘Just what…’*
A body that was no different from a wreck.
Even if expressed positively, the only word for it was ‘ragged.’
The children’s eyes gazed at the hideous remnants.
*‘Just what terrible things has he gone through…?’*

Everyone chewed on such thoughts.
They couldn’t bring themselves to voice them.
Even such light words felt as if they would cause Yuda pain.
The boy, stripped bare of his tragic past, simply immersed in silence.
His pitiful appearance became a sharp thorn, piercing the depths of the children’s hearts.
They felt their eyes gradually welling up.

*‘How much he must have suffered.’*
Having experienced it directly, they knew.
They knew at least that Yuda was not an evil person.
They knew at least that he always sacrificed and dedicated himself for others.
If there were scars left on him, they must surely be traces of his efforts for someone.
Because he was that kind of person.

*‘Why, you… so much…’*
That made them upset.
His foolishly self-sacrificing actions pained them.
They were tormented by the thought that they, too, might have contributed to the etched marks.
And yet… they yearned for even the parts that were upsetting, painful, and tormenting.
The children depicted even the boy’s contradictions as an aspiration they wished to touch.
Their emotions choked them.

“Ugh…”
What did it matter if he was a doll, or a homunculus?
To the children, it was an irrelevant matter.
*‘Nothing changes.’*

It wasn’t even a significant problem.
Of course, they were surprised, but what mattered was the present.
Regardless of his origin, he was the one who had saved their lives.
The light and value they had received were still brilliant.
The fresh emotions that colored their hearts remained unchanged.

-I’ll always be by your side.
-You don’t need to worry about anything.
The voice that whispered as if it were natural.
Thanks to that tenderness, the pilot was able to gain courage.
A life that had always been lonely. He was able to escape the plight of a loner.
His green eyes moistened.

*‘Always.’*
And it wasn't just him.
The vain one, oppressed by their family, gained freedom.
The drunkard, who was about to go down the wrong path, received a chance.
Rose, tormented by a curse, was freed from pain.
The lonely princess regained her lost sibling and father.
The fox, trapped in a cage, achieved revenge and became a brilliant star.
They had come too far to feel rejection over a mere issue of race and origin.
The children held firm gazes.

“………….”
Yuda did not know the children’s devotion.
He didn’t know what he had given them, or what meaning he had become to them.
Even if he had been a chimera born from dark magic, not a homunculus, they would have accepted the serpent.
Though not revealed to the person concerned, their fresh affection was that heavy.
And such feelings surged even more intensely upon seeing Yuda’s scars.

One by one, the children took hesitant steps towards the boy.
“Young Master…”
The first was Regia.
Her green pupils welled up.
Her world, which had been undulating, soon shattered into ripples.
Lines of watery light drew across her pale cheeks.
Swallowing her sobs, the girl reached out her arms.
Soon, she timidly hugged Yuda’s body.

“Ugh, h-hm…”
Her tender heart.
The scars of the person she admired soon became her own pain.
She imagined Yuda, who must have struggled, broken, and suffered all this time.
Even hotter tears soaked the serpent’s chest.
*Squeeze*, Regia tightened her embrace.

“Regia, young lady?”
“………….”
Currently, Yuda was without a single thread of clothing on his upper body.
In other words, Regia was burying her face against his bare skin.
Normally, she would have died of shame, but the girl now was no coward.
She simply leaned into the overflowing sorrow and tenderness.

“I, too, will always be by Young Master’s side.”
Regia took a deep breath.
As if she wanted to truly feel the boy’s presence.
His unique, winter-like scent lingered at the tip of her nose.
The air filled with a cozy warmth.

“I… I hope Young Master won’t be in pain.”
Tears flowed down.
The pilot placed a hand on the serpent’s chest.
And then, carefully traced one of the scars.
The girl bit her lip firmly.

*‘How much.’*
How much pain must he have felt?
How much torment must he have endured?
Again, how lonely must he have been?
The tearful protagonist’s back view was a wretched sight.
However, no one felt the girl was weak.
They simply followed in her footsteps.

