
            "Umm..♡"

A woman from Jeolla, lying on her bed, slowly sat up.

"Did you sleep well?"

With a shy expression, she covered her ample chest that couldn't be fully hidden with the blanket and timidly spoke to me as if recounting last night's events.

Rustle,

Along with the elastic and soft sensation transmitted through her arms. She, emitting a fragrant floral scent as if clutching something under the blanket, lightly brushed her lips.

Then, with a captivating gaze, she approached my ear, and her sweet voice whispered like a murmur.

"You're standing here so confidently even after what happened yesterday?"

The woman's seductive voice,

Covering me with an alluring touch that seemed to stir one's heart, she left a word of affection for me.

"I won't give myself to anyone else..♡"

With those slightly possessive words lingering in the air, I soon closed my eyes, falling into a deep slumber, accompanied by the faint traces of the woman's small bloodstains on the bedsheet.

        
            Clang.

'Ah, the same dream again.'

I was aware that this was a dream.

The same scenery every time.

The same situation.

In a void filled with nothing but deep darkness.

A mysterious man, bound by chains of black iron, as if imprisoned in that space of emptiness.

The black iron chains tinged with an ominous purple clashed against each other, creating a metallic sound as they scraped against the man's arms and ankles.

Then, the enigmatic man, who had been bowing his head until then, slowly raised his head.

Though the man's face was obscured by darkness and not clearly visible, his eyes stood out distinctly even amidst the deep shadows.

In the man's eyes, there was a profound intensity directed towards someone, along with a strong sense of inexplicable enmity.

And as his gaze suddenly shifted towards me,

I woke up from that eerie dream as usual.

"Huff, huff...!"

Grasping my chest, I sat up on the bed and wiped the cold sweat from my forehead.

"...Phew. That dream again."

Having reincarnated into a different world with most of my memories forgotten, I couldn't recall how many years it had been since I started having this dream.

Around the time I turned fifteen this year, having started dreaming this dream when I was almost eight, it must have been about seven years.

'...Seven years of having the same dream over and over again. I have no idea what it means.'

Even if someone were to ask why I started having this dream, I wouldn't be able to explain, as I myself didn't understand it.

All I knew was that the man in the dream always seemed to look at me with a strong desire before the dream ended.

That was the only thing I knew for sure.

'Well...since there's still no way to find out more about the details of the dream, I can only hope not to dream it too often.'

I had already somewhat resigned myself to this inexplicable phenomenon.

As I tried to rise, exhausted from a nightmare and drenched in sweat,

I heard a knock on the door of my room.

Knock, knock, knock.

"Lord Leo Hart. It is time to prepare for the Selection Ceremony. Please get ready to leave."

"Ah, understood. I will get ready to go soon."

The person informing me of today's schedule from outside the door was one of the servants here.

After giving a brief response, I got out of bed, changed into fresh clothes, and wiped away the sweat.

'The Selection Ceremony, huh.'

While changing clothes, I pondered about the Selection Ceremony he had just mentioned to me.

The Selection Ceremony.

A special ritual held every ten years within the lion emblem-adorned flag of the prestigious La Crantelle clan, where members of the younger and older generations of the main family, along with their direct descendants, gathered for a few days.

The purpose of the ceremony was to sift through the gems and jewels within the clan.

And also to reaffirm the implicit understanding within the clan that the younger generation could not surpass the older generation.

As one of the current heirs of La Crantelle, having reincarnated and come to this lion stronghold, I had been preparing for the Selection Ceremony for the past few days.

'But...my true purpose is not just to participate in the Selection Ceremony.'

My real goal was to observe the people within the clan and their leader gathering inside this lion stronghold.

Among them, I...

[In this life, I was searching for the one who killed my parents.]

Dressed in fresh attire, I opened the door and stepped outside, casting a cold gaze at the elderly butler waiting in front of the door with his head bowed.

At the scene where my parents were murdered, an unbelievable trace symbolizing being a part of La Crantelle was left behind.

The mark of a sword technique only wielded by La Crantelle's head and direct descendants, as well as skilled individuals—the 'Blue Sword Dance.'

Following the elderly butler who had come to guide me, I walked through the silent corridor illuminated by the morning sun.

Silently, I recalled once again the determination I made when I first arrived here.

"Surely find the culprit and avenge my parents."

That was one of my ultimate goals upon entering the lion's den of La Crantelle.

***

"Now, let's begin the Selection Ceremony."

The one in charge of the ceremony spoke to those gathered in a spacious hall within the mansion.

"...."

Trembling.

Among the gathered individuals, a child who seemed out of place couldn't hold back anymore and started sobbing, making a strange sound, while looking down at La Crantelle's current head with indifferent eyes as he sat on the throne, chin resting on his hand.

"Laurent Hart, the current head of La Crantelle."

The 17th head of the renowned swordsmanship family, La Crantelle.

A figure who confidently secured a place among the continent's elite with a single sword handle, he was one of the absolute masters.

He was not only the apex here but also the highest authority.

From our names, it would be easy to tell,

In La Crantelle, it was a long-standing tradition and custom for all members, regardless of direct or collateral lineage, to add 'Hart' to their names.

Thus, behind my name, there was the same 'Hart' as the head, making me Leo Hart.

"That kid is in trouble."

In the spacious hall, surrounded by key figures of the family standing side by side around the head,

I raised my eyebrow as I watched the child from the collateral line, who was the first to undergo the Selection Ceremony, feeling a sense of disgust.

Certainly, displaying such weakness right at the beginning of the selection process, with all key family members gathered in one place, was not favorable in many ways.

It meant that even if one's abilities were somewhat proven through this selection, there might be less interest from high-ranking members like the head or fewer chances of being chosen separately.

This traditional ceremony of La Crantelle was also a moment for the elders of the family to see the newly born young La Crantelles for the first time.

Therefore, it was preferable for children from the collateral line to behave calmly in various ways to stand out in their eyes.

In such a place, such a weak first impression was expected to establish a very unfavorable image among them.

"But...is there really a culprit among them?"

The one who killed my parents,

Or those who gave such orders or were related to them,

Who, why, and for what reason they murdered my parents remains unknown to me.

Unable to know the truth, since the day I lost my parents, I could only aimlessly seek revenge and vow to avenge them in a deepening frustration.

"But...one thing is certain, there is likely a culprit among them."

Staring coldly at the candidates gathered beside the head, I reaffirmed silently within myself.

I will find them, reveal all truths, and repay my parents' enemies.

Among the young disciples, I forced down my rising nerves and looked up at those seated on the platform with cold gazes.

"Then, Ediwar-nim, please hold the Selection Sword and manifest your Aura."

Just then, as the host spoke, the first disciple's Selection Ceremony began.

Ediwar, a disciple of the Banggye [방계], responded with a rather tense tone as he took the sword in his hand.

"Oh, understood...!"

The first disciple to undergo the Selection Ceremony was handed what seemed to be a rather exquisite sword.

Taking the sword, the disciple, still visibly nervous, cautiously gripped it, assuming a stance.

'Aura...'

Aura.

In this world filled with magic, spirit arts, and various mysteries, Aura refers to the fundamental power flowing in the atmosphere, which is harnessed by swordsmen and martial artists. However, La Crantelle's use of Aura was somewhat special compared to ordinary Aura users.

Flame...

The manifestation of Aura by La Crantelle took on a form different from conventional Aura, resembling flames, which was entirely distinct from typical Aura manifestations.

Usually, when an Aura user summons their Aura, although its form may be visibly apparent externally, it never takes on a fiery shape like that.

It merely manifests internally, enveloping the weapon held in hand and the body like a border around the entire figure.

However, for someone from La Crantelle, their form was different.

One of the reasons why they had long been able to maintain their position as one of the Empire's prestigious and influential Four Great Families over the past few centuries was due to the manifestation of this fiery form of Aura.

'It's not just a simple display of fire.'

The process and speed of circulation within the body for such Aura manifestation had been greatly enhanced.

Moreover, it exhibited performance several times more efficient than regular Aura users, demonstrating very high efficiency even when taking on defensive forms, comparable to offensive ones.

It even possessed temperatures akin to real flames, allowing one to turn the surrounding area into a sea of fire in an instant, depending on one's intent—a significant advantage.

'La Crantelle possesses a unique and special ability.'

Despite searching far and wide across the world, no being with this fiery form of Aura could be found anywhere.

'However... It's not that there are no individuals with similar manifestation forms.'

Apart from members of La Crantelle, while there were no others who could manifest Aura in the form of fire like them, there were individuals who could manifest it in entirely different natures.

'Moreover... Are disciples just disciples after all?'

Lost in thought for a moment, the young disciple who successfully completed the first Selection Ceremony, being watched by everyone in the clan, seemed to be shedding tears for some reason.

"Well, Ediwar-nim, your peak achievement is the crimson flame. Well done. You may now cease the manifestation of Aura and return to your original position."

"Yes, yes..."

Upon hearing the host's words, the disciple who had ceased the manifestation of Aura returned the sword he held to the host, bowed deeply to the audience on both sides, showing respect, and quickly returned to his original position.

As they did so, the onlookers maintained silence without uttering a word, embodying an attitude of 'it's only natural because they are disciples.'

Such was the atmosphere of that feeling.

[Definitely... The color of Aura was the lowest grade crimson flame that La Crantelle's ordinary room could produce. The amount and momentum of Aura didn't seem particularly noteworthy. He wasn't someone worth paying attention to. His personality also seemed quite fragile.

The person he was looking for was someone who could unleash a flame several levels higher than the ordinary crimson flame, a skilled individual capable of displaying the 'Azure Blaze.'

They were an Aura user with a slightly purer blue flame than the crimson one.

"Next, Lady Raina Hart from the Racerus Family, please step forward."

Clomp, clomp,

The announcer called out the next person, a silver-haired girl from the Racerus Family, one of the many prestigious families under La Crantelle's protection, though of the same rank as him.

She stood out with her beautiful long silver hair and distinct features.

With dark violet eyes akin to the night sky, she was a young woman with a pure appearance that could grow into considerable beauty in the future.

"Now, let's begin the selection test for Lady Raina Hart!"]

The selection test for Lady Raina Hart soon commenced.

        
            I gazed at a girl of my age in La Crantel's Rite of Selection, who seemed determined to prove her abilities to everyone within the family.

"I don't think any of them would have killed their parents."

Considering that they were barely teenagers or around that age, I didn't believe that their peers could be deeply involved in the deaths of both their parents.

The only ones where such a possibility existed were the head of the family sitting on the high seat and the key figures within the family seated on either side.

"But that girl..."

Her talent was more remarkable than I had anticipated.

The girl from the Banggye Clan, Reyna of the Races Clan, with her silver hair, had transitioned from a crimson aura to revealing a bright red "Scarlet Flame" unexpectedly.

"Oh...! That's...!"

"Scarlet Flame...! It seems like this child possesses quite a remarkable talent."

The reactions around were notably impressed.

However, the color of flames in Reyna's eyes did not stop at that change.

"...!"

"What...!?"

"A blue color... 'Azure Flame'...?"

Whoosh!

As I beheld the blue flames of Azure Flame that emerged suddenly from the Scarlet Flame, I too widened my eyes in astonishment.

"That kid..."

Suddenly, the flames of the Aura, sought after by me for mastering the Blue Sword, were manifested by Reyna, displaying the Azure Flame, a sight I hadn't even imagined.

"This truly showcases the prowess of the family! To think that a girl with such exceptional ability has emerged from the Races Clan of the Banggye Clan!"

"That's right! Azure Flame was a color rarely seen even during the previous Selection Ceremony."

"If she continues to excel, she might even enter the 'Silver Lion Order' in the future!"

Silver Lion Order.

The Silver Lion Order is a high-ranking order just below the Golden Knights, the top knightly order of the family.

The swordsmanship clan, La Crantel, demonstrated its military might with three knightly orders: the Golden Lion Order, the Silver Lion Order, and the Black Lion Order.

The highest-ranking Golden Lion Order mainly consists of direct descendants who have not become heads of the family, making their skills the most outstanding.

Below them, the Silver Lion Order comprises individuals of Banggye lineage with exceptional talents, occupying most of the positions.

Proof of ability.

If one can prove their ability, even someone from the Banggye lineage can become another pillar of the family, alongside the head.

"...Impressive. She must be around my age, yet she's already manifesting the Azure Flame."

Although the head said nothing, his gaze upon Reyna, the silver-haired girl, seemed rather intriguing.

"Azure Flame... The direct bloodline of the head can supposedly control Azure Flame from birth, but for her, being from the Banggye lineage, to handle it at such a young age is certainly no small feat. It's understandable why the head is interested."

As mentioned by those observing earlier, there seemed to be almost no precedent for a Banggye lineage to evoke Azure Flame, not even during past Selection Ceremonies.

It was an exceedingly rare occurrence.

"Lady Reyna of the Races Clan! Well done! You may now return to your seat!"

The announcer conducting the Selection Ceremony also expressed his congratulations to Reyna with a visibly pleased expression, allowing her to return to her previously held position.

"The host conducting the selection process, also a member of the La Crantel family, seemed quite pleased at the auspicious event unfolding within the clan.

'Now, let's welcome the next participant! Mr. Carvel Hart!'

Just like Reyna Hart in front of me, not mentioning their affiliated family made it easy to discern that the person called up this time was just an ordinary child like myself.

'Oh... an aura close to crimson red. It seems that this year's selection is truly filled with exceptional talents.'

'Thank you!'

Even the host's praise was warmly received by Carvel, the epitome of an ordinary child.

Being still young, it must have been somewhat gratifying to know that their talent was not inferior to others. Especially when showcasing their abilities in front of esteemed members of their own family.

As a few more selections came and went, the final turn of the ordinary children drew near.

Finally, my turn arrived.

'Leo Hart! Please step forward!'

At the host's call, I stepped into the center of the hall, where all eyes were on me amidst the crowd of ordinary children.

'Ryan Hart.'

The gaze of the family head upon me.

While not everyone, most direct blood relatives had blonde hair and typically crimson eyes.

Contrasting with them, I had a distinct white hair color, not commonly seen, but with unmistakable crimson eyes like theirs.

Due to this alien appearance, I felt the other children from different families casting furtive glances at me when I first entered here.

Then, the host spoke to me.

'Here you are. Whenever you're ready, demonstrate your aura for the audience.'

In front of the family head, the host handed me the sword used in the selection ceremony, which had been alternately wielded throughout the event.

I accepted it silently and took another step forward, slowly assuming a stance to manifest my aura.

'Begin, please!'

With the host's command, I started infusing my aura into the sword I held.

The initial flame that appeared was a common crimson one, similar to other ordinary children.

For my ultimate purpose here, to discreetly investigate the truth about the incident involving their parents, I needed to leave an unremarkable, ordinary impression in their memories.

However...

'But,'

'Even so, that approach won't work.'

Yes.

Considering the unknown presence watching me from behind them, aware of the truth of the incident, I needed to show something here.

Before you,

I will boldly reveal my power and vow to find you and exact revenge with this strength.

It was my accumulated anger and wrath.

The fangs of vengeance were bared to him for the first time.

The crimson aura transformed,

From crimson to scarlet.

From scarlet to azure.

From azure,

It turned 'white.'

"......!"

The expressions of all the spectators present seemed to change with surprise in their eyes.

Anticipate.

I will bring you a far-from-ordinary demise.

Even if it takes years, decades.

I had no intention of forgiving those who dared to harm my family, my cherished ones.

* * *

'White aura.'

The family head, Ryan Hart, sat at the topmost seat, calming the astonishment in his eyes and narrowing his focus."

Leo Hart's cold gaze, as he looked at Baekyeom, seemed to ripple in a way that no one could quite understand.

Baekyeom.

A flame surpassing the typical crimson, exceeding even the levels of scarlet and azure flames, reaching the pinnacle of fire.

There exists a level beyond azure flames, but it is not necessarily Baekyeom.

"No, Baekyeom is something that requires discipline. It is not something anyone can manifest."

Ryan Hart, lost in deep thought, covered his mouth with his hand.

"Baekyeom... The primal flame that only the first head of the Hart family could manifest."

Indeed.

While the head himself could display a pure flame, it was merely a symbol of the illustrious golden aura representing the lineage.

Even he, possessing the power to engulf the world in flames, could not manifest the primal flame, Baekyeom.

"But... That child from the branch family manifested the primal flame?"

It was unbelievable.

Unacceptable even.

Even if it were to manifest, it should be within the direct bloodline, not from a branch family.

Otherwise, the order and structure of the family might crumble in unforeseen ways.

"How could such a young child..."

What should be done about this?

Yet, on the other hand, he wanted to recognize the power of the first flame, La Crantelle's primal flame, which only the head of the Hart family had ever manifested, purely as a strong individual.

He wanted to experience it.

Sigh...

"I too am helpless... Am I just a mere lion?"

As the king of commoners and the apex figure in this realm for a long time, even he couldn't help but hide his boundless curiosity about how to immediately resolve the irregularity within the family, despite the potential danger.

If he felt that way, what about the others from different families who were observing this situation?

In a place rampant with power-seekers, the outcome was obvious even without looking.

As he averted his gaze, so did everyone else.

Among those watching Leo Hart, who was displaying the Baekyeom flame with astonishment and curiosity, there was not just shock and awe in their eyes but also curiosity and interest.

Their greedy gazes were mixed with anticipation.

"This... I thought I had seen exceptional talents this year, but this is truly unexpected."

Ryan Hart, with a subtly sinking gaze, removed his hand from his mouth.

Then, he straightened up on the armrests of his seat, placed his hands firmly on them, and stood up straight, exuding an aura akin to that of an absolute ruler, overwhelming the atmosphere of everyone present.

"......!"

Everyone present was taken aback, quickly composing their gazes and expressions, stiffening their faces and bowing deeply.

The absolute ruler was speaking now.

Before him, everyone was to bow their heads.

With just that single gesture, the head of the Hart family, the absolute ruler who had seized control of the atmosphere, gestured under him to Leo Hart, who was still wielding the selection sword and manifesting Baekyeom, commanding him to stop.

"Enough... Stop, Leo Hart."

"...Yes."

At the command of the head of the family, Leo slowly withdrew the Baekyeom he had been manifesting with the selection sword.

Then, he knelt down on one knee, bowing deeply before the current absolute ruler like the others present.

However, Leo's bow was merely a minimal show of respect towards the current ruler. It was vastly different in meaning from the trembling fear-driven bows of the other branch family children, who were shivering in terror on the other side.

"...I see. Leo Hart. You're somewhat different from the other students in this class."

Leo Hart replied, "...No, I'm not."

Even with just that brief conversation, Master Ryan Hart could clearly perceive the distinction. However, Leo Hart stubbornly denied it and bowed his head even deeper.

"No, not really. While other children are special too, you possess talents that truly surpass not only those of these children but also all the participants in the selection tests thus far."

"...You flatter me excessively. Thank you."

He could only respond in such a manner, as Leo Hart, a mere student.

"Yes. Since when have you started handling White Flames?"

At the question, Leo Hart, who had been keeping his eyes closed and head bowed until now, slowly opened his eyes and began to show a subtle expression.

        
            "It was from a certain day about seven years ago."

I revealed some facts.

The magnificent white flame that only the first invitee used in the selection ceremony, which dealt with the White Flame, was not something I could handle from birth.

About seven years ago.

After dreaming of a man, I became able to control this White Flame.

"I see, seven years ago. How old are you now?"

"I am fifteen years old this year."

"Fifteen years old..."

By summarizing my words, I quickly realized that I started handling the White Flame around the age of eight.

"What are your parents' names?"

When the topic of parents came up for the first time, I tightly sealed my lips.

Soon after, I opened my unyielding mouth and answered the question.

"Rend Hart and Nias Hart."

"Rend Hart and Nias Hart... Both have the La Krantel surname attached to their names, indicating they might have had a bloodline marriage."

Bloodline marriage refers to those who marry within La Krantel without marrying outsiders.

The reason for bloodline marriages varied; some did it out of love, while others aimed to keep the bloodline strong, making it still uncommon.

"I see. A bloodline marriage."

As if reconsidering his own words, Gaju seemed lost in thought, and I remained silent.

He then touched his chin once, removed his hand, and turned his gaze back to me, asking, "So, where are your parents now? Are they here with you?"

As Gaju asked, I, who had been bowing my head, met his gaze.

'Gaju is not the culprit.'

Although not certain yet, from his tone and demeanor, he seemed unaware of any connection to the incident.

Considering other possibilities, it didn't seem likely that Gaju, who could achieve anything within the family, would go to such lengths to deceive someone like me from a common background.

"If not... They are not here at the moment. They both left this world prematurely due to an accident a year ago."

"I see. I spoke unnecessarily. Understood. For now, return to your seat. We will discuss the White Flame separately at another time, just the two of us."

"Yes."

After a brief conversation with Gaju, I quietly stood up and returned to my original place.

At that moment, I noticed the gazes of fellow candidates turning towards me—some surprised by the display of the White Flame, some envious or resentful towards me.

Among them, I caught the peculiar gaze of Reyna, a girl staring at me intently.

However, as we had no prior acquaintance, I simply averted my gaze from hers without saying a word.

With that, the remaining selection ceremony, briefly interrupted because of me, resumed, and as I watched it unfold, I found myself lost in contemplation.

Following my contemplation, two more candidates underwent the selection ceremony ahead.

Finally, it was time for the children of the lord to participate in the selection ceremony.

The direct descendants of the lord were actually not many in number.

Just three individuals.

Among these three, there was one young man.

The other two were young ladies.

One of the young ladies, who appeared particularly petite among the girls, had a remarkably youthful appearance, almost deserving to be called a little maiden.

Moreover, she seemed quite reserved towards others or perhaps just appeared distant to those around her, making it difficult to consider her as the legitimate child of Ryan Hart.

However, even this young lady, who seemed so small, was indeed one of the direct descendants of La Crantel.

As the first to step forward during the selection ceremony, the aura emanating from the petite maiden was overwhelmingly powerful, enough to set the surroundings ablaze.

Furthermore, the flames were of a rare blue hue known as Azure Flames.

She was a user of Azure Flames, much like Reyna, who was the first to showcase such flames among the participants.

Possessing such abilities at such a young age clearly proved that the little maiden was anything but ordinary.

Even the next participant, referred to as Lia Hart, was surpassed by her elder sister, the eldest daughter, Nisha Hart, with her platinum blonde hair.

Nisha, the eldest daughter of the lord, appeared to be around fifteen years old or older. Despite her similar age, as soon as the selection ceremony began, she displayed flames surpassing Azure Flames, revealing pure black flames for the first time.

Black Flames, an ominous sight to behold, possessed such high purity that they could instantly incinerate everything in their vicinity, a type of flame that had never before been seen among the participants apart from Rainis, who had risen to become the leader of the Black Lion Order as the first female knight commander.

Following her display, what followed was her older brother, who appeared to be only a couple of years older, with his black hair covering one eye, displaying flames of the same black hue, astonishing the onlookers once again and leaving them with no further room for surprise.

Had he not stood alongside the other direct female descendants at the place where only direct descendants could stand, it would have been hard to believe that the boy with black hair was the legitimate child of the lord.

Most La Crantel direct descendants were typically born with golden hair and crimson eyes.

However, this boy seemed to have inherited another lineage from the lord's other wife, as he did not possess the bright colors typical of La Crantel's direct descendants but instead had dark, intense black hair.

"Indeed, this selection ceremony is truly remarkable. They are without a doubt the lord's children."

A member of the Black Lion Order marveled alone, while standing beside him, arms folded, Rainis Hart, the commander of the Black Lion Order, quietly nodded in agreement, silently endorsing the sentiment.

"Absolutely, they are indeed the lord's children. To exhibit such exceptional abilities at such a young age, there can be no one else but the direct children of our current lord, Ryan Hart, besides him."

"Truly. It seems so."

She nodded easily in agreement with her opinion, and the leader of the Black Lion Faction, Lainis, discreetly glanced at them and turned his gaze away.

In that direction where his gaze fell was Leo Hart, who had displayed white flames during the selection ceremony earlier.

"...Baekryum."

Along with Lainis's strange muttering, she slowly withdrew her gaze from Leo Hart. Then, as if nothing had happened, she quietly watched La Crantelle's selection ceremony again.

---

Safely, all young members and direct descendants underwent the selection ritual,

After manifesting the Flame of Baekryum during the selection ritual, I followed quietly behind an elderly servant who had approached me without a sound after the ceremony, conveying the invitation to meet the lord.

'But... the elderly servant who welcomed me this morning was the steward of La Crantelle. This is quite a surprising story.'

Walking behind the elderly servant who seemed almost venerable, I observed the steward's back with a slightly lowered gaze.

If it were an ordinary household, I would have faced the elderly steward without any sense of wariness.

To ordinary eyes, he would simply appear as the steward of a single household.

'But this is La Crantelle.'

Because this is La Crantelle.

It was certain that even the old man in front of me was undoubtedly a skilled individual.

Even now, upon closer inspection, the faint silver aura emanating from the old man's back could potentially attack and tear apart anyone following him in an instant.

'Well... still, they are just mere servants after all. There is no reason for the lord of this mansion, who wears the Blue Phoenix Crest that killed my parents, to be deeply involved with me. So, there is no need to worry too much about why he is looking for me.'

Having roughly organized my thoughts about him, I recalled the events surrounding the selection ceremony a while ago.

Certainly, there was a high probability that the one who killed my parents was present there.

However, even if I tried to read the expressions to identify the culprit, it was not an easy task to pinpoint someone who could be suspected based solely on their expression, especially in that situation where almost everyone showed similar expressions and appearances.

Nevertheless, the warning that the culprit knew I was looking for them had been delivered, so for now, I decided to let it go.

Thinking like that, if I could only detect those who were overly cautious or approaching me as bait, my goal of revealing Baekryum in front of everyone watching would be somewhat achieved.

Lost in thought, I found myself standing in front of a large door following the steward, having arrived without realizing it.

It was easy to surmise that this was where the lord who summoned me, Ryan Hart, was located.

["Come in."]

Guided by the elderly steward who had led me with the same voice as the lord coming from inside the room, he half-turned his body to open the way for me and bowed deeply, indicating for me to enter.

Interpreting it as an invitation to enter, I approached the door slowly, opened the latch myself, and walked inside.

"Welcome."

The one who greeted me in the room was indeed Ryan Hart, the lord of La Crantelle.

Glancing around the room casually, it seemed like this was some sort of office where the lord conducted his business.

"The reason I called you here today, you must know very well."

Nodding in response to the lord's question, I calmly replied in a measured tone.

"I know. You mentioned it yourself during the selection process earlier, so I was aware, but this must be related to my error, right? I didn't expect to see you again so soon, but there's no other reason for me to be called out like this."

"Right. You're well aware. Since we don't have much time for conversation, let's get straight to the point."

With those words, Gaju set aside the documents he had been looking at and turned to me with a gaze that was fierce and intense, unlike anything I had seen before.

"Who are you, exactly?"

....

In response to Gaju's question, I remained silent, sealing my lips tightly.

Gaju's gaze as he looked at me was calm yet intensely piercing, not much different from the man in my dreams.

He was Gaju, the current head of La Crantelle, one of the Empire's four major noble families and a renowned swordsmanship lineage.

With the demanding look of La Crantelle's Ryan Hart, he directed his gaze towards me, expecting an answer.

        
            "I am simply Leo Hart, hailing from the Banggye lineage."

"No. I didn't ask about that. During the Selection Ceremony, I felt a vague sensation, but with you, there's a very peculiar and alien feeling simultaneously."

"...What does that even mean?"

"It means exactly what it sounds like. I can't pinpoint the exact reason, but it feels as if someone other than you is residing within your body."

...!

Upon hearing Ga Ju's words, I was no longer surprised.

There was some basis for my unexpectedness.

"Indeed. My expectations were not misplaced."

Observing my reaction, Ga Ju seemed to have convinced herself of her thoughts.

I hesitated before speaking.

"...I don't completely understand your words. As you may have guessed, seven years ago, I started having a strange dream, gradually feeling something peculiar changing within me."

"A strange dream? What is it about?"

At Ga Ju's question, I briefly considered whether to reveal everything but soon decided to explain fully. I had already made some judgments during the Selection Ceremony.

"A man's dream. A dream about a man shrouded in mystery, bound in an empty space."

"A man of mystery."

Ga Ju seemed momentarily lost in her own thoughts.

However, rather than reassuring, such behavior actually surprised me.

"Do you truly believe this sudden story of mine?"

In response to my hesitant question, Ga Ju answered with a hint of doubt in her eyes.

"What reason is there not to believe? I mentioned the strange sensation within you first."

"But..."

"Only the former Ga Ju has exhibited the White Flame to that extent. No one has shown it since then at La Crantelle. Not me, nor the previous patriarchs. This alone is quite extraordinary. It has been hundreds of years. A time when the White Flame of the former Ga Ju has not been manifested."

Saying so, Ga Ju briefly stroked her chin lost in thought.

"I see... You weren't able to manifest the White Flame from the beginning. You could only do so after starting to have that dream. Can we interpret it that way?"

"...Yes."

The more we conversed, the more certain I became that Ga Ju was not the one who killed my parents or related to them in any way.

He was sincerely engaging in conversation with me, focusing solely on interpreting the contents of the dream.

'...Even during the Selection Ceremony, he felt no need to deceive a mere Banggye like me, let alone harm my father and mother.'

Upon further reflection, I concluded that he was not the culprit.

With that, the lingering suspicion regarding Ga Ju vanished.

'He, who I suspected knew everything within the family, didn't know a thing about my parents. Was it because it was just a mundane matter concerning an ordinary Banggye family, rather than internal affairs?'

As I pondered, Ga Ju spoke to me.

"Well then, Leo Hart. Were there any particular actions or words from the unidentified man in your dream? No matter how much I try to dismiss it as just a dream, it seems deeply connected to the timing when you manifested the White Flame of the former Ga Ju. Tell me more about his detailed appearance."

In response to Ga Ju's inquiry, I slowly nodded my head.

I had no idea about anything, from my appearance to the reason for being the subject of the dream.

"Just a dream where a man in the dream emits a sinister violet light, bound in black iron chains in an empty space of unknown origin, alone and imprisoned. I couldn't know anything about his appearance; it was as dark as veiled. If there was something slightly different strange..."

"If there was?"

I smoothed my throat and continued speaking to Gaju.

"The man in that dream, in the end, kept staring at me with an inexplicably intense gaze. And that was the moment I woke up from the same dream every time."

"...I see."

Gaju, who had heard the whole story, then relaxed the posture of resting his chin on his hand, straightened his body, and leaned back deeper into the chair he was sitting on.

"I understand. Thank you for sharing your story."

"No, rather than that, Gaju."

"Hmm?"

Even discussing dreams, Gaju seemed to have no particular interest. So, I took a breath and said to Gaju,

"Although I didn't reveal everything during the selection process, I will tell you a truth, trusting only you, Gaju. The reason my parents passed away was not due to unfortunate accidents, illness, or reaching the end of their lifespan."

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

Gaju looked puzzled at my words.

For the first time in my life, I was deliberately trying to reveal the truth about my parents' deaths that I had hidden from everyone around me when my parents were murdered by someone, and I alone had concealed their deaths while dealing with the bodies.

At least Gaju, judging him as someone relatively trustworthy within this family where the likelihood of having a culprit was high, I decided to confide in him, despite the dryness in my mouth.

"By someone from the La Crantel, my parents were killed."

"What?"

Gaju looked surprised upon hearing my story.

Perhaps it was the first time he learned about it.

That's because I had covered up the traces of my parents' murders well and kept them hidden.

I immediately bowed deeply in front of Gaju and earnestly pleaded with him.

"Please, help me alleviate the injustice done to my unfairly deceased parents. Please assist me, Gaju. I really want to find the culprit who killed my parents."

With those words, I firmly sealed my lips.

After hearing my story and request, Gaju remained silent for a moment, seemingly contemplating, before finally opening his tightly closed lips to respond.

"...Alright. I will help as much as I can."

"...! Really!?"

Surprised by Gaju's easy acceptance, I raised my face, showing a somewhat astonished expression. I didn't know if Gaju, just a mere housekeeper, would actually grant my request.

"However, there is a condition."

"A condition?"

Gaju told me a condition with a rather serious look in his eyes.

"Show me your white flame once again, in detail."

"...."

It was an unexpected condition, but to me, it was such an easy and insignificant condition that I immediately nodded my head.

If showing him that could get Gaju's help, it was a simple condition I could easily fulfill.

"Alright. Let me show it to you right here, right now."

I raised one hand and conjured the white flame, the white flame of Bacchus, in the palm of my upturned hand.

Sizzle.

"Oh... This is..."

The protagonist took a closer look and marveled at it.

Although he had seen it during the selection process, being able to see it up close again seemed to give him a slightly different and stronger impression.

"So... Is this the flame of the invited guest?"

For a moment, the protagonist stared at the white flame blooming in his hand as if it were piercing through.

Then, with the words "That's enough," he gestured towards the chair as if indicating that the manifestation could now cease.

I quietly extinguished the Baiyeom I had manifested in front of him.

"Hmm..."

After seeing the Baiyeom, the protagonist seemed to be lost in thought for a moment. As I watched his expression, I waited silently for his imminent words.

Soon, with a strange glint in his eyes, the protagonist spoke after organizing his thoughts to some extent.

"Would you be able to enter the Cross Swordsmanship Institute?"

"...The Cross Swordsmanship Institute?"

In response to the sudden proposal by the protagonist, I asked him somewhat skeptically.

'If it's the Cross Swordsmanship Institute...'

The place was a specialized training institution in La Crantelle where the top ten direct descendants or talented adolescents in their early teens would undergo professional training before entering the imperial or kingdom academies on the continent to study swordsmanship.

Usually, children of the aristocracy who had assessed their talents and levels through the selection process or direct descendants primarily entered there.

"Well... I have thought about entering that place someday."

I had considered entering that place eventually to personally seek revenge.

"That's right. To personally avenge your parents, it is only natural."

"..."

The protagonist seemed to have quickly guessed that I had such intentions, even with just a brief conversation today.

"There's no need to be surprised. Judging from the circumstances, I have a rough idea of what you might think and do. As a successor to the La Crantelle bloodline, avenging your parents is something you should rightfully do."

"...Did it show on my face that much?"

Despite my young age, I usually thought I had been good at managing my expressions so as not to reveal my thoughts to others. However, it seemed that the protagonist saw through me at once, making me appear immature as expected of a leader of a prominent family.

"Haha. If I couldn't even easily see through that, how could I continue to lead La Crantelle?"

It was a reasonable statement.

The protagonist seemed rather amused, almost as if he found it challenging.

Feeling a bit conflicted, I quickly composed myself and responded to the protagonist.

"I understand your intentions well. As you said, I will enter the Cross Swordsmanship Institute."

"...Very well. You must have been busy today with the selection ceremony, so go rest now. And tomorrow, go to the Cross Swordsmanship Institute. I will make arrangements in advance so that you can smoothly enter there."

"Understood. Thank you for your consideration."

Nodding respectfully to the protagonist, I immediately turned around and left the study where the protagonist was.

Left alone in the room, the protagonist gazed at the door that I had left through for a while with a very peculiar look in his eyes.

Eventually, he began to mutter to himself without anyone knowing, starting to evaluate his impressions of me.

"She's quite clever. She seems calm and knows how to restrain her emotions to some extent. I really can't believe she's just a child."

The protagonist tapped on the desk, maintaining the posture as they sat down, and lightly drummed their fingers on the desk in front of them.

"Is it because they lost their parents early? Or is it due to the influence of that man who appeared in their dreams."

Sighing,

The protagonist stood up quietly from the chair, turned around, and gazed out the window of the study.

"What a waste, being born just as an ordinary commoner."

With those words, only the protagonist's peculiar thoughts lingered in the study.

        
            The next day,

I once again encountered the butler of that noble from yesterday waiting outside my door since morning.

"Good morning, Lord Leo Hart."

"Yes. Were you waiting here for me to come out?"

"I was waiting for instructions from the master."

"Instructions?"

As I pondered the butler's words for a moment, I soon realized what they meant.

"Regarding the Cross Swordsmanship Institute."

"That's correct, but there are also other matters to discuss."

"Other matters?"

"Yes. As per the master's request, while you stay at the institute, your father and mother's past will be looked into separately for investigation."

"... "

It seemed like the master intended to personally reexamine the matter concerning my parents as promised yesterday.

"I see. Understood. Please convey my thanks to the master once again for looking into that matter."

"Understood."

With a respectful nod and closed eyes, the butler's demeanor prompted me to silently acknowledge his gesture.

"I will personally escort you to the Cross Swordsmanship Institute."

Following the butler's guidance, I soon found myself heading towards the institute.

* * *

The destination appeared to be the front of a large building that seemed to be the Cross Swordsmanship Institute, located a bit of a distance away.

"I heard that the Cross Swordsmanship Institute has a completion period of about three years."

Three years ahead.

I would spend these three years training and living alongside numerous direct and indirect descendants to enhance our abilities.

Until completion, one must reside and dine at the institute unless early graduation is achieved, which was a rule in place.

Moreover, if one fails to show significant progress or gets eliminated during exams, they might not advance from the first year to the second year, and even if they manage to reach the second year, they could still be expelled if deemed lacking potential for future development.

"Most La Crantel residents are aware of this fact. Hence, it's not a place easily challenged."

Given the substantial admission costs and the requirement for notable talent, it's not an easy place to enter for ordinary families without remarkable abilities.

"Come to think of it... Do I also have to take the entrance exam here?"

Upon pondering, I asked the butler beside me.

"No, Lord Leo, the master has informed the institute in advance so that you can be admitted without undergoing the entrance exam."

"Oh, I see. That does save time, which is quite convenient. But wouldn't that create a sense of unfairness compared to other children? They might end up envying me for it."

"Haha."

Seemingly surprised by how far my young mind had thought, the elderly butler chuckled for the first time before quietly nodding in response to my question without providing an answer.

"Well then, I hope for a favorable outcome."

Leaving with just those words,

The butler turned back on the path he came from.

Seeing his departure, it seemed like the master didn't particularly desire for me to smoothly enter the institute.

"I wonder if the master evaluated my potential highly and deliberately took such measures... Or perhaps it was just to give me a hard time."

​

Due to the former reason, I vaguely guessed and knew it, but due to a somewhat complex sentiment, I couldn't help but grumble as if complaining needlessly.

[However, it's incredibly vast here than I thought.]

Raising my head and looking at the exterior of the Cross Swordsmanship Hall once again, it still appeared very grand and majestic.

[Cross Swordsmanship Hall... Nice. Let's give it a try.]

There was no need to curry favor.

No need to be afraid either.

I finally took a step forward and entered the interior of the Cross Swordsmanship Hall.

Inside the entered swordsmanship hall, there was something like a reception desk a few meters ahead.

It seemed that some kids of my age who arrived earlier were already taking the entrance exam there.

As I approached, one of the receptionists seemed to have already received information about my appearance from above and approached me first.

"Welcome! You're Leo Hart, right?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"Welcome! We've received instructions from above that you, Leo Hart, are to be admitted immediately without any special examination process or admission fees and to be escorted to your accommodation!"

"I see."

Handling things like the head of a family, the receptionist seemed exceptionally good at it.

The junior official receptionist seemed to have heard from above that it was an order from a very high-ranking person, so he especially started guiding me with great care.

"We will guide you this way! The place assigned to Leo Hart is a 1-person room just like the direct relatives, and as soon as you arrive there, unpack your belongings and join the classes right away!"

"...."

[A 1-person room, they're really going out of their way.]

Even though I didn't expect to receive such consideration, I thought this was a bit too much.

If rumors spread that I, a mere room-class individual, had been treated like this, who knows what kind of talk might circulate behind my back.

The image of a smiling face that seemed satisfied in front of my eyes came to mind for some reason.

Of course, I had never actually seen such an image of satisfaction.

"...Understood. Then, please guide me."

"Yes. I will do my best to assist you!"

With that response, I followed another guide summoned by the receptionist and moved to the accommodation where I would stay for a while.

[Is this the place.]

The place I arrived at looked like a fairly ordinary room.

It didn't look too luxurious to stand out, nor did it seem too ordinary; it was a clean room without any distinctive patterns.

[I heard that even direct relatives receive rooms like this.]

Perhaps these rooms were prepared as a sign that even those from direct descent should always live modestly.

It could be a precaution taken out of concern since they might not be familiar with financial difficulties or hardships.

[Well, it's just my thoughts.]

With such trivial thoughts, I entered the room. I quickly unpacked my belongings and changed into the clothes provided.

[Is this the swordsmanship attire here.]

Looking at myself in the full-length mirror in the room, it seemed more like plain cloth without any particular design rather than a swordsmanship attire.

It didn't look particularly distinctive, nor did it seem to have good elasticity.

[One advantage is that it's very loose and comfortable to move in.]

The arms, legs, knees, elbows, and other parts were very loose and comfortable to move in.

[Well then, shall we start moving around a bit.]

Following the guide waiting for me at the door, I moved towards the place assigned to me.

Amidst the commotion.

"That guy? He's in the same room as us, but he got a private room all to himself."

"Our class assignment is finalized. Well, it was pretty much expected from the start. I did consider the possibility of being assigned to our class."

"But there's something a bit off... She seems quite aloof."

"Oh really? I think I look fine with a unique touch, don't you think? White hair isn't that common."

Rumors about me must have spread here already, as sudden attention and gazes were directed towards me all at once.

I paid no mind to those looks, maintaining silence as I slowly surveyed them.

There wasn't anyone particularly eye-catching.

No, I thought there wasn't.

In this small class of fewer than forty students, there were only two girls missing, one each on my left and right, whom I had seen during the selection process.

"Ah...!"

"...."

For some reason, there was a girl who seemed pleased to see me and another who appeared somewhat aloof.

One was undoubtedly Nisha Hart, the eldest daughter of the Hart family, a direct descendant and the blonde-haired beauty of the prestigious lineage.

On the opposite side sat Reyna Hart of the Raycerus family, with long silver hair and violet eyes.

"..."

Somehow, I had a feeling that life here wouldn't be as smooth-sailing as it initially seemed.

        
            "Nice to meet you. I'm Leo Hart from the Banggye lineage. Please take care of me from now on."

Finishing my brief greeting, I found my place as instructed by the head instructor of the swordsmanship institute.

Seated in the only empty spot in the classroom, I oddly ended up sandwiched between Reyna and Nisha Hart on either side.

"What a coincidence. Right in the middle of these two."

Feeling slightly surprised by the remarkable coincidence, I composed myself and casually listened to the instructor at the lectern.

"Today, we'll have Continental History and General Studies in the morning. In the afternoon, we'll focus on physical training. Everyone, please take out your textbooks."

Following the instructor's instructions, everyone took out the textbooks provided on their desks.

"Oh, Leo Hart, who joined us today, has his textbook already placed in the desk drawer. Please find it and use it."

Upon the instructor's explanation, I looked down and retrieved the textbook provided in my desk.

There was enough space under the desk to store textbooks or stationery for easy access.

"I see."

Quietly taking out the textbook from my desk, I opened it and flipped to the page mentioned by the instructor.

"We'll continue the lesson from page 26 of the history book. Trainees who recently joined should catch up later if they're behind."

Referring to those who recently joined, it likely meant trainees like me, Reyna, and Nisha Hart who participated in the recent selection process.

Perhaps Reyna and Nisha also joined the institute yesterday or today.

Judging by starting from page 26, it seemed like not much progress had been made since the first lesson began.

On one hand, it wasn't too worrisome, but the idea of investing personal time to catch up with the lessons felt a bit burdensome.

"It seems the swordsmanship institute doesn't conduct classes with much consideration. Well, that's probably why there are many dropouts every year."

If you can't keep up, you'll be left behind.

Those who can't make it won't make it anyway.

It seemed like an educational system based on such principles.

Certainly reminiscent of La Crantel's educational policies.

"Well, these lessons aren't that difficult, to be honest. Since I acquired basic knowledge when I was young. Judging by the content, even children could easily learn this at home... The real lessons will probably be in the afternoon. While the swordsmanship institute teaches basic history and general studies, its core is undoubtedly teaching swordsmanship."

Although named swordsmanship institute, Cross Swordsmanship Institute teaches various skills like spears, axes, bows, if desired.

However, the core remains the sword.

I vaguely knew that rigorous training awaited to produce exceptional swordsmen and knights.

With these thoughts, as the lesson continued,

Soon, it was nearing the end of the class and break time.

Ding. Ding.

The bell at the top of the swordsmanship institute rang, signaling the end of the lesson.

"We'll end the first period here. Please take enough rest, everyone."

Since the break was sufficient, there was spare time to attend to matters or cool off.

Having sat for a long time, I tried to stand up to stretch my stiff body.

"Hey, Leo."

If it weren't for Nisha Hart calling my name,

As I attempted to rise from my seat, I hesitated and then sat back down, looking at her.

“What’s going on?”

I wasn’t sure if I should speak to her with the respect due between upper and lower grades, but within the fencing hall, it was more casual among students of the same year, so I replied as such.

“Do you remember me? We met during the selection.”

I didn’t have much interest in her.

To me, she was just the daughter of a noble who wielded black flames beyond the azure ones.

The day after the selection, when Nisha asked if I remembered competing together, I simply nodded without saying a word.

“I remember. So, what's up with me?”

I intentionally asked her a bit coldly.

It might not have been the most appropriate attitude to return to someone who approached me warmly. However, I didn't particularly enjoy it when someone showed excessive interest in me.

It wasn’t always my nature, but it had intensified since my parents passed away.

“Ahaha, I wanted to get along well with classmates who took the selection on the same day. Besides, you can handle that special flame that no one else has manifested.”