“………….”
The fox approached silently and hugged the serpent’s arm.
On the opposite side, the sniffling vain one leaned in.
Charlotte and Elize also pressed themselves against his scarred body.
Finally, the drunkard embraced everyone from behind the boy.
Yuda was instantly surrounded by the warmth of his companions.

A rare reaction of confusion.
“E-Everyone…?”
He tilted his head, but the clinging girls didn’t reply.
They simply held the serpent’s body more tightly, as if telling him to stay still.
Yuda eventually gave up any further resistance.

Thus, the warmth continued for a while.
A faint smile graced his lips.
A certain kind of endearment he felt for the children.
The serpent murmured.
“…………Thank you.”

A scene steeped in tranquility.
The serpent quietly counted the seeping warmth.
The faint thumping of his heart.
“………….”
*Was it because he was a doll?*
As expected, no tears gathered in his eyes.

***

Meanwhile.
In the heart of the Empire, the Grand Cathedral.
A land permeated with holy blessings.
The heart of the Church, a divine abode boasting a solid history.
There, beings with an alien aura were appearing.
Secretly, so that no one would know.

“………….”
*Rustle—.*
In the shadows where no light could penetrate.
One by one, masked figures emerged from the darkness.
Their deeply hooded crimson robes hinted at their identities.
A gloomy aura surged around them. A thick murderous intent stretched out.
At the center stood a man.

“Finally… the time has come.”
The First Apostle of the Demon God, the Conductor.
A villain once called the pinnacle.
However, a man known to have met his death at the hands of the Red Sword Saint.
The Conductor looked up at the black night sky with blood-red eyes.
At the sky that would soon be dyed crimson with blood and screams.

“The Lord said, ‘Pitch black is order.’”
Beside him stood the rest of the Demon God’s Apostles.
Each one a transcendent being on par with a star.
The ground blackened from the intense demonic energy.
Behind the Apostles, countless disciples followed.
With a single gesture, the Conductor unfolded a domain centered around the Grand Cathedral.
Power accumulated over time. A realm achieved by sacrificing hundreds of thousands of lives.
Above the sky, a dark red crack descended like a lightning bolt.

“I shall bring the primeval night to the world.”
*Crack, crackle—!*
It was a scene as if the ceiling was collapsing.
The grand crack that descended soon enveloped the Grand Cathedral in a massive barrier.
The voices of startled priests, the melodies steeped in fear, could be heard.
The Conductor gripped his baton as if savoring every note of that composition.

“Today.”
His blood-red eyes gleamed dangerously.
Intense demonic energy rose like a shimmering haze.
“We shall descend Him.”
The entire forces of Baobh, the masked figures, charged into the Grand Cathedral all at once.
A night without even moonlight. Only crimson light flashed across the sky.
The Apostles entered the cathedral with leisurely steps.
Thereafter, screams began to echo, one by one.

“What an ecstatic composition.”
The world spiraled out of control.
The final chapter had begun.

        EPUB/script.js
function fnEpub(){}



EPUB/toc.xhtml

        
          Table of Contents


          
            		1943rd Try, 46th Ending.


		Gallimard (1)


		Gallimard (2)


		Gallimard (3)


		Gallimard (4)


		Fox (1)


		Fox (2)


		Fox (3)


		Fox (4)


		Fox (5)


		Fox (6)


		I'm the Top Student? (1)


		I'm the Top Student? (2)


		I'm the Top Student? (3)


		Class Placement Test (1)


		Class Placement Test (2)


		Class Placement Test (3)


		Class Placement Test (4)


		Pilot (1)


		Pilot (2)


		A Vain Person (1)


		A Vain Person (2)


		A Vain Person (3)


		A Vain Person (4)


		A Vain Person (5)


		A Vain Person (6)


		Execution (1)


		Execution (2)


		Execution (3)


		Astro (1)


		Astro (2)


		Astro (3)


		Astro (4)


		The Beginning (1)


		The Beginning (2)


		The Beginning (3)


		Light (1)


		Light (2)


		Light (3)


		Light (4)


		Light (5)


		Light (6)


		Conclusion (1)


		Conclusion (2)


		Conclusion (3)


		Anne's Diary (1)


		Anne's Diary (2)


		Anne's Diary (3)


		Anne's Diary (4)