Nisha, who usually appeared cheerful, awkwardly smiled and responded, but I remained consistently aloof, closing my eyes slightly and nodding before standing up from my seat to reply.

“I'm sorry, but I don't feel like chatting with anyone for no reason. I'll take my leave now.”

Having said that, I casually walked past her and headed towards the back door of the classroom.

“Oh...?”

Watching my nonchalant figure, Nisha, who was staring blankly, let out an awkward smile with a perplexed expression.

“Did I make a mistake...? Ahaha....”

As Nisha, left alone, muttered with a slightly disappointed tone, I continued down the hallway with an indifferent attitude.

I didn't come out to end the conversation with her forcibly; I didn't particularly want to go to the restroom. I was just aimlessly walking down the corridor.

"Nisha Hart... She may be the noble's daughter who wields the blue flames, but there's no need to make an effort to connect with her."

My sole purpose was to establish contact with the noble to uncover the culprit behind the Blue Flame Duck Murders. I had no intention of forming close relationships with other La Crantel individuals.

"The noble leading La Crantel is also unaware of the details about my parents. Therefore, the likelihood of intentional actions within the family is significantly low."

Someone.

Someone might have personally harbored ill will and murdered my two parents.

Through the conversation with the noble this time, my inference about such thoughts grew stronger.

"Who on earth could it be. Who killed my parents."

My intense anger was directed towards the unknown perpetrator.

A distorted expression,

The deep gaze of resentment emanated from my face as I walked down the corridor.

---

“Well then, we will conclude all morning classes here today.”

After all the morning classes at the Cross Fencing Hall ended, the afternoon training finally began after lunchtime.

Following the instructor's instructions, as we exited the building and headed towards a courtyard, we saw a young female instructor with wild, short black hair and a vibrant brown complexion.

“All right, those who arrived first, line up orderly in front of me. Those who are late better be prepared.”

The female instructor was wearing a form-fitting outfit that accentuated her figure, with one hand casually resting on her hip while she rolled up one sleeve. She then stepped outside and immediately put on a stern expression for the children gathered there.

"Nice to meet you, fledglings! I am known as Laura Scaler. As you can tell from my name, I am an external invited instructor from outside La Crantelle."

"An invited instructor?"

"She's the one who will be teaching us?"

"Quiet! If anyone dares to make noise again, you will experience a special hellish training course beyond your wildest imagination."

With a menacing grin, Laura, the instructor, silenced the chattering students in an instant.

Some of the trainees were now standing at attention quietly, beads of cold sweat forming on their faces within an atmosphere of unknown tension.

Silently observing these individuals, Laura pointed out a boy standing at the front.

"You there."

"Me, me?"

"Come forward and stand straight here."

"Why, why?"

The bewildered boy, who had been singled out, hesitantly questioned Laura, seemingly not yet grasping who she was.

In response, Laura, this time raising her sleeves even higher, walked up to the boy who had foolishly questioned her and looked at him with a devilish smile.

Then, with a swift motion,

Crack!

"Ack!"

The boy paled in fear as he faced Laura's terrifying gaze and demeanor.

Without a word, Laura grabbed the boy's head and lifted it up with one hand, causing him to cry out in pain.

Witnessing this display of strength, the other trainees displayed even more tense expressions on their faces.

"...!"

"I distinctly said, didn't I? I have a strong aversion to those who speak ambiguously!"

"Oh, no...! You never said such a thing before, did you...!? Sob...! Huh...!?"

Crack!

Laura tightened her grip on the boy's head even more forcefully, causing him further agony.

Sensing the intimidating presence of Laura, the other trainees stiffened, swallowing nervously in the tense atmosphere.

At that moment, Laura turned to the boy whose head she held, speaking to him.

"No? You clearly heard it! You heard it! That's what happens when I say so!"

"Oh, no! This is too much coercion...!"

"How dare you talk back to me!?"

As if she were the law herself in this place, Laura shook the boy's head vigorously several times in mid-air with a firm and forceful grip.

"Eeek...!"

The boy emitted a half-dying scream, sounding eerie and distressed, as Laura finally let him down on the ground and redirected her gaze towards the onlookers.

"Well, did you all see that? What happens to those who resist me. Stay alert in my presence, you fledgling brats."

Her sinister smile was almost eerie.

Finally understanding the situation, the other boys adopted a polite attitude and remained quiet.

"Now! Let's start the actual training!"

Once again, Laura, hands on her hips, smirked and pointed to a mountain behind the trainees with her thumb.

"First off, run!"

"......??"

Above the heads of trainees with multiple question marks, once again, Instructor Laura earnestly made sure they understood with her distinctive eerie smile.

"First, run, you brats!"

"Yes, yes...!"

Startled by Instructor Laura's intimidating voice, the children hurriedly climbed up the mountain without even knowing what was going on.

And so, under Instructor Laura's guidance, the intensive training in cross swordsmanship began.

        
            "Hehehe...! Is this for real insane?!"

"Quiet down. If you have the energy to speak, then run a bit faster."

"Why do I have to endure this kind of thing...!"

As they climbed the large mountain behind Cross Swordsmanship Hall, one of the boys grumbled as if lamenting for his life.

The climbers were already drenched in sweat without realizing it.

"Hey...! If you're going to talk nonsense, just give up and go back down! It's already tough enough to the point of death...!"

In response to the annoyed comment from a fellow trainee climbing beside him, the boy who had initially sounded discouraged stopped in his tracks, panting heavily as he took a moment to catch his breath.

Turning around to glance at the others following behind, he approached them and tapped their shoulders gently, speaking softly.

"Hey."

"Why do you keep bothering us...!"

"What do you think about all of us helping out that white-haired kid who joined our class today? It could be a good opportunity to establish some discipline."

"What...?"

"Look at that kid. He seems weak and unable to use much strength. Besides, he's in the same grade as us, right? I heard he caught the eye of some high-ranking person and was specially assigned a private room along with the direct heirs."

Upon hearing the vaguely malicious suggestion, the other climbers halted their ascent. One of them nodded in agreement.

"Yeah... I didn't like his attitude from the first moment I saw him."

"Hey, stop it. Why bother with such a guy when it's already tough enough?"

While one of the boys tried to dissuade the others from unnecessary actions, the group seemed determined to proceed.

"If you're not in, then leave. We'll handle it ourselves."

"Come on, man...! Okay, fine...! Just say it!"

"Good."

Finally united in purpose, the boys turned around and grinned mischievously at the white-haired boy climbing behind them.

"If we eliminate one... and if we eliminate just nine more, it should be enough, right?"

Unheard by the others, the boy who had initially proposed the idea smirked, wearing a sinister expression.

Pure malice only children can possess.

Their thoughtless actions, lacking consideration for others and the pain the victim might endure, were common among those who did not understand consequences well.

"Let's go."

A nod.

However,

What they failed to realize was this:

The white-haired boy, Leo Hart, was not someone they could confront with pure malice alone; that was their only misconception.

* * *

"What's going on."

Following Instructor Lora's training instructions, I was simply climbing the mountain like any other child, but suddenly, a group of five or six boys gathered in front of me, blocking the path and halting in place.

"Hehe. Move along."

One unruly-looking boy among them gestured for the other kids behind me, seemingly indicating that they shouldn't worry and should just move along.

"What is it?"

Among the boys blocking the way ahead, one who seemed to be their leader stepped forward, fidgeting slightly and addressing me.

"You. You were able to enter here as a special candidate because you caught the eye of some high-ranking person, right?"

It seemed that even they weren't entirely sure who this high-ranking person, their leader, Ryan Hart, was.

"And?"

In response to my casual question, one of the guys stepped forward with a rather challenging look in his eyes and spoke to me.

"Really? Are you saying that now? You still don't understand the situation? We're here to take care of you together!"

The guy who seemed to be trying to intimidate me glared fiercely at me as he spoke.

I inwardly found them pitiful for acting this way for such trivial reasons.

"...Is causing trouble for someone else's training with this nonsense what you're trying to do?"

Although it was an unexpected retort that came out of my mouth, it seemed to further fuel the anger of the guys in front of me.

"This guy?"

"Yeah! Let's see how long he can keep up the act!"

Swish!

Without warning, I smoothly dodged a punch from one of them by turning my head to the side.

"Even though this is my first time actually fighting someone...."

For some reason, their every move was clear to me, and despite facing multiple opponents for the first time, I didn't feel nervous or scared.

It was as if I had experienced such things before.

"What's going on? Is this something innate in me?"

Swish!

As another guy attacked again, I simply stepped back to avoid it, lost in my thoughts.

"No matter what happens, I don't want to waste time on such pointless matters."

I swiftly transitioned from evasive moves to attacking the opponent.

While it was my first time hitting someone, it didn't feel awkward or frightening.

Thud!

"Ugh!"

The guy who took a direct hit under his nose staggered back, taking a step back and eventually collapsing to the ground.

I was surprised at my clean punch.

Meanwhile, I suddenly remembered the conversations I had with Gaju yesterday.

Gaju had mentioned that there seemed to be someone else inside me, which seemed strange.

At that time, I vaguely thought that maybe it wasn't necessarily wrong...

"Perhaps... Gaju's words might not be entirely wrong."

Instinctively knowing how to fight, attack, and evade opponents felt like a strange sensation.

"It's like an instinct telling me what I should do in advance."

Most natural fighters were like that.

They moved as their bodies dictated.

While it's commonly referred to as innate combat sense, it was likely not solely for that reason.

"Perhaps... there's some deep connection between the man in my dreams and me."

As I easily dealt with the other two guys, my mind was still filled with thoughts about the mysterious man from my dream.

"If, by some wild chance... I am somehow sharing his experiences just like in that dream?"

It was an absurd thought, but there was a strange feeling that it might be true.

Feeling overwhelmingly dominant, I finished off the last remaining guy calmly, who initially seemed like the leader of this group.

In an instant, the guy, visibly furious at my overwhelming display, bit his lip in frustration.

"It can't be...! Did he really take down all these guys alone? And in just a fleeting moment...!?"

He didn't seem like a peer of his age group, Leo Hart, who was right in front of him.

It felt as if an immense, unbearable presence loomed over him.

"Ugh...! Darn it!"

Just like the fallen figures before him, he lacked the courage to rush at him recklessly to fight, so instead of facing him head-on like those defeated guys, he simply clenched his fists tightly.

Seeing him in such a humiliating defeat, I watched him intently for a moment, then without saying anything further, I relaxed my posture that had been quietly tense with closed eyes, as I judged that the opponent had completely lost their will to fight.

With that, I casually passed by him and began to climb the mountain path once again.

"Indeed, this world is a place of ruthless competition."

That had been a vague thought lingering in my mind recently.

Without strength, one falls prey to the wicked,

With strength, one can rise above even the strong.

One of La Crantel's ideologies naturally resonated within me, exhaling its breath very closely.

"Well, if that's the case, all I have to do is rise to their level."

Already, I am preparing to move forward as an absolute powerhouse, much like the master of this place, Ryan Hart.

That was one of the reasons why I was here.

        
            ---

"I was surprised. That movement."

Rayna, a silver-haired girl who had been secretly watching Leo and other swordsmanship trainees fighting behind a tree, silently evaluated him.

"A movement without any excess. Not an ordinary action."

Aiming precisely at the opponent's vital points to bring them down with each strike was not an easy task, indeed.

Even for Rayna herself, it was a highly challenging technique that would not easily reveal itself if she hadn't undergone considerable training.

"He's definitely not an ordinary guy."

She recalled her thoughts from the selection ceremony.

Back then, it was because of the appearance of the white flame aura.

According to her father, the white flame, Baekryeom, was a special aura color that only the heir of La Crantelle, the Grandmaster, could handle.

Even the current heir couldn't unleash it, and it wasn't just any ordinary occurrence that would pique his interest.

"...Leo Hart."

Whispering his name quietly to herself, Rayna emerged slowly from behind the tree and began climbing the mountain along with the others who had already ascended.

---

Having climbed the mountain, I found myself at the mountaintop, where I could see Instructor Laura, a woman with short black hair and coppery skin, who had arrived there before me.

"Good job, little chicks!"

"Instructor Laura..."

Since some had arrived slightly ahead of me, Laura glanced at them briefly and then smiled brightly.

Then she said, "Now go back down the road."

"...What?"

It was an unbelievable statement.

The trainees, upon hearing this, remained seated on the ground, looking bewildered, as if they had misheard, their eyes wide open in surprise.

"Didn't hear me? Go back down the road."

"Oh, what is this...?"

"We've barely arrived here! We don't even have the strength to get up right now!"

In response to the protesting children, Laura simply replied with her characteristic devilish smile.

"What's the fuss about? If you complain, I'll personally pamper those ten latecomers with love. So, go back down the road immediately!"

"Ugh...!"

Under Laura's eerie face as she spoke, the trainees, exhausted and sitting hesitantly, all looked like they were facing death.

"Hurry up, will you? 10, 9..."

"Okay, okay!"

"She's a total goblin! No, a demon!"

"Demon Instructor!!"

"Ahhhh...!"

Under Laura's threat, the other trainees reluctantly got up and started descending the mountain, their legs wobbling.

Among them, there was one lad whose face had turned pale, staggering down like a zombie.

"Why? Aren't you coming down?"

Seeing me still standing alone after everyone else had gone down, Laura approached me.

After silently observing her for a moment, I decided to follow the instructor's orders like the other kids.

"...Understood."

This was my first time climbing such heights so quickly, so I needed a moment to catch my breath.

My whole body was drenched in sweat.

My wet clothes and hair clung with perspiration.

I took a brief moment to gather my stamina and regulate my breathing before resolutely starting to descend the mountain I had just climbed.

As I left alone at that spot, Laura, who had shown mischievous smiles to the trainees initially, erased that expression and, with a significantly serious face that she didn't show to the children, muttered something peculiarly under her breath.

"...Just endure a little longer. These moments will become a solid foundation for your future."

​

I was about to descend the mountain when I faintly heard Instructor Lora's voice, causing me to momentarily halt my steps.

However, soon after, as if not hearing anything at all, I resumed my halted steps.

​

"Perhaps... she might be a decent person after all."

​

With such personal thoughts about Instructor Lora in mind.

​

* * *

​

"Cough, cough...."

​

Having descended the mountain completely, I sat down on the ground first and watched other kids panting heavily while grasping their knees, trying to catch their breath just like them.

​

"Well done! You guys!"

​

Instructor Lora, who had arrived ahead of the trainees who came down first this time, smiled contentedly and praised those who had successfully completed the training until the end.

​

"However... not everyone passed. You four over there!"

​

"Eek...!"

​

"Ahh...!"

​

Among the fewer than forty kids, some who failed to arrive within the class time or retired were gathered together.

Instructor Lora approached them with a fierce look in her eyes as she first laid eyes on them.

​

She then sternly reprimanded them.

​

"Did my words sound like a joke to you? Ignoring what I said. It's evidence that your minds were messed up from the start! Be more prepared from now on! Starting today, each of you will receive special supplementary training from me!"

​

"Ahhhh...!"

​

"Oh, no...! Please, just spare us, Instructor Lora!"

​

To the frightened children making sounds of distress, Instructor Lora merely chuckled indifferently.

​

"No way! Those who have successfully completed the training should return to their assigned dormitories as they are! Get enough rest and see you again tomorrow!"

​

After concluding the training in this manner, Instructor Lora turned towards the disqualified ones.

​

Grinning,

"Now, shall we have some intimate and private time together, you remaining ones? Hehehe...."

​

"Scream!"

​

"She's a demon! The demon instructor!!!"

​

"Witch! Ahhh...!!"

​

Although I wasn't sure exactly what kind of supplementary training the disqualified ones would receive, I decided to ignore them since I was one of those who had successfully completed the training without any issues.

Instead, I thought it best to lead my tired body back to the dormitory I was assigned to.

​

Just then, discreetly,

​

I felt a strange questioning gaze on the back of my head.

​

'Who could it be? No, for now, let's just go back and rest quickly.'

​

Restoring my strength was urgent at the moment.

Externally, I seemed fine, but in reality, I was trying not to show any signs of weakness in front of others watching. Inside, I was completely exhausted.

​

'...It's just a lack of stamina. Well, it was the first training I've ever received since birth. But if I keep receiving this kind of training from the first day... it seems quite effective in rapidly increasing stamina.'

​

Instructor Lora, who seemed like a demon on the outside, probably didn't choose this rigorous training method just to toy with the kids.

​

Considering how demanding this method was, it seemed quite efficient in quickly building up stamina in a short period.

​

'And... that's probably not the only reason.'

​

Returning to the room safely, taking off my sweat-soaked top and heading to the shower room, I continued to contemplate today's training methods by Instructor Lora.

Second, patience and determination.

The ability to cultivate a weak mental strength.

Perhaps these aspects played a significant role in today's training session.

Therefore, it seems that Instructor Laura deliberately chose this training method from the first day.

After reflecting on this, I felt a sense of growth compared to yesterday as I lay on the bed in a refreshing mood after coming out of the shower.

Before long, I gradually drifted into a deep slumber with my eyes closed.

* * *

"Here..."

Once again, I found myself in that dream.

A recurring dream featuring a mysterious man.

"After the selection process... it's been a while since I've had this dream."

The content of the dream was the same as usual.

Just an empty space, a place with nothing.

Only a mysterious man, whose features I couldn't quite discern, bound by chains and trapped here in the dream.

"Who are you exactly? Why do you always appear in my dreams?"

Knowing there would be no answer, I still approached him and asked the same question I had asked before.

But as expected, the man showed no reaction to me.

Just bound by chains, limbs stretched out as usual.

"...As usual, no different."

With that thought, I eventually gave up.

Clang—

"...!"

In a typical dream, the mysterious man would usually gaze intensely somewhere with a look filled with deep resentment and hostility. He would then abruptly turn his gaze towards me, causing me to wake up from the dream.

However,

This time, for some reason, he was lifting his head directly towards me, his gaze fixed on me.

"W-What...!"

The intense gaze, just like before, pierced through where I was.

"Can he see me...?"

Swallowing nervously, I stuttered, speaking to him with trembling eyes.

At that moment, as if hearing my voice,

The man's lips, which had remained tightly sealed until now,

For the first time, opened in front of me.

["───"]

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

Amidst the confusing sequence of events, while I was still bewildered,

At that moment, the man in front of me spoke again.

["──Be careful of the '──."]

"What...? Wait, what does that mean...! Be careful of who...!"

Crash—!

In an instant, before finishing his sentence, the scene in front of my eyes flashed white, engulfing my vision, giving me a sensation of being sucked into somewhere, my mind feeling like it was being pulled inward.

And then, I woke up once again in that strange altered dream.

"Huahk! Huahk...!"

Awakening on my bed in my room where I had fallen asleep, I wiped the sweat off my forehead slowly with a hand drenched in sweat, then looked down at the hand that wiped away the sweat without saying a word.

Then, I quietly pondered to myself, mumbling softly to interpret the meaning of the words spoken by the mysterious man in my dream.

"'Be careful of him'...?"

With the words of the unknown man lingering in my mind,

I welcomed the morning of the second day at the swordsmanship hall with a very perplexed expression, lost in deep contemplation.

        
            ---

The next day, during the morning's history class on Cross Swordsmanship, just like yesterday, I found myself lost in my thoughts during the lesson.

"What was that dream about? The sudden change in its content. I can't make sense of the warning that man gave me to be cautious."

*Sigh*

After pondering fruitlessly, I eventually stopped my train of thought out of frustration.

Glancing around, I once again felt a peculiar gaze directed at me, coincidentally as yesterday's training with Instructor Lora had ended. When I followed the subtle hint of the gaze, I saw Reyna from the Raynus family, part of the Crane Gate Clan, looking at me.

Surprised by our accidental eye contact, Reyna quickly averted her gaze towards the kind-looking, bespectacled instructor teaching history, who was now engrossed in the lesson.

"Why is she looking at me?"

Momentarily puzzled by the sudden attention, I couldn't fathom the reason behind her gaze. However, Reyna swiftly turned away, leaving me no choice but to redirect my focus back to the desk in front of me.

"Strange. It seems like inexplicable events keep happening one after another."

In the midst of this perplexing situation, a sigh escaped me involuntarily.

At that moment, the short, curly-haired, blond male instructor wearing glasses who was conducting the class spoke to the trainees.

"We'll conclude today's morning session with this. Starting from the next class, we will have outdoor training sessions with Instructor Lora."

"Eh!?"

"Oh, no! Please not that!"

"Why don't we have academic classes in the morning today!? Professor Redor!!"

"Ughhh...!"

Redor, the male instructor known for his scholarly demeanor, chuckled softly as he observed the contemplative trainees and said, "Haha..."

"This place is primarily for learning swordsmanship and combat techniques. Outdoor training holds more significance here than indoor classes like the history lessons I conduct. So, I hope you all strive your best for your own progress."

"Ahh...!"

"This is outrageous! It's tyranny!"

"Uwaaa...! My legs still won't listen to me because of yesterday's training..."

"Hahaha, that's it for now! Morning class dismissed!"

With those words, Instructor Redor left the classroom.

As the students slumped exhaustedly onto their desks or curled up, lamenting their fate, I overheard the mixed complaints of young ones.

"Jenjaaang...!"

"In 15 minutes... we'll face that demon-like instructor again... haha."

"Sigh... I've already given up. Reality is indeed harsh."

Listening to the children's complaints, I sat quietly, arms crossed, contemplating.

"No, this is actually a blessing in disguise for me. Training myself now is far more valuable than pointless history lessons."

With such thoughts in mind, I mentally prepared for Instructor Lora's upcoming training during the break.

Amidst this, I sensed someone approaching me and turned my gaze in that direction.

It was Nisha Hart, with her golden hair and distinctive red eyes.

"Hey, Leo. Hi."

Her awkward greeting seemed to stem from my cold demeanor towards her yesterday.

"Perhaps, from Nisha's perspective, it wasn't easy to approach me again after I had been so cold to her.

However, I wasn't that ruthless.

This time, I decisively met her gaze and replied, 'Please don't approach me so easily. I have no intention of forming unnecessary friendships with anyone.'

Of course, this was to keep her at a distance from me.

Once again, I came here on my own two feet to train myself, not to spend time unnecessarily with others.

I was in a different position and circumstances than them.

I was not idle.

But it seems she didn't quite understand my words.

'Ugh! Do you really have to be so cold? We did go through the selection process together on the same day. In a way, we are peers!'

'....'

What is she trying to say?

Just because we went through the selection process on the same day, does she want us to be all friendly and chatty?

Since my parents were killed, any unnecessary elements like friends were completely excluded from within me.

Such trivial things were unnecessary for me.

'I'm sorry, but even if you are the daughter of that nobleman, I have no intention of getting closer to you. I wonder why you, a direct descendant, show such keen interest in someone like me, who is just a commoner.'

'That's...'

'If you want to get along just because we went through the selection process on the same day, there's also Reyna, right?'

With those words, I pointed towards Reyna, who had silver hair and violet eyes, and who had been glancing over at this place.

Among those who went through the selection process on the same day as Nisha and me, there were only Reyna and Nisha in front of our eyes.

So, wouldn't it be better for me to build more connections and become friends with Reyna, who could also be a friend like me?

But it seems Nisha had already approached Reyna before me.

'She already talked to me...! But she didn't just answer, she completely ignored me! Ignored! Me, Nisha Hart, the direct daughter of the La Crantelle family? Yet she treats me as if I'm nothing...'

Nisha in front of me seemed quite unjustly teary-eyed, perhaps due to the treatment she received from her fellow selection process peers.

'Sob...! Why are both she and you so cold towards me? I just want to get along well with you all... What did I do wrong...!'

As she thought alone, sadness overwhelmed her, and tears started to well up in Nisha Hart's eyes.

Her reaction was somewhat unexpected.

If I handled this wrongly, I might end up trivializing her.

'Alright, I get it. Stop crying!'

'Really?'

As I responded quite flustered internally, Nisha, who seemed about to cry any moment, wiped away a tear from her eye with the back of her hand and asked me if I was serious.

'Yes... Haah...'

'Hehehe...! Finally, I've made a friend too!'

'....'

For some reason, there was a strange nuance as if I were making a friend for the first time, and I found myself subtly asking her with a puzzled expression whether I had misheard something.

'Um, by the way, were you saying that I was your only friend?'"

In response to my direct question, Nisha, who had been smiling brightly, suddenly stiffened like a rigid stone.

She then awkwardly avoided my gaze and replied with an uncomfortable smile.

"N-no way...?"

"....Really?"

As my persistent questioning began to sow doubt, Nisha, in a relentless interrogation that was more of a trial than a simple inquiry, finally exploded, shouting her denial at me.

"I'm telling you the truth...! Me, a direct descendant of La Crantel? How many people have tried to cozy up to me because of this connection?"

Seeing Nisha adamantly deny, I found it even harder to believe her strong denial.

"Is that so...? Well, being the direct daughter of the great La Crantel and having no friends of your age all this time does seem quite unbelievable."

In Nisha's vehement denial, I couldn't help but feel that there was something more to her words.

Silenced by my subtly probing tone, Nisha stiffened her expression and fell into silence.

Observing her reaction, it seemed that Nisha, due to her status as a direct descendant, had never really interacted or made friends with peers of her age before. It was merely my speculation based on her reaction, though. This indicated that she might be flaunting her status unnecessarily in front of me.

"So, you've never had friends before, right?"

"N-no...!"

With a face flushed with embarrassment and a vehement denial, Nisha's outburst drew the attention of the surrounding kids towards us instantly.

Feeling quite embarrassed myself, I exclaimed, "Okay, okay...!"

"I wasn't a complete loner without any friends!!"

"Hey, hey! Stop it, stop it! I was wrong!"

It seemed like I had touched upon something sensitive that I shouldn't have.

Nisha seemed to be rambling without fully understanding what she was saying.

Unable to hide my perplexity at Nisha's behavior, I quickly admitted my mistake and hurriedly tried to comfort and calm her down.

"Yes, yes! I was wrong. You're not a loner. So let's not cry now. I was wrong. No more tears!"

*Sob!* *Sniff!*

Though she seemed on the verge of tears, Nisha, strangely, listened well amidst it all. Despite being a direct descendant of La Crantel, she was just a young girl after all, making me realize that fact discreetly as I continued to console her.

As the bell signaling the end of break time echoed through the school, I looked at her, her face still red with embarrassment, and thought to myself,

"This wasn't part of the plan..."

While I had no intention of building unnecessary relationships with anyone, I decided to tolerate some of her grievances since I hadn't considered her feelings enough and had spoken carelessly.

Thus, the incident between Nisha and me came to a close for the time being, and the next class began.

I found myself once again facing Laura, the instructor who had been making mischievous expressions outside.

Her sinister grin seemed to remind the students of yesterday's events, causing them to shudder.

Addressing the frightened trainees collectively, Laura, with a loud voice and a sly smile, appeared to be gearing up to give them a good scolding.

"Did you sleep well last night, you young fledglings!!!"

With that shout and a smirk, I realized that the second day of training had begun.

        
            ---

"Well then, shall we start today with a fulfilling and profound training session?"

Approaching the children with a mischievous expression, Instructor Laura extended friendly shoulder bumps to both sides.

Dressed in revealing attire that accentuated her sensual figure, Laura instructor bared her midriff, navel, and thighs as she spoke sharply.

"Eek...!"

"Oh, what are we going to do today...!"

"Stop! I don't even want to imagine it!"

In response to the trainees' fearful reactions towards Laura's training, which seemed to have pleased her yesterday, Laura instructor chuckled.

Then, unexpectedly, Laura instructor said to the trainee children out of the blue,

"Run."

"...?"

The trainees raised multiple question marks above their heads as if they had misheard.

So, Laura instructor kindly reiterated,

"I said run, you brats!"

"...!!"

"No way! Even if you tell us to run out of the blue...!"

The bewildered children wore expressions of confusion as they hesitated.

"Oh, I forgot to designate a place for them to run."

As if realizing her mistake, Laura instructor laughed cheerfully again and said,

"Just run, you little rascals! Why are you all talking so much? If you're going to yap, just lie down!"

"Eek!"

"Demon instructor! A devil without mercy!"

"Ahhhh...!"

Laura instructor's cheerful laughter from a moment ago seemed to have vanished into thin air as she once again transformed into a demon-like figure, making the children run without specifying where to go.

However, as I followed along with their running, I could roughly guess that Laura instructor was telling other children not to run here.

"Is she telling us to run here? It's spacious enough with few obstacles to run comfortably."

After yesterday's training, I looked around again, thinking it might be another physical endurance exercise.

Outside the building where the classroom was located, there was a well-maintained area of suitable size in front of the main gate.

It was evident that this area had been prepared from the start for the purpose of training the trainees' physical endurance.

At that moment, as the children were running as if in a trance, Laura instructor mentioned,

"Oh, those who fall behind this time will have supplementary training like yesterday. The time limit is thirty minutes. The first one to finish each lap can skip running and rest ahead of others."

Upon hearing Laura instructor's words, the expressions of some trainees who were running attentively changed. Following Laura instructor's instructions, they began sprinting at full speed to finish the lap first.

First place.

Achieving first place might allow one to escape from this ignorant training method.

With such thoughts in mind, the students in the class eventually started interfering with each other without any hesitation.

"Move aside...!"

"Ack! Don't push me!"

"Oh...!"

Whether this chaos was part of Laura instructor's plan or not, the children who were running began pushing each other, grabbing each other's collars, or pulling them without hesitation.

"Hehehe!"

Seeing the chaotic scene unfold as intended, Laura instructor began to laugh quite satisfactorily.

"Look! First place is right in front of your noses!? Hurry and run! Run!"

Watching Laura instructor play with the children, I couldn't help but secretly reassess my evaluation of her that I had made after seeing her yesterday.

"Perhaps that person... really is a demon instructor, just as the kids say."

In the end, the guy who came in first could soon take a break separately where Laura Instructor was, as Laura Instructor had said.

The standard for the finish line seemed to be where they started running. It looked like it was determined where Laura Instructor was standing.

"Phew! Phew! Aja...! This time, I'm the first!"

Watching the guy who seemed genuinely happy and ecstatic, even making gestures of joy, I shook my head in the middle of running, my eyes gleaming with thoughts.

'But is it really just great to be able to rest so quickly like that?'

Soon, I could assert that Laura Instructor did not make them run aimlessly like this after analyzing why she had made them run like this.

This place exists currently to train oneself.

It's a place where one must continuously face tests and various trials endlessly to grow.

Even though being the first so quickly might feel good now because you get to rest early compared to the other kids, someday, you might be overtaken by someone who runs one or two more laps than you.

'Assuming that, if I keep running within the limit set by the instructor, not falling below the maximum of 10 people, then it should be fine.'

"Oh?"

Suddenly, Laura Instructor, seeing me and some others who had grasped her intentions, began to show a very interesting look at the remaining few of us.

"Wow! Finally, I'm first!"

As the number of laps continued, with the exclusion of the guy who had just come in first among the remaining fourteen, the remaining number of people now became thirteen, including me.

Among them were me, Nisha, and Reyna, who had been running at the front.

'Do these guys have the same thoughts as me?'

Despite being able to be first earlier, they seemed to deliberately control their pace and continue running.

However, now that there were about ten people left behind, those two also began to slowly pick up the pace towards the end.

At that moment, passing each other, I and the girls had a moment where our gazes met.

In the middle was me, Nisha on the left, and Reyna on the right, running.

"I'll go first! Leo!"

"...."

The guys beside me, showing different expressions and reactions from each other, quickly surged ahead of me, passing me by in an instant.

"Phew."

Seeing that, I let out a deep breath.

There was a clear difference between not intending to be first and being capable of being first but not becoming first.

If Reyna and Nisha, who passed me, had been running with the same thoughts as me until now,

I had no intention of going easy on them anymore.

"Stay strong! Push! The first place is right in front of you!"

Suddenly, the guys who had gathered around Laura Instructor, sitting on the ground resting, began to cheer for Nisha and Reyna, who were running at the front.

Observing them, I exerted even more sincerity and started running.

"....!"

"Hey... Isn't he getting faster?"

"He seems to be getting faster than the other two in front...?"

Unknowingly, I overtook Nisha and Reyna and was now running at the forefront.

With determination and a competitive spirit, I eventually managed to reach the finish line before the girls who had passed me.

"Wow...!"

"Incredible! What's with these guys? Weren't they holding back from the start?"

"Wow."

Finally, a few observant students noticed the truth and were greatly surprised by me and Nisha Reyna.

[...]

Amidst this, Laura, who had been quietly chuckling to herself with her arms crossed, turned her head slightly back while looking at me, who was catching my breath behind her, and muttered as if talking to herself.

"This year... quite interesting individuals have joined."

[...]

Excluding ten individuals, everyone successfully completed the training. For those lagging behind, Laura provided additional training, while for the rest who passed, she announced the next training session.

"Now, the training we will undertake is related to Ora."

"Oh...! Finally!"

"At last, a proper training instead of mere brute force!"

"What did you say!? Who called it mere brute force just now!"

*Snickers...*

A child who eventually revealed their true feelings about the simple brute force training ended up being caught by Laura's grip and received the Iron Claw they had seen on the first day.

As I watched them hanging helplessly in the air, I felt sorry for them.

While I was trembling as I watched that child,

At that moment, I felt a familiar questioning gaze directed towards me, similar to yesterday.

However, this time, it wasn't just one pair of eyes but two.

It was Nisha and Reyna.

On the same day, these two exceptional individuals who had entered here as direct and indirect descendants after passing the selection process.

'...Looks like another gaze has been added.'

Pretending not to notice their gazes, I started listening attentively to Laura's explanation about the training related to Ora that was about to begin in front of us.

"If you were born in La Crantel, each of you should be able to easily manifest your unique Ora, the flame's characteristic of La Crantel. I believe that everyone here knows how to manifest that Ora."

Some kids nodded in agreement with Laura's words.

Addressing those trainees, Laura spoke with a rather serious demeanor.

"Today, I will teach you how to more efficiently manifest that Ora and how to accumulate Ora regularly."

Sensing the curious gazes of the children sitting on the floor, Laura glanced at them once and then, with her trademark devilish grin, chuckled before continuing.

"Ora Core - Lower Junction."

"The first of the three junctions within the human body: Lower Junction, Middle Junction, Upper Junction."

"Today, we will create the Lower Junction directly below your navel."

As I listened quietly, my expression turned serious.

This was the beginning.

The moment to pave my way as a proper inspector.

Laura's explanation continued uninterrupted.

        
            "Laura explained, 'The reason you were able to manifest the Flame Aura before was simply due to mana being absorbed into your bodies without proper refinement, then haphazardly released in the form of Aura.'"

Laura, the instructor, raised one of her hands and demonstrated by manifesting a blue aura in her clenched fist.

Unlike the Flame Aura unique to La Crantel, this was a very ordinary, featureless blue aura.

"My ordinary aura doesn't possess the fiery nature like yours. However, I am purer and stronger than you. Do you understand why?"

Observing some students maintaining silence or nodding, Laura, with a sly smile on her face, began intensifying the release of Aura in her hand.

As she did so, the formless aura started emitting a strong, solid blue light, becoming more vivid and distinct with a sound like "shoooo" echoing in the air.

Having displayed this, Laura abruptly quelled the aura she had been releasing in front of the students.

"..."

"Have you seen it? The significant difference between me and clueless novices like you."

Seeing the students nodding eagerly, Laura smiled broadly and continued, "Accumulation, transformation, control, and release."

She explained, "Absorb mana from the atmosphere, accumulate it within your body, refine it into Aura, and then release it."

With a serious gaze, Laura extended her clenched hand towards the sky, projecting the blue aura's light from her palm.

Above her hand, a small orb of aura took shape like a tiny sphere.

"Next, control the accumulated aura within your body and release it outward."

After explaining this, the mesmerized students listened intently, gazing at the blue aura emitted from her hand as if entranced.

To snap them out of their trance-like state, Laura suddenly clenched her fist, dispersing the aura created through her fingers, causing it to vanish in an instant.

"To perform this process swiftly, you first need to create what is called an Aura Core."

The students, now attentive and serious, listened carefully to her explanation after regaining their focus.

Laura continued, "An Aura Core helps accelerate the absorption and refinement of mana from the atmosphere within your body. It also aids in enhancing the output for a moment of release and partially improves your ability to control the mana and aura within your body. It is indeed a crucial element that must be created within individuals like our inspectors and martial artists."

Addressing the still-focused students, Laura spoke earnestly, "Now, I believe you all understand why our inspectors and martial artists must create an Aura Core. From now on, each of you will follow the method I teach to create this Aura Core. Understood?"

"Yes!"

With eager faces and sparkling eyes, the students answered sincerely for the first time, prompting Laura to begin teaching them with a proud and satisfying smile.

Thus, including myself, each student assumed a specific posture following Laura's instructions meticulously.

In common parlance, it was time to get down to business.

[Laura's explanation stated that it was a posture to quickly and stably absorb mana into the body.]

I sat in a row with my classmates, maintaining a certain distance from each other, adjusting our postures and sitting upright.

"From now on, close your eyes and focus your mind. Feel the mana in the air that usually floats around you and slowly draw it into your own body."

Following Laura's instructions, each trainee closed their eyes, concentrated their minds, and began to gradually draw external mana into their bodies.

As I sat there with closed eyes, focusing like the others, I too started absorbing the mana floating around outside into my body.

Nearby, Nisha and Reyna were also fully engaged in their training.

"As you do this, remember, you will convert the mana absorbed into your body into aura. Change its nature. Imagine vividly the refining process happening inside your body. It might be challenging, but you will succeed."

With closed eyes and focused minds, some trainees, their eyelids trembling with cold sweat, received Laura's first words of encouragement and support in a warm yet calm voice.

Indeed, I didn't think Laura, with her encouraging tone, was just a harsh instructor to the students.

With such thoughts, I followed Laura's guidance, gradually refining the mana absorbed into my body into aura.

"Once you have converted mana into aura, concentrate further to direct the transformed aura towards your lower abdomen."

Following Laura's continued guidance, I concentrated, moving the newly refined aura down to the lower abdomen as she had shown earlier.

"Well done. It seems everyone has been doing well up to this point. Truly impressive, La Crantelle."

Encouraged by Laura's confident tone, some trainees, still with closed eyes, subtly displayed a faint smile of growing confidence.

"Now, this is where it gets real! Concentrate even more than before. Visualize creating a tiny sphere like the one I showed you earlier in your lower abdomen."

'...Was Laura's consideration earlier meant to make this moment easier to envision?'

I acknowledged that Laura was indeed an excellent instructor in teaching the students.

While her teaching style might be rough and challenging for young children, it certainly seemed like a more efficient method.

I considered Laura to be the true first mentor who taught me properly.

Following Laura's instructions, I soon visualized creating a small sphere as she had demonstrated earlier.

It was like molding clay bit by bit, shaping the image of the aura sphere.

"Excellent. Leo Hart. Nisha, Reyna. The three of you have almost completed your cores. Well done. Others, concentrate a little more. Completion is within reach!"

Interestingly, Laura seemed to observe our internal processes as if they were projected, directly mentioning our progress in creating aura cores.

'Perhaps... it's a special observation method using auras. And Nisha and Reyna have almost created aura cores like me. They are truly remarkable individuals.'

Of course, I couldn't help but acknowledge my own exceptional talent, similar to theirs, as I silently praised them in my mind.

'But still, I feel somewhat different from ordinary kids.'

Up to that point, I subtly sensed that the reason for receiving that feeling was closely related to a question about a man appearing in my dreams.

"Perhaps... there is a high probability of a deep connection between the man appearing in my dreams and something else. No matter how much I think about it, it's growing and developing too rapidly for me to simply attribute it to my pure innate talent, to the point where I can't convince myself."

If the man in that dream is not just a simple dream but also has some kind of impact on me in reality...

"Why is that? Even now, I don't really understand. From my perspective, striving for greater strength is undeniably favorable, but..."

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't see a clear answer, so I stopped pondering.

Then, standing up, I approached Instructor Laura and asked her, "Instructor Laura, what should the person who has already completed the Oler Core do now?"

In response to my words, Instructor Laura looked at me with a very intriguing gaze that seemed to run differently and said, "Oh, you've already created the Oler Core within your body. Impressive."

After a moment of contemplation, Instructor Laura, with a distracted look in her eyes, quickly regained her composure and said to me, "Good! Originally, today's lesson was only going to cover creating the Oler Core within the body, but... you are a special case. A keen fellow like you should train in a different way according to that intuition."

Following this, Instructor Laura continued speaking to me, "For you, I will introduce a very special training course that was not originally planned."

Turning to me, she said, "Follow me! Those who have not yet created the core should continue to focus!"

Instructor Laura, after finishing her separate instructions to the other children who had not yet created the Oler Core, gestured for me to follow her and began walking somewhere.

"It seems that Instructor Laura has another training method that I have not seen before," I thought as I quietly followed her.

"It's actually good for me. It's meaningless to grow just like the other kids. At least, it's important for me to grow rapidly enough to be able to defeat villains wearing blue masks."

Observing Instructor Laura's back as she guided me somewhere, I evaluated her in my mind.

"Instructor Laura... Just as before, she is truly an outstanding leader who can help me grow rapidly to reach that level."

After silently reaffirming my evaluation of Instructor Laura, I spoke to the instructor who was walking ahead of me.

"Instructor Laura."

"What's the matter?"

"If I successfully complete this training... will I be able to become much stronger than I am now?"

At my sudden question, Instructor Laura, who was walking ahead, suddenly stopped in her tracks, turned her gaze forward again, remained silent for a few seconds while still facing away from me.

Then, Instructor Laura turned her gaze towards me and confidently, with a firm look in her eyes, said, "Of course. You will not just get a little stronger, but several times stronger than you are now."

Upon hearing Instructor Laura's response, I stood still and gazed at her for a moment.

Then, I finally opened my mouth, which had been tightly shut, and expressed my thoughts to the instructor.

"...Understood. If that's possible, I will make sure to perfectly carry out all of your training, no matter how difficult it may be."

"......"

With those words, Instructor Laura showed me an inexplicable gaze and then silently began to walk away without saying anything.

In the same manner, I too gazed at her for a moment before resuming my halted steps and followed after her.

And with that, I soon found myself arriving at a certain location guided by Instructor Laura.

A training ground of peculiar nature,

where I could become stronger.

        
            The place I arrived at was a forest located a bit away from the martial arts hall.

There, various artificially created training courses of different difficulty levels were prepared.

"I didn't originally plan to bring a trainee who just joined the institution here so early, but..."

Laura, the instructor, turned her gaze towards me and with her characteristic devilish smile, said to me, "I didn't expect to bring a newcomer like you here so soon."

She continued, "You will be the first among the trainees to experience this special hell course training ground that I have prepared."

From the attitude in which she spoke as if this was your first time here, I realized that this place was recently created by her.

Although Laura had not been around the Cross Martial Arts Hall for a long time, upon a cursory inspection, it seemed that everything was in a state of being unused.

"...It seems like it could be quite fun."

"Fun?"

At my seemingly trivial remark, Laura, baring her white teeth, retorted, "Really? Will you still say that in front of me later?"

Her sinister grin indicated her confidence in the place she had prepared.

"...Very well. Let's give it a try. Where should we start?"

In response to my somewhat challenging question, Laura raised an eyebrow and gestured towards a specific location.

"First, start with that."

Laura pointed to a training area where thin wooden blocks, seemingly not very thick, served as footholds in a pit-like depression.

It appeared to be a place where one would jump from one wooden block to another in a straight line, requiring careful movement to avoid falling into a large pit-like area with a seemingly vast depth that would result in more than just minor injuries if one fell.

"...The training area seems like it might be interesting right from the start."

"Originally, this was a training ground that you would have used around the time you became second-year students."

As Laura explained to me, she crossed her arms and inspected the area with a nonchalant gaze.

"Why don't you give it a try? Show me what you can do."

Before heading to the spot indicated by Laura, I asked one thing.

"Do we just need to jump around on the cut wooden blocks' surfaces?"

"You must be kidding, you fool."

"Then how?"

"Close your eyes."

"What?"

Taken aback by the seemingly unreasonable request, I asked Laura if I had misheard something.

"Close your eyes and reach the end only by stepping on all the wooden blocks using your sense of hearing and touch."

"...."

'So the wooden blocks were arranged in a zigzag pattern at regular intervals.'

With that thought, I nodded my head and moved my body.

"Understood. Let me give it a try."

"Are you sure? Falling won't just end in minor injuries."

Facing Laura, who seemed to subtly instill fear, I casually replied, "I'm fine. It feels like something is possible."

And saying that wasn't entirely baseless.

Just by looking at it, I could discern whether it was possible or not, as if I could judge for myself,

I believed it was possible.

That strange sensation I had experienced yesterday and just now reinforced my confidence.

'It's possible. If it's me.'

Still, closing my eyes and engaging in such a perilous training was somewhat nerve-wracking.

It was the fear of the unknown, an inevitable terror of inexperience.

A natural emotion for any person.

After taking a deep breath, I carefully suppressed the emotions and smoothly landed on the surface of the first tree stump.

"Hmm?"

Laura, the instructor, seemed slightly surprised by my actions.

'Let's start from there.'

Standing on the first tree stump, I gazed once at the point at the end of the pit that seemed to be the destination, then lowered my eyes gently as I looked at the next tree stump I had to move to.

I thought that Laura didn't cover my eyes with a cloth not because there was none, but rather as a sort of test to see if my will would be consumed by fear in the middle.

'Relying solely on hearing and touch is impossible. Even for someone with innate senses, it's a difficult task.'

Thinking this way, I quickly realized that this first training course did not rely solely on hearing and touch.

'Laura brought me here precisely because I just created a core through my senses.'

My sixth sense, perceiving beyond the five senses, was an extraordinary sensation that allowed me to intuitively penetrate the essence.