		Anne's Diary (5)


		Anne's Diary (6)


		A Miraculous Story (1)


		A Miraculous Story (2)


		A Miraculous Story (3)


		How to Cross the Desert (1)


		How to Cross the Desert (2)


		How to Cross the Desert (3)


		How to Cross the Desert (4)


		How to Cross the Desert (5)


		How to Cross the Desert (6)


		How to Cross the Desert (7)


		How to Cross the Desert (8)


		How to Cross the Desert (9)


		Takeover (1)


		Takeover (2)


		Takeover (3)


		Takeover (4)


		School Trip (1)


		School Trip (2)


		School Trip (3)


		Red Flame (1)


		Red Flame (2)


		Red Flame (3)


		Red Flame (4)


		Red Flame (5)


		Red Flame (6)


		The Only One for Each Other (1)


		The Only One for Each Other (2)


		The Only One for Each Other (3)


		The Only One for Each Other (4)


		Concert (1)


		Concert (2)


		Concert (3)


		Concert (4)


		Concert (5)


		Catalyst (1)


		Catalyst (2)


		Catalyst (3)


		Catalyst (4)


		Rose (1)


		Rose (2)


		Rose (3)


		Rose (4)


		Rose (5)


		Rose (6)


		Rose (7)


		Rose (8)


		Rose (9)


		Rose (10)


		Hope (1)


		Hope (2)


		Back in Place (1)


		Back in Place (2)


		Back in Place (3)


		Final Exam (1)


		Final Exam (2)


		Final Exam (3)


		Red Sea (1)


		Red Sea (2)


		Red Sea (3)


		Red Sea (4)


		Prophet (1)


		Prophet (2)


		Prophet (3)


		Kingdom (1)


		Kingdom (2)


		Kingdom (3)


		Kingdom (4)


		Kingdom (5)


		What Winter Left Behind (1)


		What Winter Left Behind (2)


		What Winter Left Behind (3)


		What Winter Left Behind (4)


		What Winter Left Behind (5)


		What Winter Left Behind (6)


		Choice (1)


		Choice (2)


		Choice (3)


		Nocturne (1)


		Nocturne (2)


		Traitor (1)


		Traitor (2)


		Traitor (3)


		Traitor (4)


		Traitor (5)


		Traitor (6)


		Traitor (7)


		Drunkard (1)


		Drunkard (2)


		Drunkard (3)


		Drunkard (4)


		Drunkard (5)


		Drunkard (6)


		Hangover (1)


		Hangover (2)


		Hangover (3)


		Hangover (4)


		For Elize (1)


		For Elize (2)


		For Elize (3)


		For Elize (4)


		For Elize (5)


		For Elize (6)


		For Elize (7)


		18100428 (1)


		18100428 (2)


		18100428 (3)


		18100428 (4)


		18100428 (5)


		18100428 (6)


		About daily (1)


		About daily (2)


		About daily (3)


		Faith (1)


		Faith (2)


		Faith (3)


		Faith (4)


		Iron Bars Beyond the Sea (1)


		Iron Bars Beyond the Sea (2)


		Hero (1)


		Hero (2)


		Hero (3)


		Hero (4)


		Hero (5)


		Pride in Vanity (1)


		Pride in Vanity (2)


		Pride in Vanity (3)


		Pride in Vanity (4)


		Pride in Vanity (5)


		Pride in Vanity (6)


		Pride in Vanity (7)


		The Path (1)


		The Path (2)


		The Path (3)


		White Phosphorus (1)


		White Phosphorus (2)


		White Phosphorus (3)


		White Phosphorus (4)


		White Phosphorus (5)


		Star (1)


		Star (2)


		Dream (1)


		Dream (2)


		Dream (3)


		Dream (4)


		Dream (5)


		Lamplighter (1)


		Lamplighter (2)


		Lamplighter (3)


		Lamplighter (4)


		Lamplighter (5)


		Foreshadowing (1)


		Foreshadowing (2)


		Foreshadowing (3)


		Dolls Don't Cry (1)


		Dolls Don't Cry (2)


		Dolls Don't Cry (3)


		Dolls Don't Cry (4)


          


        
      