Feeling the aura within the body and controlling it were all possible through this sense.

And I, possessing such a remarkable sense, could confidently consider myself superior to anyone else.

'While there may be ways to enhance touch or hearing using the aura within the body to pass, clearing this training through my sixth sense will ultimately be more beneficial to me in various ways.'

I swiftly assessed the given situation, exploring and discerning the only way and weapon I could use to navigate through it.

In the end, I was able to land safely at the next point.

After that, there were no mistakes or difficulties.

As I started to succeed, the time it took to leap to the next point shortened gradually, like gradually grasping the feeling.

"That lad is quite something."

Observing everything from behind, Laura, still with her arms crossed, showed a glint in her eyes.

'Just in case, I didn't provide precise guidance to test him, yet he managed to figure things out on his own without any hints. It's evidence of excellent judgment and discernment.'

With such thoughts, Laura soon increased her pace, finishing the first course successfully and silently watching me without saying a word. Then, she turned her back on me, leaving me alone to look at the next course.

'Soon enough, he'll probably pass the training well even without my advice. If he does well, he might clear everything here in no time. For now, let's go check on those kids still busy creating aura cores.'

With those thoughts and a subtle smile, Laura left the place, moving towards where other trainees were diligently focused on creating aura cores.

* * *

"Where on earth did Instructor Laura go?"

Lost in concentration on the new course, I hadn't even noticed when Laura disappeared, and I found myself anxiously searching for her whereabouts.

"Really, she's quite irresponsible."

I didn't actually think that way, but in my loneliness, I blurted out those words.

"Anyway, it's truly an interesting training method."

Upon passing through the next course and preparing for the subsequent training, I vaguely sensed that I was gradually improving more than my past self.

"I am mainly progressing in my senses, judgment, and control over aura."

Clearing each given task one by one, I found myself able to enhance fundamental aspects that should always be prioritized, advancing several steps faster than before, almost without realizing it.

All within just half a day.

Simultaneously, a certain level of confidence began to bloom within me.

Among my peers, there might not be anyone stronger than me.

"Now... I feel like I can accomplish anything adequately."

In a heightened state of awareness, I silently contemplated while gazing at the white flames of aura I conjured in my hand.

"I am in a unique position to handle this special flame that even the experts cannot use."

Clutching the flame that had blossomed in my hand, I dispersed it back into the air, watching it vanish, feeling more empowered than ever as I looked up at the darkening sky.

With determination, I clenched my fist tightly, a gesture that seemed to symbolize my inner resolve.

At that moment, Laura, the instructor who had gone to check on the progress of other trainees, returned to our location, catching my attention.

"Hey! Have you cleared all the courses I personally prepared?"

To Laura's inquiry, I calmly replied, "Yes, I have passed all of them without missing a beat."

"Hmm? I had some expectations that you might manage it to some extent... but I didn't anticipate you would complete everything in just one day."

Laura seemed quite satisfied as she approached me with an approving demeanor.

She didn't bother to confirm whether I had truly succeeded or not. It seemed she wasn't the type to nitpick over details that would soon come to light.

Then Laura said to me, "Well, that's enough for today. You should head back to your assigned quarters and rest now. I've already sent the others back."

"Understood."

"It seems like all the students in the same class have successfully created their auras."

While there were variations in individual speeds, from the outset, this Cross Swordsmanship Academy was a place where some of the most talented individuals in La Crantel could be found. Therefore, although their completion speeds might have been slightly slower than mine, it seemed unlikely that anyone here had failed to complete their aura cores in the end.

"Well then, excuse me. Instructor Laura. Oh, and thank you very much for today."

Nodding respectfully to express my gratitude for enabling such training, I turned around and headed straight back to my quarters.

As I walked away,

Laura, left alone, silently watched me depart, then muttered to herself.

"He knows how to say appreciative words quite well."

Seemingly feeling a bit awkward, Laura briskly ruffled her hair and started to walk away, leaving the area behind.

        
            The next day,

"Hey! Are you not running faster? Those with no stamina, how can they properly wield a sword and swing it!?"

Today, the students receiving training were enduring physical conditioning under the guidance of Laura, a short-haired instructor with a tan complexion, causing the students in the same class to look as if they could collapse at any moment.

"Heh heh!"

"That devil of an instructor...!"

"Ugh... save me...."

As some of the students complained, Reyna with silver hair and Nisha with golden hair swiftly moved ahead.

Reyna and Nisha seemed to run several laps more than the others.

Truly fearsome stamina and determination.

"Indeed, she's the lord's daughter..."

"She's a direct descendant."

"Did you hear that? Nisha has another direct connection to a different lord in another class."

"Oh, the guy who is said to be her one-year-older brother?"

"But rumors say they are actually step-siblings...."

A peculiar rumor circulated among the students running around the wide courtyard of the swordsmanship hall, with some less exhausted children whispering among themselves.

"There!! If you have energy to shout, then run faster!"

"Eek!"

"Y-yes...!!"

Laura, the instructor with lightning-like eyes, spurred them on, but those words were heard by someone right behind, and like the others, I pondered while running.

"Nisha Hart's different stepbrother...? Is he the guy I saw during the selection test, the one with black hair?"

A red eye covered by black hair.

At that time, it seemed like their mother might be someone from a distant Eastern land.

"How did they get involved with a person who lived so far away?"

That point intrigued me, and although the backstory was somewhat intriguing, I soon stopped thinking and continued running.

"Well, it's none of my business."

With that thought, I increased my running speed and quickly overtook the kids running ahead.

"Panting! Isn't that kid getting tired...?"

"No, is he really from the same lineage as us? He doesn't seem ordinary no matter how you look at it."

"I don't know. Rumor has it something happened during the third day of the selection test..."

"Is there gossip spreading about me?"

Now hearing the whispers of the kids behind, I briefly considered that, then shifted my focus to Nisha and Reyna, who were running ahead of me.

And then, I started to chase after them closely.

* * *

"Good job! Since we had training all morning today, history class will start in the afternoon. Until the bell rings, practice individually! That's all!"

"Yes, sir."

"Phew. Still, I'm relieved. It was only training with Instructor Laura this morning."

"What did you say? You little rascal?"

"Grr!"

Once again, I watched foolishly as a young boy got teased and his face scrunched up, when suddenly, while catching my breath, I felt the gaze of Reyna with silver hair approaching me.

"What's wrong?"

Sitting in front of a tree, resting with one arm on my knee to cool off, I asked Reyna, who stood upright beside me, calmly with a slightly controlled breath.

In response, Reyna closed her eyes for a moment, took a deep breath, and then spoke clearly to me.

"...You were faster again today."

"Oh, really?"

As if it were nothing, Reyna responded with a slightly furrowed brow, not pleased with my attitude. She let out a deep sigh and spoke to me again.

"...Next time, don't be so stubborn."

I remained silent.

Observing Reyna's peculiar competitive psychology, I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye.

Her long, shining silver hair fluttered in the wind, giving her a pure appearance. However, her charm seemed somewhat diminished due to her aloof expression.

Her light purple eyes were somewhat hazy and dazzling, almost captivating the gaze that met hers in a mysterious way.

In short, she gave off an impression of innocence mixed with allure.

She was somewhat dangerous.

"Seems like a forbidden fruit."

One shouldn't touch recklessly, as if once touched, one could never escape from its enchantment. She possessed such a seductive charm that seemed impossible to break free from once involved.

"Well, it's none of my concern."

After all, I have no reason to get involved with her.

Although I am in the prime of my youth, focusing on immediate self-improvement is more important than anything else right now, especially for seeking revenge for my parents and avoiding being consumed by another stronger individual. I must become strong. Wasting time on trivial matters is only for fools like Nisha Hart.

I reluctantly made contact with Nisha, whom I usually kept at arm's length, exchanging casual words with her.

Even tigers respond when called, and Nisha Hart happened to approach me.

"What are you two up to? Reyna, who barely speaks to me, is chatting away with Leo."

Nisha, with her golden hair tied back, smiled with her eyes but seemed slightly annoyed, as if feeling left out.

"We were just having a brief conversation."

"Oh really?"

Somehow extending her words at the end of her explanation, Nisha briefly turned her gaze towards Reyna before raising the corners of her mouth slightly, forming a sly smile instead.

Then, with her hands clasped behind her back, she approached me briskly, slightly bending forward at the waist, looking down at me, meeting my gaze, and said,

"Don't mess around."

"What?"

Taken aback by her sudden remark, I was so surprised that I almost jumped up from where I sat.

"What are you talking about? I don't think we've had any special relationship."

Although I denied it immediately, Nisha straightened her previously bent waist, took a few steps back while still clasping her hands behind her back, and retreated a few paces closer to where she had been standing.

However, her demeanor showed no signs of backing down.

"That's not true, right? Leo and I have a somewhat special relationship, don't we?"

"If anyone hears this, they might misunderstand. Don't speak so casually."

Despite her playful laughter, I had resigned myself halfway to accepting a friendship-like relationship with her in the current situation. But it certainly did not mean we were in a special romantic relationship.

I always considered us as friends, or at most, occasional companions who helped each other out.

"Hmph! Just kidding. I wanted to tease you a bit because of what happened last time. After all, Leo, you were quite cold to me when we first met, weren't you?"

"..."

Indeed, I remember responding coldly to her on the first day.

Upon hearing this, I was momentarily at a loss for words.

"Anyway, I'll let that incident slide. But, aren't we somewhat in a special relationship?"

"Well, even now..."

[That was something she probably didn't even realize, that they were just like friends. Watching Nisha create a situation that could be misunderstood as such until the end, I found myself frowning.]

[And then Reyna, who had been observing our strange conversation right in front of us, looked back and forth between me and Nisha before quietly asking,]

"Are you two... what's your relationship?"

[It was just one question, but Nisha and I ended up showing different reactions.]

"Hmph!"

"Sigh... It's not a weird relationship. Don't misunderstand. We're just simple friends, that's all."

[I never imagined that the word "friend" would eventually come out of my mouth, but in the end, I blurted it out myself.]

[However, oddly enough, as soon as those words left my mouth, Nisha, who had been smiling through the pain, suddenly froze in her movements.]

[Then, staring blankly at me without saying a word for a moment, her ruby-like red eyes seemed to make me feel somewhat awkward.]

[So, unknowingly, avoiding her intensely staring crimson eyes, I added with a slight hesitation,]

"...What. No?"

[Although I said it awkwardly and somewhat embarrassed, Nisha's response, on the contrary, was surprisingly positive and bright.]

"...No, you're right. You and I are definitely friends."

[Why a simple word like "friend" can make people feel embarrassed and ashamed, I don't understand.]

"...I see. So, we're friends."

[Reyna, who had been quietly listening to our conversation from the side, blurred the end of the conversation with a subtle nuance, then briefly lowered her gaze as if thinking about something before attempting to leave.]

"Well then, I'll go now."

[As if implying that she had already seen everything she needed to.]

[Reyna, turning her back to leave, caught my attention as I half-turned my body towards her from behind.]

[Nisha, who had been staring intently at me for some reason for a while, turned her gaze back towards me.]

[Suddenly, smoothly,]

Instead of leaning against the tree in front of me, she leaned closer towards me.

"!"

[At that moment, along with Nisha's fragrant scent, a few strands of her hair fell in my direction, capturing my gaze momentarily.]

[Without saying a word, Nisha gently brushed a few fallen strands of hair near her ear with her slender fingers, then leaned against the tree I was leaning on, looking down at me as if examining me from above.]

[Face-to-face at such a close distance, her ruby-like eyes somehow made me unable to move.]

[Feeling each other's breath in such close proximity, Nisha suddenly spoke to me in a very soft voice.]

"Thank you..."

"For calling me a friend."

[With those words, she straightened her body again and immediately turned away from me.]

[Showing her reddened ears with her hands covering them, she stood still for a moment, occasionally taking steps away.]

[Still leaning against the tree, I sat there, feeling a strange warmth in my face, covering my mouth with one hand and awkwardly avoiding eye contact.]

        
            During lunchtime,

I was taking a walk outside to digest my meal briefly.

At that moment, I saw an instructor watering the blue flowers in the garden of the martial arts hall.

It was Instructor Redor, who taught history with short, curly blonde hair and blue eyes.

Noticing me walking towards him from the other side, he greeted me with familiarity.

"Oh, Leo, are you on your way back from lunch?"

"Yes. Hello, Instructor Redor."

"Haha, there's no need to be so formal with me."

"No, it's not that. What are you doing here, Instructor?"

"I was just watering the garden. Since I started working here, taking care of this small garden somehow became my responsibility."

"I see..."

Instructor Redor, who taught history, had a handsome and kind appearance, with what seemed like gentle eyes, making him quite popular among female students.

"Well then, I'll excuse myself now, Instructor Redor."

Nodding, as I was about to take my leave,

"Oh, wait a moment, Leo."

"Yes?"

I stopped as Instructor Redor held me back, turning my head towards him.

"Are you managing well in the martial arts hall?"

"...Yes, I suppose."

Puzzled by why he was asking, I looked at him questioningly, and he smiled before speaking.

"That's good to hear. I hope you continue to do well in the martial arts hall, Leo."

"...? Why is that? Why would you...?"

He seemed like someone I had no connection or interaction with.

Or so I thought.

"Haha, seems like you didn't know. I am your mother's acquaintance from our academy days. We were childhood friends back then."

"...Really?"

It was news to me.

I had always thought of my mother as being from an ordinary family background.

To think that my mother had attended the academy as well, and on top of that, the Redor Instructor in front of me was a childhood friend of hers?

"...It's a sudden story, so it's a bit surprising."

"Hahaha, it can be. Your mother might not have mentioned me to you, her child."

"..."

Referring to my mother by the nickname Nia seemed like a shortened term of endearment.

"So, you were an acquaintance of my mother..."

Unexpectedly encountering this unfamiliar presence, I felt unsure how to react to him.

"Don't feel too awkward. Your mother and I share a special bond from our past."

"...Thank you for your consideration."

Grateful for his understanding words, I awkwardly hid my discomfort and once again nodded in thanks to him.

Feeling a bit overwhelmed and surprised by the sudden turn of events, I tried to show some respect, knowing he was a long-time acquaintance of my mother.

Despite feeling a bit abrupt and flustered, I decided to pay my respects considering he was a long-time acquaintance of my mother.

In response to my actions, Instructor Redor continued to smile warmly, gazing at me for a moment with a hint of a smile playing on his lips.

"...I should go now. I have to get going."

"Oh, I wasn't paying enough attention. Please, go ahead. I hope we can chat again next time."

His warm, considerate smile seemed to be one of the reasons why he was popular among the female students in the same class.

"Well then, I'll take my leave."

With a deep bow, I bid my farewell and decisively stepped away from that place.

....

And for some reason, I felt like Rear Admiral Ledor was staring at me intently as I walked away.

* * *

"Let's begin the lesson."

"Eek! You still look handsome today!"

"That's true. Do you have a girlfriend?"

In the afternoon, during the history class, the tall and charming Rear Admiral Ledor conducted the lesson. Watching him, I thought he might be popular among the noisy girls in the same class, so I turned my gaze out the window.

'Maybe I just imagined Rear Admiral Ledor's gaze earlier.'

Perhaps realizing he was an old acquaintance of my mother made things awkward, and I briefly felt self-conscious about it.

Resting my chin on one hand, I gazed quietly out the classroom window at the falling leaves.

'Mother...'

Thinking about my parents after a long time made me feel somewhat melancholic. The question of who the culprit was, besides the traces of the Blue Sword Flower, lingered in my mind.

Amidst these thoughts, I felt a gaze silently watching me. Turning my head slightly towards the source of the gaze, I met the intense gaze of the blushing Nisha Hart.

"...."

Feeling a bit embarrassed by the situation, I quickly averted my eyes back to the window.

As the afternoon class proceeded without incident and transitioned into the end of the day, while walking down the hallway, I accidentally heard loud commotion coming from a neighboring classroom.

Thud!

"Oof!"

A male trainee flew out of the classroom door and crashed into the hallway wall with a loud thud.

"Ack!"

"There's a fight! Over here!"

Upon closer inspection, I recognized the boy who had been kicked into the wall from the selection ceremony earlier.

'I think his name was...'

Though I vaguely remembered hearing his name that day, it didn't come to mind clearly.

'Can't recall.'

Thinking this, I approached the scene of the fight with my hands in my pockets.

"...!"

Just then, another person involved in the fight emerged from the classroom door.

'That guy is definitely... Nisha's brother seen during the selection ceremony.'

With one eye covered by black hair, a pale complexion, and a cold gaze reminiscent of his father, the noble Ryan Hart, the boy had a harsh demeanor.

'Why is he...'

What could be happening? I observed the situation carefully.

"Get up, trash."

Thwack!

The son of the noble family coldly looked down at the trainee lying on the ground, clutching his stomach in pain after being kicked against the wall.

His gaze was ruthless, as if looking at roadside garbage.

'Indeed... a noble's child. His gaze... just like his father.'

I watched the boy's actions attentively with a composed expression.

As I noticed the aura of dark aura rising above his body, it was clear that he had used aura when kicking the fallen trainee.

"I-I'm sorry... I was wrong...! Karwin...!"

The trainee, writhing in pain on the floor, reached out to Karwin, the son of the noble, begging for forgiveness.

In the figure of that guy, Karwin, the son of a nobleman, coldly looked down at him, forcefully releasing the grip on his pinned arm and then trampled on his chest.

"Ugh...!"

"That's why you shouldn't have acted recklessly. Trash like you. Why be so arrogant? Insignificant fellows."

It seemed that the group of students, likely from the same class, had provoked Karwin's temper based on their conversation.

And all of them,

Seemed utterly defeated by Karwin alone.

"...Stop it."

Suddenly, another disheveled student emerged from the back door of the classroom, grabbing Karwin's side.

"What? Stop it? Why should I?"

"...Because we were wrong, that's why you should stop."

With his momentum already broken, Karwin slowly lifted his foot off the student he was pressing down on and, step by step, approached the student who had just come out of the back door of the classroom.

Without hesitation, facing a student slightly taller than himself, Karwin spoke bluntly.

"Then kneel."

"What...?"

The student, furrowing his brows as if he had misheard, was once again told by Karwin to kneel.

"Kneel, you bastard. Can't you understand a simple order?"

"..."

Although Karwin in front of him was clearly smaller in stature, the pressure seemed to overwhelm him, eventually closing his eyes in resignation and slowly starting to kneel from one knee to the ground.

As the bulky student knelt, the situation seemed to be nearing its end.

It appeared that the student who knelt was probably the leader of the other kids who were about to fight. However, even he seemed no match for Karwin.

"...I'm sorry."

Even now, without saying a word, bowing to Karwin and apologizing, he must have felt a significant difference between him and Karwin in that brief moment.

Karwin briefly chuckled at the submissive figure of the student.

"That's why are you making a fuss, you idiot. Like a thundering gorilla who doesn't understand a thing."

Contrary to expectations, his manner of speaking was quite rough, akin to the local alley ruffians.

"I'm sorry. I won't cross the line in front of you again."

"Hah!"

Karwin snorted, seemingly losing interest after that response, and began to turn away as if to leave somewhere.

Just then, our eyes met as I had been silently observing the situation.

"You..."

"..."

"Tsk."

Glancing at me disapprovingly, Karwin briefly showed his tongue as if displeased and left.

Puzzled by Karwin's strange reaction, I glanced at another bystander kid beside me and asked.

"Hey, do you know why they fought?"

"Oh? I don't know the details, but... I heard that it was because the guys who usually hung out together openly provoked Karwin."

"What? The students from the same class? Why on earth?"

"I'm not exactly sure about the reason. Maybe they thought there was something to gain by provoking even a direct descendant?"

"...Considering the skills of the guy we just saw, it seems highly unlikely, though?"

"Well, you see, I don't know the specifics since I'm just from the neighboring class, but Karwin, that guy, seemed pretty quiet most of the time."

"I see. Anyway, thanks for telling me."

"Yeah, sure."

[Tap, tap] I thanked the kid who had explained things to me and was already walking towards the end of the corridor, glancing at Karwin's back for a while.

For some reason unbeknownst to me, I felt a strange premonition that I would encounter Karwin again.

Days passed quickly in the same routine since then.

Finally, after coming here, I got the chance to wield a sword for the first time.

"Well then, today we will learn the basic sword stance and the most fundamental sword techniques!"

Following Instructor Laura's words, each child learned how to hold a sword properly.

Like the other children, I grasped the wooden handle of the practice sword and learned the basic sword techniques by practicing the stances.

And so, my first sword training began.

        
            Following Instructor Laura's guidance, we were practicing basic swordsmanship.

"Vertical cuts, horizontal cuts, a total of ten thousand times! Until you fill the quota, no one is leaving today!"

Despite the daunting number, some trainees thought it impossible to finish within the day, while others approached the swordsmanship training with a serious attitude, each focusing on their own efforts.

Among them were myself, Nisha, and Reyna.

"Swish! Swish!"

When lifting the wooden sword overhead, inhale, and exhale when striking down.

Repeating this process, the repetitions accumulated. Even those initially lacking enthusiasm found themselves swaying their swords, seemingly infected by the expressions of others who decided to give it a try.

"Swish! Swish! Swish!"

Some focused solely on vertical cuts with a rhythmic breathing pattern, while others mixed in horizontal strikes intermittently.

With each downward strike, I concentrated on precision, ensuring the sword tip remained steady.

"You're doing well, Leo Hart! Keep it up!"

Instructor Laura encouraged me with a smile, and I expressed gratitude with a nod before immersing myself further in the swordsmanship training at hand.

"Oh, fellows like Nisha Hart and Reyna Hart seem to have already mastered the basic swordsmanship to some extent."

Listening to the instructor's words, it appeared that individuals like Nisha and Reyna had received prior training in basic swordsmanship within their families.

"Good! If you all manage to complete today's quota on time, we will move on to the next lesson immediately!"

Motivated by her words, the trainees pushed themselves even harder during the swordsmanship training.

"Starting today, one of our morning classes will be replaced with this basic swordsmanship training session! Consistent daily practice will accelerate your progress."

As Instructor Laura continued her explanation, I maintained my focus, swinging the sword with the same posture as before.

"Keep the sword steady. Stay focused."

Endlessly repeating the basic swordsmanship drills, the day quickly passed by.

As dusk approached, catching my breath with hands on my knees, I listened to Instructor Laura's concluding remarks.

"Well done! We'll conclude all training for today with this!"

Most trainees present collapsed to the ground, catching their breath, unlike their initial stance when they began the swordsmanship training.

Unlike her usual demeanor, where praise was sparingly given, Instructor Laura commended the trainees who struggled through the training today, boosting their spirits.

Acknowledging the trainees who managed to complete the ten thousand repetitions, she praised their efforts, instilling a sense of pride among them.

Upon rising from my kneeling position, Instructor Laura quietly approached me, lightly tapping my shoulder.

"Good job."

Though just a brief word, I felt that Instructor Laura was paying slightly more attention to me compared to the other children.

"Alright! Everyone, head back to the dorms and get some good rest! You might wake up with severe muscle pain tomorrow, so make sure to massage any tense areas before sleeping! That's all!"

​

*Sigh...*

​

"Finally done...."

​

"You've worked hard...."

​

"You too...... Haha."

​

Upon Instructor Laura's permission to leave, the trainees, exhausted yet smiling at each other, began to head back to their assigned lodgings, patting each other on the shoulders along the way.

​

Perhaps after enduring a long period of hardship and adversity together today, they had developed a somewhat strong sense of camaraderie.

​

Despite being covered in sweat and dirt, they could return proudly with a sense of accomplishment on their faces.

​

"Good job, Leo."

​

At that moment, Nisha, who approached me with sweat-drenched attire, smiled brightly and greeted me before passing by.

​

Meanwhile, Reyna, who had been observing Nisha and me from a distance, silently turned away and left the area without saying a word.

​

"...Phew."

​

Reyna and Nisha, like me, were the ones who had fulfilled all ten thousand repetitions as initially mentioned by Instructor Laura today.

​

However, unlike them, I had failed to complete all ten thousand repetitions that were first mentioned.

​

*Gah.*

​

As I lowered my head, my clenched fist involuntarily tightened.

​

The emotion I was feeling right now was frustration, something I had never felt before coming here. And I was deeply disappointed in myself.

​

Although this was undoubtedly my first attempt at practicing proper swordsmanship, I believed that with determination alone, I could surely succeed.

​

But that was just my complacency.

In the end, I couldn't reach the total of ten thousand repetitions like Reyna and Nisha did.

​

"...Damn it."

​

At this rate, it seemed unlikely that I would be able to properly avenge my parents.

​

I was still lacking in many ways.

​

This opportunity made me acutely aware of that fact.

​

"I can't achieve everything through vague resolutions alone. I need a solid foundation to support that determination, an absolute basis for success."

​

Today, I realized this precisely.

​

Having the willpower but lacking the foundation to achieve it rendered everything futile.

​

Today, my failure in training was simply due to the lack of endurance in physical strength, stamina, and the absence of previous levels of swordsmanship practice.

​

"I need to increase both my stamina and physical strength further. Simply being fast in a single moment is useless if there's no endurance behind it."

​

I gazed down, analyzing my clenched fist critically.

​

"What I currently lack the most is extensive stamina to endure for long periods. I need the kind of stamina that can digest all swordsmanship and various exercises at once. Also, unlike the lower body trained daily, the upper body has slightly insufficient strength."

​

Today, by repeating the simple act of wielding a wooden sword and striking down, I painfully realized how challenging and strenuous it was, even with a mere wooden training sword, to swing it repeatedly hundreds or thousands of times.

​

"The muscular strength needed to swing the sword endlessly. Shoulder, forearms, elbows, and even wrist flexibility and strong grip to hold the sword for a long time are essential."

​

As I opened my clenched hand and looked at it, I could see that most of the skin had worn off.

[Continuing to hold the sword all day had caused friction on my palm due to sweat and heat, completely stripping the skin off. This would naturally resolve itself as new skin grew back later, but... If I wanted to continue tomorrow's sword training without interruption, I needed to figure out a way to prepare.]

It occurred to me like a passing thought that there was only one infirmary prepared for the trainees inside the swordsmanship hall.

If I went there, disinfected the exposed skin, and applied some ointment to the wound, it would expedite the healing process compared to now.

[Since there is an infirmary for trainees within the swordsmanship hall, let's head there first. And if there are any bandages or gauze available, I can wrap my injured hand to protect it in preparation for tomorrow's training.]

After organizing my thoughts, I turned to leave, lifting my foot to take a step.

"Hey, wait."

"...?"

Turning back at the voice that held me, I saw Instructor Laura, who was carefully observing the remaining individuals who were still unable to move due to exhaustion.

"What's the matter? Instructor Laura."

In response to my query, Instructor Laura cleared her throat and then asked with a slightly concerned look in her eyes, "Is your body... alright?"

"Well, I should be fine after a good night's rest and waking up tomorrow."

"That's good to hear. Is that all you wanted to ask about?"

"Yes, that's it."

"Understood. Then I'll excuse myself for now."

Nodding respectfully and preparing to leave, I was stopped in my tracks as Instructor Laura called out from behind once again.

"Wait!"

"Yes?"

Turning me around to face her, Instructor Laura half-turned her body towards me, scratching the back of her head awkwardly before speaking in a slightly teasing tone.

"Don't... get too despondent."

"...What do you mean all of a sudden?"

"Well, it seems like this is the first time you've properly handled a sword. You seem to be learning much faster than the other kids."

"Oh..."

"So, don't dwell on it alone. I've noticed you've been lost in thought about today's events all by yourself since earlier."

"Oh, I see."

It finally dawned on me why Instructor Laura was saying these things to me.

"...So, she's actually worried about me."

"Hmph!"

"Why are you suddenly laughing?"

Upon hearing my unintentional laughter, Instructor Laura frowned as if annoyed. I quickly waved my hands in denial.

"Sorry. Thank you for worrying about me, Instructor Laura."

"...I see."

Seemingly unsure of what to make of it, Instructor Laura reluctantly accepted my gratitude while still furrowing her brow. I added,

"But you don't have to pay too much attention to me. Through this training, I've realized my shortcomings and the direction I need to take in the future."

"I see."

Slowly nodding in agreement to my words, Instructor Laura showed a hint of a smile. With a gentle tone, I reassured her,

"It's okay, Instructor. You don't have to go out of your way to comfort me."

"...Alright. If you're feeling better now, that's enough. Strive harder from now on."

"Yes, thank you for your hard work today. I'll take my leave now."

Bowing politely and offering my respects, I saw Instructor Laura standing there with crossed arms, silent.

Raising my head that had been bowed, I quietly made my way to the infirmary set up in the swordsmanship hall.

Behind me,

The black-haired instructor with a tanned complexion, still with arms crossed, murmured a word.

"After swinging the sword 9637 times and being so disheartened, I unintentionally said something unlike myself..."

As she turned around, gazing at the fading sunset glow, she continued in a peculiar tone.

"You never give up, do you..."

It seemed as if she was speaking in comparison to her own past.

And thus, standing under the setting sky, the curtain of night gradually descended with its indigo hue.

        
            It had been several months since then.

"Phew."

I was jogging early in the morning to improve my stamina.

"I can now endure for a long time without difficulty."

After running steadily for an hour without showing signs of fatigue, I returned to my room.

After taking a morning shower and wrapping a towel around my neck, I stood in front of the full-length mirror in my room.

Reflected in the mirror was a figure that hardly looked like someone in their mid-teens.

"These past few months of consistent physical and strength training have paid off. Thanks to that, I've developed a solid core, shoulders, and arm strength."

Quietly observing my clenched fist, I changed from casual attire to the attire of the swordsmanship hall.

Stepping outside the door, I could see a completely different look in my eyes compared to a few months ago.

* * *

"Let's begin the lesson."

The history lesson by Instructor Redor in the morning started, and I sat at my desk with a book open, listening attentively.

"...Instructor Redor. We haven't had any significant conversations since then."

A previous incident involving a friend of my mother's whom I overheard after finishing lunch.

I sensed a careful attitude from him as if he were concerned about how I received the news of my parents' passing.

"Instructor Redor... knows about my parents."

However,

That might be the extent of what he knows.

The news of my parents being murdered was known only to me and the authorities.

Perhaps they would assume it was an unfortunate accident or a tragic incident.

On the day my parents passed away, amidst the pouring rain, I had erected their gravestone somewhere in the back hills alone.

Without leaving any trace of their murder.

And because the remnants of the blue sword flower were left behind when I returned home on a rainy day, I could pass it off as a mere unfortunate accident.

"The person who murdered my parents would be quite surprised once they realize why I made that choice."

Intentionally concealing the evidence of my parents' murder meant that only I and the perpetrator knew the traces of the blue sword flower at the time of the crime.

"The perpetrator... knows that they used the blue sword flower to kill my parents. Only they would know the truth."

While I considered the possibility of someone else commissioning the act or having an accomplice present at the scene, I couldn't imagine there being a collaborator there.

It seemed evident to me that the murder of my parents was carried out by a single individual rather than multiple traces of personal vendetta or motives for elimination.

"The likelihood of a commissioned murder is naturally reduced since my parents had no reason to provoke anyone or become targets. Therefore, the probability of murder due to a contract also decreases."

Either an accidental crime or the act of some deranged individual.

"Whoever it is... if even the slightest clue remains, I will surely uncover it."

As the bell signaling the end of the class rang, Instructor Redor smiled gently and waved goodbye to the giggling female trainees.

"..."

Observing that scene for a moment, I was about to get up from my seat to take advantage of a brief break and visit the restroom.

Swiftly, Nisha Hart with long blonde hair suddenly stood in front of me.

"Hey, Leo! Would you like to be my partner during today's sparring class?"

Her demeanor, as if confessing something, closing her eyes tightly in shyness, seemed almost like a public confession.

Witnessing Nisha's approach, some classmates still lingering nearby gathered around, glancing at us and whispering amongst themselves.

"Oh my, is Lady Nisha confessing her feelings?"

"What's going on? When did they become so close?"

"Ah! No way! My goddess!"

"Well, I overheard them, and it didn't seem like they were in a romantic relationship. It seems Nisha just asked him to be her practice partner for the afternoon sparring class."

"Oh... was that it? I got my hopes up for nothing."

"Hey, does that make sense? A direct descendant like Nisha getting involved with just an ordinary person like him."

"Well... it does seem a bit far-fetched. In that case, the false rumor about being engaged since childhood to someone from another of the Empire's four major families might be more believable."

"That rumor might not be just a simple one, though."

"Huh? Really? I thought it was just a simple rumor..."

Seeing them gossip and whispering in front of us, I involuntarily furrowed my brow.

I didn't quite appreciate third parties gathering and chatting about baseless rumors that had no relevance to them, whether true or false.

Regardless, I turned my gaze away from Nisha, who still couldn't hide her embarrassment with a shy expression, and spoke.

"Sorry. We have a joint class with another class today, so my partner is already decided in my mind."

Although it bothered me a bit that this person was closely related to Nisha herself.

Well, it was akin to a mock duel, so it didn't really matter.

Nisha, looking embarrassed at my rejection, quickly appeared crestfallen.

"...Really? That's a bit disappointing. It would have been nice to spar together."

Her tone, as if she wanted to become closer to me, made me feel slightly sorry, but there was nothing I could do.

The decision had been made, and there was no turning back.

"Well, since it's settled... Sorry. If something similar comes up next time, I'll do it with you."

"...! With me...?"

For some reason, I felt a bit flustered by her apparent focus on my last words rather than the initial ones, but I soon half-turned away from her, gesturing farewell.

As the break was coming to an end, I wanted to attend to something before it was too late.

"I have something to attend to, so I'll excuse myself first. Please ask me again next time."

With those words, I left, leaving Nisha blushing alone in the classroom.

'Phew, that was close.'

Talking about it made me realize that I had been somewhat holding back.

---

"Then today, as previously mentioned, we will have a joint class with another class!"

At Laura, the instructor with olive skin and short black hair's announcement, the trainees divided into their respective classes, standing with somewhat tense expressions.

"First, starting with those from Class A, choose ten opponents in order of standing in front of me. It's fine even if they are from a different class."

With those words, Instructor Lora gestured over her shoulder, pointing towards the group we belonged to, Class D.

From Class A to Class E, there were only five classes in total, and they weren't ranked based on grades or talents. It was just a convenience to have them organized that way.

However, I heard that in the academy within the Empire where students graduating from the Swordsmanship Institute usually go a few years later, classes are indeed arranged by academic performance.

"The academy in the Empire where you can enroll starting at twenty years old as per Imperial law. If I were to attend the Imperial Academy, I might receive better conditions and education at a higher level than what I am getting here."

I, too, wasn't oblivious to considering my future after graduating from the Swordsmanship Institute.

If everything went smoothly, I might not have known whether I would apply to that place later on.

"If it comes to that... this time, I want to challenge myself to progress without the help of my benefactor."

The age at which one can stand alone.

Being able to enter such a prestigious place through one's own abilities would undoubtedly be a recognition of personal competence. Even now, I know that my benefactor has taken care of the entrance fees for the Swordsmanship Institute.

"Considering the inheritance left by my deceased parents, I should be able to cover the tuition for at least one semester. But before that, I need to address my personal issues..."

As I calmed my gaze, I turned to look at one person among the trainees from the other class who were choosing their opponents, selecting ten individuals. My eyes met the gaze of a person standing alone, looking towards our direction.

The recipient of that gaze was Karwin, Nisha's brother, with black hair covering one eye and an indifferent attitude.

"Alright, Class D. This time, you choose ten opponents for today's practice in order."

Standing in the middle of the first row, it wasn't long before it was my turn to select an opponent. Without hesitation, I pointed to the figure showing the most indifferent attitude among those from Class A and promptly informed Instructor Lora of my choice.

"I'll pick that person over there."

The individual I had chosen was Karwin, Nisha's brother, whom I had just been observing moments ago.

Karwin's indifferent gaze shifted towards me.

        
            Laura instructor glanced between the indifferent Carwin, who resembled his father, and me, with a peculiar glint in her eyes, before speaking to me.

"Alright. Let's begin the duel with those who have been selected first."

The two who stepped forward first were boys from the Banggye lineage, each standing in the center, exuding tension and determination as they faced each other.

"Let the duel commence!"

After Laura instructor recited the precautions, she gestured among them to signal the start of the duel.

"Hiyah!"

"Haa!"

With that, the two clashed, sparks flying as they wielded their dueling swords.

"With these blunt blades, there's no need to worry about injuries."

The swords given to the trainees were specially crafted dueling longswords, resembling knives rather than sharp blades.

As I watched the boys create contact with their swords, analyzing their duel from afar with crossed arms, I pondered the dynamics between the two combatants along with the other children behind me.

"At first glance, it might seem like the bigger one will prevail due to his physique, but the outcome remains uncertain. The other seems more skilled in swordplay despite his slightly larger opponent."

The flow of the initial duel was so unpredictable that determining the victor seemed impossible.

"However, the one with better sword skills is being pushed back by his opponent's strength disadvantage. Each clash makes him stagger backward, indicating a significant gap in raw power."

The boy who appeared more adept at handling the sword began to falter, gradually retreating with a pained expression on his face.

"If he's merely being pushed back, he should find the opponent's weakness and strike. But... he seems to be retreating due to his inner fears, succumbing to them simultaneously."

It was crucial for him now to retreat strategically, regroup, or disrupt the opponent's rhythm.

Yet, lacking the courage, he ultimately succumbed to the slightly larger opponent, defeated.

"It's just a simple duel, but perhaps his inexperience and fear played a role under the pressure of the first duel."

"Wow!"

"Hey! That guy is amazing! He won without even using much force!"

"Hiyah! Today promises to be quite entertaining!"

The trainee children, who had observed the first duel, were now caught up in their own excitement and thrill, displaying a keen interest.

Even though they might become the participants themselves.

"Foolish. They resemble the adults I saw during the selection process."

Reflecting on the similarities between children and adults, I shifted my gaze towards Carwin.

Coincidentally, he was already looking at me.

"Carwin... Nisha's family member and the one who wielded Dark Flame like Nisha during the selection."

From what I recalled, Carwin, also Nisha's brother, seemed to possess a certain level of control over his aura.

In the memories of the selection, Carwin displayed a controlled manifestation of his aura, not releasing it extensively but rather delicately, suggesting a refined mastery of his aura.

[At that time, I was less mature than I am now and didn't understand well... It was clearly something that Darwin himself deliberately controlled to show.]

Darwin had been concealing his abilities since the selection process.

[I'm only one or two years older than him, but he already possesses skills equivalent to a Gamma...]

I silently judged Darwin with a lowered gaze.

He was undeniably strong.

[Is he the first strong opponent I've acknowledged among my peers...?]

With that thought, the fruits of my rigorous training subtly and fervently began to manifest in my own body.

"Next! Gafel and Royce!"

After the first sparring match, the next participants were two children named Gafel and Royce.

However, the figure standing in front of the seemingly ordinary Royce appeared remarkable in physique and features.

"Wow...! He's incredibly huge...."

Simply saying he was big wouldn't suffice.

His large stature, broad shoulders that seemed taller than his peers, a solidly muscular physique visible even under his clothes, all indicated that he was not just an ordinary talented child.

"His name was... Gabel, right?"

The towering lad I glanced at exuded a warrior-like aura from his face and demeanor.

[Earlier, his height stood out a bit.]

Although I had already set my mind on facing Darwin today, if it wasn't for him, I might have wanted to face that lad Gabel.

[Indeed... what kind of skill will you demonstrate?]

Amidst these thoughts, still with my arms crossed, I found myself watching Gabel and Royce's sparring amidst the onlooking children.

I was left speechless.

"Cough...!"

In just one strike,

Royce's sword shattered as he crumpled underneath from Gabel's blow, leaving me in silent awe.

[...Truly a powerful strike filled with immense force. Arm strength, muscle power, formidable aura. All of it clearly indicates the outcome before my eyes.]

It wasn't merely the result of a simple difference in physique.

A formidable aura imbued in the sword, an aggressive and massive aura akin to fire, flowed directly into the weapon, connecting with the muscular arm and striking down.

Just that alone,

It demonstrated an unbelievable force firsthand.

[...There was no chance to see his swordsmanship skills. It was simply the ferocious aura fitting his robust physique that was unleashed through his powerful arm.]

If I were to receive that sword strike, could I respond?

I calmly posed that question to myself, and the answer came immediately, almost as if it was obvious.

'Possible.'

My gaze, beyond certainty, coldly settled.

The me from a few months ago and the current me,

The disparity between them was unmistakably overwhelming.

"Next, Darwin and Leo Hart! Step forward."

Finally, as Laura, the instructor, called out both Darwin and me simultaneously, we each stepped forward from where we had been waiting and walked towards the center.

'Darwin....'

'Leo Hart....'

Somehow, Darwin too, with a mysterious look, gazed at me with subdued eyes, displaying a calm yet unknown expression towards me.

And finally, as I faced him,

I could vaguely discern the nature of that gaze.

'A competitive spirit.'

He, towards me,

Outwardly displayed a deep curiosity and competitive spirit towards an opponent like me.

[He and I, unknowingly or knowingly, had been observing each other in our daily lives.]

[Who started it first, who began to observe the other later, I'm not exactly sure. However,]

[The one thing I can be certain of right now is that just like me, he also clearly started revealing his considerable competitiveness and wariness towards the other before this confrontation even began.]

[That was all it took.]

[As an appetizer before facing him.]

["Let's begin!"]

[With Instructor Laura's shout,]

[I and Karwin, who were standing a certain distance apart, started facing off against each other with determined spirits.]

["Here we go."]

["Come on."]

[To my surprise, Karwin's response came back with a voice so devoid of highs and lows that it was almost unbelievable.]

[Snickering,]

[Somehow, I realized in the corner of my mouth a smile forming, feeling a strange sense of excitement building within me.]

[Thud!]

[With a leap that sounded like the ground being pounded,]

[My body extended like a beam of light straight towards him.]

["...!"]

[Swish!]

[The swung blade, leaving behind graceful trajectories, descended towards Karwin's head.]

[Kwahng!]

[Crash..]

["...!"]

[Watching in astonishment, the children and Instructor Laura stood agape, their mouths refusing to close.]

[Our blades clashed in the center without giving way, creating sparks and emitting sounds akin to scraping metal.]

"Is this all you've got?"

"No, this is just the beginning."

[Whoosh!]

[Suddenly, with Karwin's clear provocation tinged with a strange excitement, white flames began to rise from the tip of my sword as we clashed and struggled against each other.]

"That's...!"

[Behind us, Instructor Laura, who had been watching our fight, released her crossed arms with eyes filled with surprise, taking a step forward.]

[Whoosh!]

[Simultaneously, from Karwin's sword, fiercely dark black flames began to surge up as if breathing fire.]

"Show me once. The value of that flame that only manifested in the First Invitation."

[Up until now, Karwin's somewhat restrained sense of pride was clearly evident in his voice and expression.]

[In this moment of fighting with me, Karwin seemed to be enjoying it more intensely than anyone else.]

[But I was no different.]

"Oh, you better show it this time. Unleash all the power you've been hiding."

[With those words, the black and white flames relentlessly clashed, colliding fiercely with roars and thunderous impact.]

        
            Karwin's black-flamed sword emitted from the left, aimed at my chest from left to right with a horizontal slash.

I swiftly stepped back on the ground and evaded his attack, countering with my own.

Immediately, Karwin deflected my attack and swiftly thrust a powerful stab towards me.

I turned my head to dodge it, then swiftly drew my sword from bottom left to top right as I straightened my head forward again.

However, Karwin rotated his body along with his sword, using the momentum to deflect my strike. He positioned his left hand forward and extended the sword in his right hand slightly ahead of his left hand, increasing the reach.

He followed up with a series of thrusts.

I continuously twisted my body to evade or parry the thrusts coming at me.

"Karwin's skill is impressive."

Although I had some doubts about his control ability earlier, Karwin's excellent swordsmanship and innate combat sense kept me on the defensive, dodging his attacks one after another.

"Perhaps in terms of swordsmanship alone, Karwin may be a step or two above me."

Despite rigorous training in swordsmanship over the past few months, facing Karwin's skills now made me realize I still had much to improve.

As Karwin's right horizontal slash came towards me again, I stepped back to avoid it, then countered his left horizontal slash by striking upwards from below.

Seizing an opportunity, I exploited a gap in Karwin's defense, just like before, flipping his wrist and bringing my sword down from above.

But Karwin swiftly reacted to my downward strike.

Even as his arm was raised, he brought his sword down, nullifying my attack.

Clang!

Karwin's exceptional swordsmanship was overwhelming.

"Argh...!"

The intense impact reverberated through my hand and wrist that held the sword, causing a tingling sensation.

I tried to lift my sword again, but Karwin's sword, pushed down with force, prevented me from raising it.

"It's over."

Karwin coldly stared at me, expressing disappointment in his somewhat disheartened tone.

Despite my efforts to push against his sword with mine, there was no movement.

Only the sound of clashing swords echoed in the air.

"Is this all? Is this what you were capable of?"

Even though he could have delivered the final blow, Karwin taunted me with a slightly disappointed tone.

In response to his provocation, I exerted more force, trying to lift my sword blocked by his, but to no avail.

The sound of steel grinding against steel filled the air.

"Just this? What happened to your confidence?"

With the potential for a decisive strike, Karwin spoke to me in a tone tinged with disappointment.

In frustration, I raised my aura strongly.

Clang!

As the sound of swords clashing intensified, my sword, previously blocked by Karwin's, slowly began to rise alongside his.

"…!"

Thinking victory was assured, Karwin, who had been somewhat complacent, hastily tried to counter me, but it was too late.

"Argh...! This is unbelievable...!"

Clang!

The force of my aura overwhelmed Karwin's black flame.

Based on our previous exchanges, it seemed that Karwin and I were evenly matched in our auras.

"However, there was a significant difference between him and me, to the extent that our levels of aura purity were vastly different.

'Perhaps it's too early to let your guard down just because you've won. Karwin.'

I deliberately sneered at Karwin, who had a bewildered expression, then forcefully deflected his sword with all my might.

Following that, I pushed back, creating some distance between Karwin and me.

'Kuk...!'

Karwin, grimacing, extended his sore wrist and arm, seemingly trying to alleviate the pain. I remained vigilant, not underestimating him in the slightest, and observed him coldly.

'I barely managed to escape, but it could have been a disaster. I never thought his skill level would be this high. Karwin's ability was at this level.'

Simply put, if we were only comparing auras, my flame had a purer intensity than his.

However, when considering our sword skills clashing, I appeared overwhelmingly disadvantaged against him.

'...Impressive fellow. Surely, reaching this level required a lot of time and effort that I'm unaware of.'

It wasn't easy to attribute his exceptional sword talent solely to innate abilities.

'Just from that brief clash, it was evident that his swordsmanship was the result of dedicated practice and effort. Given my own months of training in swordsmanship, I can assert this much.'

With these thoughts in mind, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and gripped my sword once more.

Then, I opened my eyes and assumed a posture ready to charge straight at Karwin.

'I acknowledge, Karwin. You are undoubtedly stronger than me. You must have dedicated more time and effort honing your sword skills.'

However,

'But I have no intention of losing to you here. Or ever.'

'Because I have already vowed to become stronger than anyone else.'

Over the past few months, starting from a state of ignorance about swordsmanship, I had taken separate time to practice swordsmanship and seriously reflect on my values and beliefs once again.

My loved ones,

As if ruthlessly murdered by someone unknown.

I concluded that I needed the strength to protect myself and those close to me.

'That's why I will definitely show you that I can defeat you.'

With a determined gaze, I propelled myself towards Karwin, driving forward with enhanced physical strength and speed, channeling all my aura and power into a powerful downward strike with my sword.

As a thunderous blow landed precisely at the center of Karwin's sword, which was raised to block mine.

Kwaang─!

"Kyaaah!"

"...!"

The thunderous clash of swords shocked everyone present.

But the greater shock came from Karwin and his sword, as they successfully blocked my full-force strike head-on.

Crack.

Karwin's sword that had blocked mine began to shatter into pieces, its remnants falling to the ground.

"“…!”"

And as the majority of trainees watched in astonishment, Karwin, who had knelt before me, kneeled in front of me.

"Huu...."

Relaxing the stance I had taken, I stood up straight from my position and finally lowered my sword as it began to lose its edge amidst the intense clash of swords.

[...]

"...."

Unfortunately, my sword, like Karwin's, soon broke, indicating that our match would likely end in a draw.

"Stop there! Since neither of you can continue wielding your swords, the duel between the two of you ends here!"

At the timely intervention of Instructor Laura, Karwin and I soon found ourselves facing each other.

He knelt on one knee, looking up at me.

"...."

"...."

As the duel concluded with both of us losing our swords,

Karwin slowly rose, and we stood facing each other once again at exactly the same height.

"...."

Karwin still had no words for me. He just stared at me.

However, soon after,

he was the first to break the silence.

"Do not think you won. The difference in swordsmanship skills favors me."

With those words, he turned his head swiftly and headed back towards his group of comrades, revealing a moment where it was evident that he disliked losing.

However, my disdain for losing was just as strong as his.

"Next time,"

Pausing,

I glanced at Karwin's back for a moment before continuing, almost declaring to him,

"With your overconfident swordsmanship, you will lose."

"...."

In response to my provocation, Karwin, who had been silent for a while, then turned his head back towards me with a smirk.

"Indeed, will it be that easy? With your mediocre skills that rely solely on luck."

Mocking my swordsmanship skill, Karwin stopped in his tracks and returned to his group.

"...."

Watching silently from behind as he walked away, I murmured a single phrase while holding only the hilt of the sword in my hand, gazing down at it quietly.

"Well, the length and brevity are things you only know after experiencing them."

With those words, like Karwin, I also stepped away and left the place.

Thus, the confrontation between La Crantel's direct descendant and Karwin ended smoothly, leading to several more swordsmanship duels.

And then, what had been a relatively uneventful training session took a sudden turn due to the nomination of a silver-haired girl.

"Step forward. Nisha."

With an indifferent attitude, Reyna, La Crantel's lineage, faced Nisha and spoke, her eyes a violet hue.

"No, why all of a sudden...!"

Due to Reyna's abrupt nomination, Nisha, appearing confused and unsure how to react, found herself reluctantly engaging in a duel with Reyna.

Observing their contrasting demeanor,

the situation seemed quite intriguing, prompting me, having finished the duel with Karwin, to join the other trainees in watching from a distance as the events unfolded.

And so, the swordsmanship training of Nisha and Reyna began shortly thereafter.

        
            Reyna and Nisha were engaged in a match utilizing the swift movements and swordplay of their flexible joints and light body weight typical of women.

In the midst of this,

I could hear the voices of some students from another class whispering and murmuring towards me.

"Hey, isn't that guy the one?"

"I saw him earlier, didn't you know? The protagonist of the rumor that Baekyeom showed his prowess during the selection ceremony was him."

"Wow... I thought it was just a ridiculous rumor... Was that really true?"

"Baekyeom is said to have manifested a unique flame that only the ancestral head of our distant ancestor, La Crantel, had shown."

"Really? What's so different about us?"

"I don't know. I heard that the purity of his aura is distinctly different."

"So, he was able to draw with his direct descendant Karwin."

As I listened to the murmurs and focused gazes of the students, I watched Reyna and Nisha's duel with my arms crossed.

"Reyna seems to excel more in agility and swordplay than Nisha."

After closely observing their duel, it became apparent that Reyna displayed faster and more agile movements compared to her opponent, Nisha.

Despite the increasing gap between them, Nisha's fiery swordplay prevented Reyna from landing the final blow, leading to a repeated retreat on Reyna's part.

"They are both quite skilled. Nisha appears to have less combat experience, while Reyna seems to have accumulated various combat experiences even before joining the Swordsmanship Guild."

It seemed likely that Reyna had honed her swordsmanship early on within her family, the Races clan, engaging in combat akin to real battles with the knights of her clan.

"It won't be easy to determine the victor."

Unintentionally, I muttered to myself.

Similar to my encounter with Karwin earlier, Reyna possessed superior sword skills, while Nisha exhibited stronger aura control than Reyna.

Moreover, if there was a difference between Nisha and me, it was that Nisha's aura control was more precise than mine.

"Watching their duel, I realize how much there is to learn from observing others."

The reason Karwin and I had reached a stalemate was simply due to the higher purity of our auras compared to our opponents.

Acknowledging this fact, I felt somewhat frustrated.

However, observing from the sidelines, I came to the realization that no matter how exceptional one's swordsmanship may be, it would be rendered powerless against a formidable aura.

"It's humbling... overcoming the innate strength of aura, which can be considered a product of effort, against the resilience of swordsmanship."

But this was something that Laura, the instructor present, subtly imparted to the trainees, including myself, explaining that harmony between aura strength and control, as well as swordsmanship prowess, was essential to being truly formidable. She hinted that when reaching a certain level, the strength of swordsmanship might outweigh aura strength.

"Indeed. Thanks to Instructor Laura, I am learning and realizing so much here. If we had merely satisfied ourselves with aura strength, no one would have trained in swordsmanship and physical conditioning."

In that moment, I reproached myself for my foolish thoughts.

"Alright. As Instructor Laura said, simply being strong in Aura isn't enough. This power I have isn't just from my efforts; it's a natural talent I was born with."

Looking down at my palm, I clenched my fist after organizing these thoughts.

I then looked up to witness Nisha and Reyna's sparring heading towards its conclusion.

Crash!

Boom!

"Ahh!"

Due to Reyna's blue flame Aura, Nisha, who had been defensively positioning her sword in front of herself, was pushed back by a strong impact, creating an opening.

Seizing the moment, Reyna, with sharp eyes, swiftly moved forward, deflecting Nisha's unsteady sword and halting with the tip of her blade at Nisha's throat.

"...I concede."

Nisha, lowering her sword to the ground, closed her eyes and let out a sigh.

As Nisha reopened her eyes, she turned towards Reyna, who was about to move towards where others were standing, and asked, "So? Why did you choose me as your opponent today?"

Reyna, glancing at Nisha as if wanting to know the real reason, briefly looked away before facing her directly and replied, "Just wanted to test you."

"Test me...?"

Seeing Nisha's puzzled expression, Reyna continued without looking at her, focusing instead on the others present, "In our lineage, a branch can never defeat the main line."

"...."

This statement held deep ties to La Crantel's long-standing tradition and the Selection Ceremony.

Reyna seemed to want to deny that notion.

"I see."

"Yeah."

"So... Were you satisfied with the outcome?"

After taking a breath, Nisha asked, and Reyna, who had been quietly listening, nodded slightly and responded shortly, "Yes. I was satisfied."

"...I see."

With that conversation concluded, Reyna walked towards the other children before me.

Instructor Laura, standing in front of me, silently observed the outcome of the match without intervening this time, arms crossed.

Thus, the spar between Nisha and Reyna, branch and main line, came to an end.

A different outcome than mine.

"Not bad, Reyna."

As Reyna passed by me, I complimented her meaningfully.

She stopped her steps, kept her lips sealed, stared at me intently, and bluntly said, "I was a bit disappointed in you, Leo."

Hearing my name from Reyna for the first time in this context was somewhat surprising. After briefly considering her comment based on my and Karwin's previous duel, I responded after a moment of silence.

"I didn't realize you were paying so much attention to me. Alright. I'll make sure not to disappoint you next time."

This response wasn't just directed at her but also carried significance for myself.

Rayna, who had overheard those words, glanced at me briefly and left a remark as she passed by.

"[I hope it can turn out that way.]"

With that statement, Rayna and I continued on our way without exchanging any further words, each showing our backs to the other.

Rayna's long silver hair fluttered slightly in the wind, leaving behind an indiscernible scent as it disappeared.

"...."

'...Disappointed....'

It was the first time in my life that I had heard such words from someone.

As I pondered those words she had just spoken inwardly, I soon observed the swordsmanship training session heading towards its conclusion.

---

"Wait a moment."

With the final swordsmanship training coming to an end, all classes concluded.

As everyone was about to go their separate ways, Instructor Laura stopped me as I too began to turn away.

"What's the matter?"

With a puzzled look, I asked her, and Laura, uncrossing her arms and pointing with one thumb somewhere behind her, nodded and said,

"I have something to discuss privately."

"...I see. Understood."

Thinking there must be some reason for Laura's words, I nodded in agreement.

The place we arrived at following her was the same location where I had previously come for Laura's special training course.

"No one should come here."

Laura, having said so, turned her back to me and then faced my direction.

She continued speaking.

"I will teach you a special technique."

It was a sudden offer from her.

        
            Laura instructor spoke to me.

"Now, the skill I'm going to teach you is a special one that I started developing back when I was still an instructor in the Empire. Recently, I finally completed it."

With those words, Laura instructor, closing her eyes as she spoke to me, exuded a different atmosphere than usual.

It felt like she was reminiscing about the past, creating such an ambiance.

Opening her closed eyes, Laura instructor, devoid of her usual playful smile, said to me,

"Will you learn?"

"...."

In response to Laura instructor's words, I hesitated for a moment before answering.

"Why. Why are you suddenly trying to teach me that skill?"

It was a natural question, of course.

Because there was no reason for her to teach me such a thing separately.

Pausing for a moment, Laura instructor then opened her firmly shut lips and began to tell a story.

"...Because you reminded me a lot of my foolish younger brother from long ago."

"Your younger brother? You had a brother?"

"Yes... A very long time ago."

Looking up at the fading sunset sky while remaining silent for a moment lost in thought, Laura instructor then turned her gaze back to me and continued.

"You, have you ever lost someone dear in the past?"

"How could you..."

"Your usual behavior, atmosphere, and the look in your eyes give it away."

Slightly embarrassed, Laura instructor told me,

"You, with eyes so similar to my blind fool of a younger brother from the past, it's uncanny."

Then, with a wry smile, Laura instructor, seemingly speaking of regretful days gone by, said to me,

"At that time, I was young too, emotionally fragile, unable to do anything but watch my departing brother helplessly from behind."

Her words tinged with regret seemed to haunt her memory eternally.

I asked,

"Because back then you couldn't do anything, are you now trying to use me as a stand-in for your brother to relieve some of that burden?"

It was a somewhat direct question, but I had to ask.

If she and her brother harbored similar experiences like mine, and the resulting emotion of revenge from the past, I felt like deep down, I would deny and reject her all the way to the bitter end for not following her brother until the very end.

However, Laura instructor somewhat dishearteningly acknowledged my thoughts without much resistance.

"Yes. Perhaps, I'm just projecting the image of my brother onto you."

Once, with a self-deprecating smile, Laura instructor, with sorrowful eyes, said to me,

"I'm sorry. But, can I ask a favor? To help me lighten the burden on my heart even just a little..."

Seeing Laura instructor bowing her head and making the request,

I found myself unable to say anything.

My words seemed to inexplicably get stuck in my throat.

"...."

Maybe without realizing it, I had always considered Laura instructor as someone close to me.

For some reason, I couldn't bring myself to hate her.

"....Understood. I will grant Laura instructor's request."

"Thank you. Truly..."

[Thud, still bowing deeply in front of me, a single tear, as if mingling gratitude with sorrow, trickled down through the black strands of Laura's instructor hair like dew.]

"Whew, you can lift your head now."

Watching her in that state with a complex gaze, I urged Laura to do so.

"...Alright. Thank you."

After saying that, Laura seemed unwilling to show her somewhat disheveled appearance any longer, covering her eyes with one hand and raising her head to look at the sky.

Shortly after, she returned to her usual self along with her lowered hand.

"Phew...."

"So, what are you planning to teach me?"

To shift the awkward and somber atmosphere, I asked her again in a somewhat calm tone as she took a breath.

Seemingly catching onto my intention, Laura smiled as usual and replied.

"To be honest, I didn't plan on teaching you this technique from the start."

"...? You just explained the reason for teaching it moments ago, why the sudden change now?"

"It's not about changing the meaning of my words. It was something decided after watching your duel today with Karwin. Remember?"

"Yes, it happened a little while ago. But how does that relate to our current conversation?"

In response to my questioning look, Laura bluntly said,

"Are you going to continue relying solely on your aura's strength?"

"What do you mean?"

I wasn't completely clueless about what she was saying. I had already considered not relying solely on my uniqueness.

Henceforth, I planned to fill most of my daily routine with swordsmanship training.

While contemplating this, Laura spoke to me.

"I'll help you with that. To further solidify your sword skills."

With a smirk, Laura, who had previously appeared fragile, now seemed entirely different.

Continuing, Laura said to me,

"The technique I'm about to teach you is called Spirit Sword Seal (영검 봉인)."

"Spirit Sword Seal...?"

At my puzzled question, Laura stepped back slightly, creating some distance between us. With a serious expression and posture, she drew her sword from its scabbard at her waist and quietly recited an incantation.

"Spirit Sword Release (영검 해방)."

Instantly, dark shadows spread beneath her feet, engulfing everything around—trees, bushes, even the ground itself.

Thus, an unexpected night descended.

An artificially dark night.

"...What is this...!"

With a bewildered expression, I quickly scanned my surroundings.

Where I had just been was now a completely different place.

An artificial space.

"This is my mental world."

Laura, who had been holding a black sword that wasn't there before, explained.

"That...?"

"I've shaped this sword by combining parts of my aura and soul that I've sealed away until now."

"Combining aura and soul...?"

I couldn't hide my astonishment at such an unbelievable technique.

"Yes. Through this Spirit Sword Seal, I've separately sealed away only the aura I don't usually use here, but..."

Laura instructor spoke while glancing at me and continued, 

"[You should seal most of your aura separately in a mental world like this one from now on.]"

Approaching me after saying so, Laura instructor patted my shoulder and said, tapping lightly,

"Let's work hard from now on."

Something about her at this moment made her seem like a real devil instructor, just as the other kids had described to me before.

---

"Sigh...."

A few days ago,

After the incident with Laura instructor, I had sealed most of my aura in my mental world through the Aura Sealing she taught me. I spent most of my time focusing solely on physical training, strength exercises, and mostly swordsmanship practice.

"Haah...."

Finishing a light morning jog, I entered my room and took a shower.

After drying my hair roughly with the towel around my neck, I glanced at a letter envelope placed on the desk.

'A letter from the head of the Kraantel family.'

The outer surface of the letter bore a seal that only the head of the Kraantel family could use.

Last night, upon returning from routine training, I found the letter envelope stuck halfway through the door crack.

'I was too tired yesterday to check it after showering and sleeping.'

Approaching the letter on one side of the desk in the room, I immediately opened it.

Standing in place with my upper body dressed and a towel around my neck, the contents of the letter revealed the head's interest in investigating an incident involving my parents from the past.

However, there was no significant new information in the letter after reading it in full.

'...As expected. The head hasn't found out anything special either. Well, the only trace to mention was the blue flame mark.'

That trace was something the head couldn't mention at the time.

Since I had decided to trust the head in this matter, I thought there was nothing more to hide and proceeded to write about the blue flame mark in response to the letter.

Folding the carefully written letter, I put it in a new envelope found in the room and sealed it.

'I'll send this later when I go to school. Let's start getting ready now.'

With that thought in mind, I changed clothes and soon opened the door, heading towards my classroom.

---

"Leo Hart."

"Fight me."

Speaking with a somewhat arrogant tone, the person who said this was Gabel, a man with a stature over 2 meters whom I had seen in another class a while back.

"...."

Suddenly, under the curious gazes of Raina, Nisha, and other classmates, I felt a slight sense of embarrassment.

        
            After school,

Commotion.

I found myself unintentionally accepting Gavel's challenge and stood facing him at a distance near the martial arts hall grounds.

Around us were numerous trainees, including Nisha and Reyna.

Taking a moment to observe them, I let out a strange sigh.

"Phew...."

Though not one to seek attention, I didn't want to avoid the fight with Gavel that had been bothering me since the previous martial arts class.

"It might actually be for the best. Since I've mostly sealed off Ora, this is a crucial opportunity to see how far I can stand against him."

Starting to view this situation positively, I glanced at Gavel, a massive man a few meters away.

Bulky physique.

Muscular appearance.

Towering height.

Quiet yet sharp gaze.

There wasn't a single element that didn't exude strength.

Although I had seen him with my own eyes before,

Gavel was a formidable individual.

Among our fellow trainees,

He seemed almost unmatched.

As Gavel, with his muscular arms unfolded, finally approached me after arriving here, he spoke for the first time.

"If you're ready, shall we begin?"

His deep voice made him seem older than his peers.

His appearance was rugged and robust, leading me to think he could pass for an instructor or adult without his trainee attire.

"...Sure. Let's start."

Calming my mind, I took a deep breath and adjusted my stance.

In my hands was a training sword I had acquired from somewhere.

Grasping it with both hands, I aimed it towards him.

I didn't entertain the thought of wielding it with one hand.

Swinging a sword with one hand was indeed more comfortable and faster for maneuvering the body and evading attacks or launching efficient counterattacks.

However, the opponent in front of me was a man with a sturdy physique,

The same Gavel who had knocked out his opponent with a single swing during our last duel.

Without doubt, if I attempted to block Gavel's strike with one hand while engaging in combat without the full extent of Ora's restrictions, I could easily meet my end in a single blow.

"But even this isn't foolproof in Gavel's strategy."

Gradually bending my legs to stabilize my posture, I observed Gavel's movements closely.

"I probably can only parry his sword directly without Ora's enhancement once or twice at most."

With a composed gaze, I coldly analyzed the current level of my opponent and myself, assessing the differences.

"My only way to bring him down is to engage in a battle of endurance with my vastly improved stamina. Dodge his attacks as much as possible, targeting vital points when striking back."

That was the sole formula for my victory over the towering man, Gavel.

"Here he comes."

In a flash, I swiftly dodged Gavel's greatsword coming towards my face.

Thud!

Amidst the dense dust and clamor, the spot where I stood moments ago was now deeply cratered and destroyed.

"...Quite fast."

Gavel, lowering his massive greatsword with a deep tone, appeared deliberate and composed.

Indeed.

Gabel effortlessly wielded the massive greatsword, two meters in size with a matching thickness, as if it were a mere short sword.

"...Impressive."

Unconsciously, genuine admiration escaped my lips.

I bent at the waist, driving my blade towards Gabel's exposed side.

Clang!

However, Gabel's greatsword easily deflected my strike.

Given the thickness of his sword, he seemed to employ a method of deflecting my blade with its surface.

"Not bad."

This time, Gabel calmly swung his greatsword horizontally, praising me while raising one corner of his mouth and sitting back with a calm gaze, smoothly deflecting my attack.

Quickly bending at the waist, I dodged his greatsword swinging overhead and aimed for Gabel's knee, which seemed to easily surpass 2 meters, appearing closer to 2.5 meters.

While thrusting is typically considered the strongest attack, my powerful swing aimed to sever the strength in his knee was significantly threatening in the current situation.

Clearly aware of this weakness himself, Gabel chose to block my attack by simply swinging the arm holding the greatsword, rather than moving his entire body.

As my blade recoiled backward, I lowered my gaze.

"Indeed, Gabel is well aware that his size can be a weakness. Hence, instead of evading by shifting his weight, he compensates for this weakness by wielding the greatsword lightly."

I mainly dodged and attacked, except for Gabel's near-random swings around me.

"It's not a systematically acquired swordsmanship. His swordplay lacks technique."

With each swing, Gabel's formidable strikes, accompanied by fierce winds and strong air pressure, were undeniably menacing.

However, there was no sign of intricate skill or technique in the path of his sword.

"This is it. The pathway to defeating him, the only breakthrough leading to victory over Gabel."

Discovering this flaw, I swiftly moved my body to evade his sword and continued to target his vulnerable spots.

Focusing on areas like the feet, ankles, knees, hip joints, and waist where the sword could directly reach due to its bluntness.

"Just a little more."

Intentionally concentrating my attacks on those areas to keep his attention on my lower body.

At that moment, as Gabel lunged back after narrowly missing my neck with the blunt end of his greatsword, he addressed me.

"The Baiyeom Aura you displayed earlier, are you choosing not to reveal it?"

His low, distinctive voice carried a hint of annoyance.

"..."

Pausing briefly in silence in response to his question, I replied.

"Now, I've decided not to rely on my special strengths anymore."

It was a candid confession.

Upon hearing this, Gabel, with a hand as imposing as my head, drove the greatsword into the ground, asserting,

"I see. That's indeed a well-reasoned decision. However..."

As Gabel's words trailed off, crimson flames began to violently emerge from the tip of the sword embedded in the ground.

"...It truly displeases me that you're holding back against me."

With a roughened momentum and expression, crimson flames surged around him and spread out fiercely.

"Ouch...!"

"Eek...! It's hot!"

Suddenly, Gabel, who exuded the intense and scorching force of the rough flames to other trainees nearby, grimaced as if growling, pinching his nose and speaking with a fierce countenance.

"Because I'm a 'Banggye,' lacking talent in Oreo. Weren't you secretly looking down on me too?"

Like someone hearing the most unpleasant words,

Gabel, with a visibly irritated expression, began to reveal an unknown anger deep within, pulling out the greatsword embedded in the ground and advancing towards me step by step.

"...That's not it."

"Shut up. If that's not it, then show your full power right now."

It seemed my words didn't reach him, as he appeared somewhat excited, as if losing his rationality.

As if touching upon an untouchable flaw, like poking a sore spot.

Enveloped in the emotion named anger, Gabel, along with the intense crimson blaze, lunged forward in a straight line.

Swish!

Roar!

Gabel's greatsword, accompanied by the raging flames, scorched my forearm as I recoiled and dodged backwards.

As one of La Crantel's Banggye with a flame Oreo, I had some resistance to fire, but Gabel's Oreo was more intense,

His firepower was overwhelming.

Gabel's fury, akin to flames, seemed to merge with his Oreo, taking shape.

'Danger...!'

Once again, seeing Gabel's greatsword descending towards me, I rotated my body, stepping back two paces, swiftly swinging the sword from below upwards towards Gabel.

Clang!

With a loud crash, my sword clashed head-on with Gabel's greatsword for the first time in the middle.

        
            "Gah...!"

Facing Gabel's sword head-on was indeed reckless.

With tingling arms, shoulders on the verge of dislocation, and the agony of imminent impact, I gritted my teeth.

Looking disheveled, Gabel clashed swords with me, saying, "I... lack exceptional talent like you guys."

"But I've worked harder than anyone else. To make this ordinary flame stronger—"

Gabel spoke, revealing his truth.

How he had lived and trained, the thoughts that brought him to this point.

"So, I wanted to test myself. Initially, I planned to spar with my direct ancestor Karwin. However, seeing you clash with Karwin recently changed my mind."

Saying so, Gabel exerted more pressure, pushing me back.

"Ugh...!"

My aching waist bent backward, expressing pain.

"I heard rumors. That you, showing a very special flame akin to La Crantelle's heir."

Gabel intensified his grip on his greatsword against mine, manifesting crimson flames on the blade, enhancing the aura.

"…!"

"So, I will defeat you. Proving that even someone talentless like me can overcome through effort. I will show it by defeating you."

Engaged in this sword clash with only a minimal aura enveloping my blade, I found myself at Gabel's mercy, merely listening to his words.

"Still not bringing it out? Without your aura. Do you really think you can beat me like that?"

Frowning as if displeased, Gabel questioned me.

Struggling, I replied, "Whatever you say, I won't change my decision."

Erasing his expression, Gabel said, "Is that so."

However, his face now bore a significantly different, almost icy demeanor from before.

"Then, fall here."

With those words, *whoosh*! Crimson flames erupted fiercely from Gabel's body and sword, engulfing me.

"Gah...!"

I couldn't summon my aura.

If I released the special technique Laura taught me, the Shadow Blade Seal, I might escape this perilous situation and avoid defeat.

Yet, it would be just like before.

Repeating the same outcome.

Hence, I was determined to give it my all in this fight until the end.

Only the sword.

With this single blade,

I intended to defeat Gabel, a different kind of strong opponent from Karwin of the other faction, using the powerful flame born of my efforts.

In that moment, with resolve, I used the crimson flames around Gabel to conceal my movement, not letting him see me move, and took advantage of the opportunity to shift my position.

*Thud*! The axis of Gabel, who was facing my sword with bent knees and waist, trembled slightly.

Seizing the moment, I swiftly rolled aside, evading from where I had originally confronted him with my sword.

"…!"

Gabel urgently searched for me within the crimson flames, wielding a greatsword in his right hand and his sinister left hand, rushing towards me. However,

I swiftly bent my waist low once again, this time confronting Gabel head-on.

Changing my course mid-stride through Gabel's open stance, I slid, touching the ground without hesitation, swiftly moving past him to his back, grasping the sword and rising.

"This brat...!"

Gabel, with an expression hinting at a significant flaw, turned his body towards me.

Without delay, I propelled myself towards Gabel once more, shooting under him.

Then, fully turning towards me, I sprinted towards Gabel, leaping off the ground slightly higher than his shoulder level, executing a full rotation in mid-air. I passed over him, landing on the ground after skimming past his exposed right shoulder.

Crash-!

"Argh...!"

A startled Gabel clutched the deeply gashed wound on his left arm, seemingly unbelievable that he had been struck by the blunt blade.

Thanks to the meticulous craftsmanship of the sword, enhanced with minimal runes, it maintained its sharpness and keen edge.

As a result, my sword exhibited a thin aura enveloping its surface, devoid of fiery manifestations, merely radiating a faint glow around its white edges.

Glancing at Gabel as he turned his massive frame back towards me, I swiftly dashed to his left side, swinging the sword forcefully towards his ankle before passing by.

With a thud, Gabel cried out in agony, "Argh...!" as he felt the impact.

Finally, dropping to one knee, I precisely targeted the center of Gabel's exposed back.

However, my two-handed strike was thwarted by a burst of intense flames emanating from him, forcing me to retreat momentarily.

"This brat...! Leo Hart...!"

Enraged in a way entirely different from before, Gabel gritted his teeth, enduring the pain in his ankle and shoulder, struggling to rise once more.

Despite his likely deteriorating condition, he swiftly wielded his sword with remarkable mental fortitude.

‘To wield a faster sword despite sustaining potentially fatal injuries. Truly exceptional.’

Observing him with a steely gaze, I swiftly dodged Gabel's sword thrust aimed at my waist, then lunged forward towards him, extending my arm and sword towards his chest as he attempted to recover and continue his next move.

Extending my arm without bending, I executed a longer thrust than previously seen, aiming to increase reach.

Yet, Gabel accurately anticipated and reacted to even this move.

Realizing retrieving his right-hand sword for a block was too late, he surrounded his left arm with crimson flames, using it to deflect the thrust with his forearm.

"Argh...!"

Though not completely defended, the impact left a deep bruise and lingering pain in the center of his left forearm where he had blocked the attack.

My left ankle, which had been hit, the coolly moving right shoulder, and the recently hit left forearm, Gabel couldn't withstand the pain that eventually attacked him and staggered backward.

Without missing a beat, I relentlessly attacked Gabel, pushing him back.

Attacking mainly from the side rather than head-on, wielding my sword to gradually break his momentum.

In no time, with a completely different changed position and dynamic from before, onlookers who had been watching the duel from one side couldn't hide their surprise and astonishment.

"It's unbelievable...! Gabel is actually being pushed back? By that guy who doesn't even fight properly?"

"...I can't believe it even after seeing it. Among the disciples, I thought Gabel was the strongest..."

"What was that guy's name again?"

In response to one guy's question, another trainee standing nearby absentmindedly watching the fight muttered an answer.

"Leo... Leo Hart. He said he's Leo Hart, a disciple."

From the conversation, it seemed like not only his faction but also some trainees from other factions had come to watch upon hearing the rumors.

And among them,

Karwin, who had faced off against him before, was now quietly standing in place.

'That guy....'

Karwin's clenched fist seemed to express his emotions.

"...Impressive."

Covering her mouth with both hands in awe, the blonde-haired Nisha showed a surprised expression.

Beside her stood Reyna, a silver-haired girl with violet eyes, at a slight distance.

While she didn't show as much surprise as Nisha, inwardly, she was somewhat impressed.

'...He has definitely become stronger than before.'

It was different from when he fought Karwin.

Back then, he relied vaguely on his aura and the strength of the high-purity white flames,

Now, he was solely focused on his swordsmanship in the battle.

And that too, fighting against Gabel, with his massive, rugged body boasting a considerable amount of aura.

"...Interesting."

Slightly,

Reyna, who usually wore a cold expression, showed a faint smile on one side of her mouth upon witnessing Leo's improved skills.

And with that, soon Gabel and Leo.

The fight between the two reached its climax.

Thud!

Gabel, kneeling on both knees on the ground, appeared to fall forward towards Leo, who exhaled roughly and looked slightly fatigued.

It was a moment of victory with profound meaning, achieved with minimal aura and swordsmanship alone.

        
            A few days after the showdown with Gabel.

I was still strolling through the corridors, catching the eyes of other trainees.

Soft footsteps,

"Isn't he the guy from the rumors?"

"He's definitely from the Bangye lineage. He recently had a draw with Karwin, his direct competitor in a duel."

"That's not all. He even defeated Gabel in a fight."

"Moreover, I heard he caught the eye of some high-ranking figure and was assigned a personal room like the other direct descendants."

"What? Really? That's a bit enviable..."

"Anyway, he's no ordinary fellow."

Why is there so much attention from the public?

Even after several days, the gaze and chatter of other children within the swordsmanship hall continued to follow me.

*Sigh* How did it come to this?

Feeling slightly overwhelmed by such excessive interest, I passed through the corridor to take a breath outside.

Not long after, I saw Instructor Redor, with golden curly hair and glasses, watering the only garden in the swordsmanship hall.

I could see Instructor Redor.

"Leo, my boy."

"...Hello."

Instructor Redor, who usually wore a warm smile for the kids, greeted me first upon noticing my presence.

"I heard the rumors. They say you defeated Gabel, who was contending for the top spots among the Karwin and Bangye lineages?"

"...That's not true. It ended in a draw with Karwin."

Seems like the rumors among the instructors about the trainees in the swordsmanship hall had reached Instructor Redor too, as he mentioned it to me first.

Letting out a small sigh, I looked at Instructor Redor with an expression that seemed somewhat resigned by now.

"I... Last time, I didn't have a chance to ask, but you mentioned my mother was your childhood friend, right?"

"Ah, Nia, was it?"

"Yes..."

Instructor Redor, who referred to my mother as Nia instead of Niasa, looked at me somewhat puzzled as I brought it up.

But that wasn't important now.

"By any chance... Are you aware that my mother has passed away?"

"Nia?"

With a somewhat bewildered expression, Instructor Redor seemed momentarily speechless, as if hearing this news for the first time.

From his reaction, it appeared that Instructor Redor was still unaware of my parents' passing.

"When... When did Nia leave this world? What happened!"

Shaking my shoulders on both sides, Instructor Redor, looking slightly agitated, gazed at me with a perplexed expression.

"Why... It's been almost two years now. Did you really not know?"

"Oh... I... I had no idea. Ah, I was staying in the Imperial Capital about a year ago."

"A year ago in the Imperial Capital...?"

"Yes. I've only recently returned here. But more importantly, why did Nia pass away? Was it an illness? Or an accident? What terrible thing happened to her...!"

"..."

Suddenly showing tears, Instructor Redor, with a very sorrowful expression, lowered his head along with my held shoulders.

Then, he let go of my shoulders, his hands trembling slightly, and turned around to touch his face with his hand.

"Oh... Nia..."

Instructor Redor, displaying a desolate appearance as if mourning a long-lost friend due to unexpected tragic news, showed his trembling back with shoulders that seemed to carry the weight of despair.

"I... I never thought that your mother's longtime friend hadn't heard this news. Was there no one around to inform you?"

Pausing,

Upon hearing my words, Instructor Redor seemed to pause briefly in a peculiar manner after listening to my final statement.

"...Then he lowered the hand he had raised and turned back to me with a sad smile.

'I, well, I didn't have any close acquaintances other than Nia. My family passed away due to illness a long time ago.'

As Redor, the instructor, answered like that, for some reason, I felt a strange sensation, almost eerie, seeing him mourn the loss of his friend.

...Unnatural.

Yes, there was something slightly unnatural about his demeanor.

So, I casually threw out a question.

'...I see. So, your mother didn't know she was murdered.'

'Is that true? Who, who would kill kind-hearted Nia? Why!'

Now, with a somewhat angry expression and tone, Redor, the instructor, reacted to my words.

'An unknown person...wore the "Crimson" sword.'

'Ugh...!'

Upon hearing my words, Redor quickly turned aside again, covering his mouth.

He then replied to me.

'Oh, I see... That's really unfortunate...'

'Why are you smiling?'

'...Huh? Ugh...!'

Redor, covering his mouth and somehow looking agitated up to his shoulders, I gazed at him with a deeply sorrowful look.

'Why are you laughing after hearing about my mother's murder?' I asked.

'That, that's it. It was the user of the Crimson sword... Ugh...!'

Slowly lowering the hand covering his mouth, Redor, still showing me his side profile, looked up at the sky, speaking in a somewhat changed atmosphere from before.

'Ah, I intended to hide it until the end... but I made such a foolish mistake.'

'...It was you. The one who killed our parents, my father and mother.'

A faint white flame of anger began to rise from my whole body.

'Ah, yes. It was me. The user of the "Blue Sword" who killed Nia and your parents.'

Seeing this reaction, Redor, the instructor, readily revealed the truth, making his previous acting seem somewhat pale.

'You...!'

With a burst, the pent-up rage unsealed all the remaining flames lingering on my body besides the sealed flame.

However, I did not rush directly at Redor, the instructor, yet.

There was still one thing, along with restrained anger, that I wanted to ask.

'...Why, why did you kill our parents? You said she was your childhood friend, a longtime acquaintance. But why, why did you kill my parents?'

'Ah,'

Reacting to my question in a peculiar manner, Redor, the instructor, suddenly chuckled, displaying a grotesque smile contrasting with the usual demeanor he showed in front of trainees, and answered.

'She betrayed me. Nia.'

'...Our mother betrayed you...?'

Taken aback by the unexpected answer, I was momentarily stunned. Then, Redor, the instructor, calmly responded with an indifferent expression.

'Yes. Nia, your mother, and I had a deep relationship since my early childhood.'

Saying so, Redor, the instructor, grasped the hilt of a personal carry sword, permitted only for Cross Swordsmanship instructors, at his left hip.

Looking down at the 'Blue Flower' arrangement beside him, he continued to speak to me."

"Niya and I... were originally in a special relationship promised through marriage."

"What...?"

In an instant, it felt like getting hit on the head with a hammer, with my head ringing.

"What on earth are you talking about? Explain in detail, Instructor Lendor."

"Exactly as it sounds. It's a story of childhood friends who promised each other a future, a common and cliché tale."

Having said that much, Instructor Lendor, with a sharp glint in his eyes, drew his sword from its sheath.

Then, he knelt down, picked up a flower from a blue flowerbed, brought it close to his face, and gently smelled the fragrance of the flower.

"My mother... was your original betrothed, is that what you're saying?"

"Yes. Some may see it as just a naive childhood promise, but at that moment, at least, we were sincere towards each other."

As Instructor Lendor spoke, he seemed to reminisce about his childhood, his eyes gentle as he deeply savored the scent of the flower in his hand.

Then, abruptly,

Snap! He broke the flower without hesitation.

His face revealed a twisted, dark expression of profound betrayal and vile emotions.

"But, but! She betrayed me. Because of my family's situation. Her parents didn't approve of me as her match! Eventually, she ended up with your father, that damned Rend Hart!"

Instructor Lendor, squeezing the crushed flower tightly in his fist, shook his shoulders with a slightly agitated tone. Soon after, he calmed his surging emotions, turned towards me calmly, and restrained his rising feelings.

"So, I killed them. Your parents. That damned Rend Hart and Niya who betrayed me."

Then, chuckling, Instructor Lendor appeared to be laughing.

"Oh, the dying expressions of your father and mother in my hands at that time, Niya's face..."

As if recalling that moment, trembling with joy and exhilaration, Lendor relished the memory.

"...Enough now. Just die."

Unable to bear his demeanor any longer, I struck the ground.

I no longer wanted to feel the twisted desires of that vile creature or his joy. I did not want to see it.

With a cold expression on my face, I rushed forward, clenching one hand like a hook to grab his throat.

My dilated pupils,

were wide open, not wanting to miss a single moment of his despicable appearance.

However,

the tip of my hook-like grip ultimately did not reach him.

"Achantar (Silence)"

Along with the incantation that seemed almost magical, my movements, my actions fell silent, silenced as if by a spell.

        
            "What...!"

I was completely immobilized as if bound by an unknown force, unable to move a muscle.

It felt like my body had been robbed of all control, silenced and subdued.

Looking at me in that state, Instructor Redor approached me with a sinister smile.

"Well? How do you feel experiencing my Achantar?" he asked, grinning as if to say, "Impressive, isn't it?" while showing me his sword.

"...What exactly have you done to me?"

Locked in place, I calmly gazed at Redor with a slightly lowered gaze and asked.

"It's my special power contained in this sword. A very unique ability bestowed upon me by the gods, one that only chosen individuals can wield. What you're experiencing now is possible because I've granted you some control."

"...Special ability?"

"Yes, indeed. A year ago, while briefly staying in the imperial capital, I had a very special encounter."

As he spoke, Redor reminisced about that moment, his face showing a somewhat ecstatic expression.

Curious to understand the situation, I inquired, revealing my thoughts to Redor as he reminisced.

"...What exactly happened to you back then?"

In response to my question, Redor chuckled and then returned to his original demeanor, taking a few steps closer to me.

"You don't need to know the details. After all, soon you will die by my hand right here."

Touching my right shoulder, Redor positioned himself as if he were about to thrust his sword into my abdomen.

"..."

"How will you react to me, I wonder? Pain? Agony? Begging for mercy with a pitiful face?"

With a wicked grin, Redor displayed a mix of delight and excitement, while I stood there silently and spat on his face in defiance.

"...You trash...!"

Enraged by my disrespectful act, Redor's expression changed from the previous exhilaration to a furious visage, ready to plunge his blade into my abdomen.

In that moment, I looked at him with a calm gaze and whispered softly.

"Sword of the Pure Light, Unleash."

Suddenly, all the power sealed within me burst open, and white flames surged violently throughout my body.

"Urgh...!"

Seeing me break free from the restraint with a startled expression, Redor took a few steps back, bewildered by the unfolding events.

"How... is this possible...?"

Whoosh!

With intense white flames, I regained my freedom and turned my wrist where I didn't hold the sword, fixing a cold stare on Redor.

"No matter who you are, did you not know? This White Flame I possess has the power to incinerate all thoughts, principles, and even beings."

Indeed, although not entirely invincible, this White Flame possessed the capability to consume everything based on my discretion, varying in strength depending on my pure intent.

While not fully comprehending, I had gained some information about this White Flame from a recent letter received in response from the Gaia, including its other alias as the Primordial Flame.

"But even so, it's not an absolute power. Depending on my pure intent, the degree of that power can vary significantly."

I broke free from the unknown restraint thanks to Redor's power. With a cold gaze, I presented the 'White Flame Manifested Sword' in my hand before Redor.

"Wh-where did that sword come from...!?"

Redor, taken aback by the sudden appearance of the White Flame sword in my hand, cautiously eyed me.

"My symbolic world's sword."

With vengeful eyes, I aimed the sword at Redor.

"I will completely erase you from this world with this sword."

Crackle!

White flames flickered around the sword in my hand.

Seeing this, Instructor Redor, with a solemn expression, seemed to utter the activation phrase of that unknown power once again.

"Achantar (Silence)."

Once again, an unknown power seemed to control me. Strange energy and distortion filled the air as if a barrier had unfolded.

Perhaps due to this power, despite the commotion between us, others seemed unaware, not appearing because of that very force.

With that thought, I used the power of the White Flame to incinerate Redor's unknown power that was restraining me.

"......!!"

Looking somewhat surprised, Redor gazed at me, and for the first time, I smiled mockingly before him.

It was a laugh filled with blatant mockery.

"Your bewildered expression pleases me. I never thought I'd feel this way about someone like you."

"...You damn..."

Seemingly realizing his power was no longer effective, an enraged Redor, summoning his blue flames, prepared to attack me.

"This was unexpected, but the outcome won't change. Even if you can handle your special flames. Toppling and killing your opponent is a different story altogether."

Smirking confidently once more, Redor faced me.

I found it unpleasant.

"...Disgusting. I hope you never find a moment of joy again. So,"

With the White Flame sword raised, I continued, driving it into the ground.

"I'll personally send you straight to the eternal abyss of hell as soon as possible."

All the aura I had gathered and controlled surged into the tip of the sword in my hand, exploding like a volcano.

Boom!

Instead of a clash of swords, there was a massive explosion of aura as Redor was sent flying backward.

"Ugh...!"

Engulfed in White Flame from tip to hilt, Redor grimaced at the unexpected strength of the White Flame aura's impact on his face.

"Darn it...!"

Being pushed back by just a mere swordsmanship trainee clearly hurt his pride, evident from his expressions and cursing.

Using his own aura to mitigate the impact, Redor, after recovering, rushed towards me once more, ready to attack.

Lowering his stance and gripping the sword, Redor minimized air resistance as he swung his Blue Flame-adorned sword from left to right above and across me.

Clang!

This time, as our swords collided, both mine and Redor's swords recoiled slightly.

[However, Redor, who immediately countered with his second strike head-on, clashed swords with me again, showcasing the eruption of his blue flames throughout his body as we engaged in a fierce battle.

Certainly,

Facing someone like me, a practitioner who had not yet fully increased the amount of his eruption, was quite a reasonable choice to confront.

But even that was only applicable within flames similar to or equivalent to his own. The Baiyeom's eruption, surpassing even the host's eruption, seemed to transcend such unfavorable conditions, instead appearing to excel beyond them.

"This is unbelievable...!"

Caught off guard by the force, Redor, unable to conceal his confusion, took a step back, spreading his legs both front and back, lowering his waist in place, and swiftly launched an attack towards me.

Clang! Along with the continuous sound of iron clashing, I reacted to and blocked all of Redor's attacks, rendering them futile.

"This monstrous bastard...!"

In the unexpected clash of powers and circumstances, Redor the instructor's expression gradually began to reveal a mix of grimness and bewilderment, as if reflecting his inner turmoil.

Seizing the moment, I kicked Redor's abdomen forward, causing him to stumble backward, and then I firmly planted my sword into the ground from my position of being pushed back, grabbing the area where he was hit with one hand, I addressed Redor the instructor.

"...Monster? The monster is not you, but it's you, Redor."

An angry expression tinged with revenge and resentment surfaced on my face and eyes as I confronted him.

"You, who not only killed my family, my father and mother, but also intended to use me, your own offspring, for the twisted pleasure of your vile emotions."

I continued speaking to him.

"You are the true monster."

With force, I shot towards Redor the instructor, who had not yet corrected his stance.

And in that moment,

Redor the instructor, who had merely clenched the impacted area and wore a poker face,

Upon seeing me coming straight at him,

He looked sinister and smiled as if reserving his final trump card.

"Achantar Liberacion (Silent Liberation)."

With that incantation,

Something entirely unexpected occurred.]
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